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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A grating, rapid, buzz-saw-like chorus of kraaaaa, kraaaaa, kraaaa 
pierces the air over a pinyon-covered ridge.  The noisemakers?  A 
group of Clark’s Nutcrackers wandering the area in search of pinyon 
seeds.  Yet another member of the fascinating Corvid family (in the 
company of crows, ravens, magpies, and jays), a Clark’s Nutcracker 
has a gray body, stunning black wings accented by white patches, 
and white edgings on the tail.  (Both males and females look alike.)  
Probably its most striking feature is the long, sturdy, chisel-like 
beak, adapted for removing seeds from tough, unripe pinecones.  
This massive tool also permits opportunistic foraging, including 
probing for insects, catching small vertebrates, and ripping apart 
carrion.  All of this bird’s names revolve around this beak.  The 
Clark’s Nutcracker was first identified in the Columbia River region 
during the Lewis and Clark Expedition in 1805.  (When first spotting 
this bird, Clark thought it was a woodpecker, given its ability to 
hammer open pinecones.)   The scientific name, Nucifraga 
columbiana, breaks down to “nut breaker from the Columbia 
River:” “nucis” (“nut” in Latin) and “frango” (to break or shatter).  
The common name honors the leader of that expedition—Captain 
William Clark—and, again, its nut-cracking skills.   
 
Although pinyon nuts constitute a vast amount of a nutcracker’s 
diet, it is also a generalist.  If the pinyon seed crop fails, they’ll turn 
to cones of other conifers, such as limber, ponderosa, and 
bristlecone pines.  A number of research studies have documented 
the highly developed spatial memories of these birds, such that 
they re-locate their seed caches based on relationships to large 
objects such as rocks, logs, or other distinctive, sizable objects in the 
area.  But as generalists, they will also eat berries; insects such as 
beetles, ants, and grasshoppers; nestling birds and eggs; small 
mammals—and even unattended picnic delicacies set out by 
unsuspecting humans.  You might see them every now and then at a 
suet feeder or a heated birdbath in the dead of winter, but they 
tend not to be regular seed feeder visitors.   
 
These days, Colorado has the largest segment of the continent’s 
population of Clark’s Nutcrackers—20%.  Wyoming and Utah host a 
mere 13% each, and California comes in a distant 4th place with a 
measly 10%.  Ironically, this bird often lives near treeline on the 

windy peaks of the western U.S., far from human contact.  Yet 
where it does encounter people, it seems quite fearless, striding 
about in picnic grounds and scenic-view parking lots, looking for 
handouts.  If you’ve ever stopped at a turnout in Rocky Mountain 
National Park, you’ve most likely been solicited by these beautiful, 
bold beggars.   
 
Because the birds rely extensively on pinyon seeds, the 
pinyon/juniper habitat holds special importance for them. In the 
late summer and fall, they travel from high-altitude breeding 
grounds down to pinyon/juniper areas such as those in our area.  
They collect large quantities of pinyon seeds in their throats 
(actually, in a structure called the sublingual pouch, found under 
the tongue).  The birds then store these seeds in underground 
caches back up at altitude—often on south-facing slopes, which will 
be clear of snow earlier than other areas.  This way, during the 
breeding season, they have large stores of seeds available to feed 
their young.   
 
Clark’s Nutcrackers don’t breed until their second year.  They begin 
breeding in very early spring, when deep snows render the breeding 
grounds inaccessible to most predators.  Typically nesting in high-
altitude conifers, they seek out nest sites that provide shelter from 
the howling winds of March and April.  The young often hatch while 
snow still covers the ground, but the adults can still track down 
their stores of pinyon nuts.  An adult uses its hefty beak to dig into 
the snow at a cache site by sweeping its beak from side to side—
kind of like a very pointy broom.  Another adaptation to early 
nesting in cold, snowy areas allows both the male and female to 
brood the eggs and young:  Both sexes develop a brood patch—an 
area of skin on the breast with many surface blood vessels that 
helps to keep eggs warm during incubation.  (In most songbirds, 
only the females have a brood patch.)  In these cold temperatures, 
the eggs and featherless young cannot be left exposed to the 
elements.  Thus, the male can share the incubation duties with the 
female.  The female can then retrieve seeds from her stores to 
supplement those from her mate’s caches.  After 18 days the 
nestlings hatch, remaining in the nest for approximately 20 days 
before fledging.   The fledglings travel with the family group until 
late summer learning to find and harvest conifer seeds of all types.  
Even after that, the first-year non-breeding juveniles often wander 
the countryside in loose, gangly flocks while the older birds pair up 
for next year’s breeding season.   
 
Starting in mid-July, you’ll likely begin to hear the calls of these 
noisy pinecone harvesters moving around our area, hoping for good 
pinyon crops to provide a harvest for next year’s high-altitude 
young.   
  
To learn a bit more about these birds and hear a clip of its voice, 
check out this page (http://wp.me/P16Ptu-7u) or just click here.  
  
Raku with the Maverick Potter  
by Julia Michel 
If you ever get a chance to go to a raku pottery firing demonstration 
or party, go to it!  Mark Rittman of the Maverick Potter Gallery in 
Salida held a raku party recently at his “homestead”.  It is the kind 
of event that leaves everyone who attends feeling happy and 
connected to other people, the earth, and one’s creative self.   
 
The raku process was first developed by a 16th century Korean tile 
maker who realized that hot tiles could be removed from the kiln 
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without breaking.  He immigrated to Japan, married, and settled in 
Kyoto.  His son, Cajiro (1515-1592) developed the process further 
and created pottery for the teamaster, Rikyu who was interested in 
craftsmanship focusing on harmony and simplicity.  Together, Cajiro 
and Rikyu developed raku ware.  The shogun, Hideyoshi who 
admired the bowls eventually bestowed them with the ideogram 
meaning “enjoyment, comfort, and contentment”.  Raku has since 
been used in the Japanese tea ceremony and also honored by 
Westerners as an art form today.  
 
Mark Rittman has built a modern-day kiln to do the ancient raku 
firing process and has created a perfect environment to share this 
art process with others.  The combination of playing with clay and 
then painting the fired clay body with glaze – not knowing what the 
final piece will look like – is in itself the beginning of the raku 
mystery.  The glazed clay pieces are placed carefully into the hot 
outdoor kiln for a second firing, the cover is lowered down, and the 
heat is increased.  Once the pieces are fired, the action begins.  The 
heat is turned off, the cover is lifted, and metal containers are all in 
place with sawdust inside, waiting.  The potter must be calm and 
focused to lift the glowing hot pottery from the kiln with tongs and 
place each piece into the metal containers – being careful not to 
break or burn anything in the process.  The hot pottery ignites the 
sawdust to begin another fire within the metal containers and at 
that point the lids are placed on top to let the pieces burn and 
smoke within the sawdust while the unpredictable chemical 
reactions take place, creating the colorful patterns while the glazes 
crack and cool.  Some potters leave the pottery to cool slowly 
overnight.  Some wait until the smoke has cleared; and then the 
pieces are either plunged into water to further cool and crackle or 
sprayed with water for a slightly easier shock.  When the pieces are 
cool enough to touch, the potter can scrub the soot from the 
blackened pottery with dirt as an abrasive to expose the surprise of 
beautiful glazed colors underneath.  Sometimes the colors are so 
vibrant, just like the fire they came from and other times they offer 
the disappointing experience of dullness or breakage.  But life is like 
this too.  And after all the soot is removed, the gems of what 
remains when you really look at the details can be somewhat 
breathtaking.   
 
All this can never be exactly repeated or duplicated.  Isn’t that part 
of the attraction as well as the quality of working by hand?  The 
potter holds a unique bond with all the elements of nature.  And all 
of this happens in the atmosphere of awe and play among other 
people doing the same thing!  There is a great spirit of 
encouragement and mutual admiration of the work of the person 
next to you, doing the same thing in a very different way, or doing a 
very different thing in the same way.  Mark Rittmann of the 
Maverick Potter gave everyone – novices and experienced potters – 
a great opportunity to share in this ancient craft of earth, water, 
and fire. 
 
Mark feels strongly about keeping the arts alive and he wants the 
Maverick Potter Gallery and studio to become a resource for the 
community.  He offers classes for adults and kids, firing of pottery 
and special art events in the studio.  He also shows the work of 
many talented local artists in the gallery. 
 
To be a part of upcoming raku firing events, pottery classes, or to 
see more of Mark Rittmann’s offerings, visit the Maverick Potter 
Gallery at their new, larger location in Salida at 119 F Street.  Or go 
on-line to www.Maverickpotter.com. 

 

Thank you to the following from the Coaldale 
Community Building Association for all your 
generous donations!  You make the difference! 
Vino Salida – Grimo’s Restaurant – Salida Mountain Sports – 
Mountain Home Veterinary Clinic – Fringe – Beadsong – 
Neighborhood Natural Goods – Vital Living – Western Native Seeds - 
Monarch Mountain Ski Resort – Computech – Artpost Gallery – 
Bighorn Campground – Curves – Zone 4 Magazine – Janet Engel 
Yoga – Delphi Alpacas – Zell Lundberg – Roxann Moore – Al & Jane – 
Donna Griesel - am I forgetting anyone?  And for all the wonderful 
baked goods from Roxann, Shar, Michelle, Shelly, Deb, Pauline, 
Sage, Dolphia, Janet, and everyone who contributed and hasn’t 
been acknowledged, we are grateful! 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 

Mondays:  8:45 -10:15 am Yoga class for all levels.  Beginners welcome!  
Please arrive 5-10 minutes early to get settled.  For more information 
contact Janet Engel, 942-3980. 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Cotopaxi Store 

Thursdays:  6:00 - 8:00 pm Music jam, free and all are welcome.  Come 
play or listen in! 
 
At the Pleasant Valley Health Center  

Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 
In Howard at Howard Hall 

November 5:  7:30 – 11:00 am PV Club Fall Omelet Festival Breakfast  
Choose your own ingredients for a 3 egg omelet cooked on the spot.  $8 
suggested donation, proceeds go to PV Club.  All are invited! 
 
November 8:  12:00 – 2:00 pm PV Club Thanksgiving Potluck. Bring a 
potluck dish to share, men pay $5 donation.   
 
In Howard at the Mountain Valley Church 

Mondays and Thursdays:  10:00 - 11:00 am Strong Bones, mild exercise 
class for men and women of all ages to strengthen bones and improve 
balance, Contact Linda at 942-3054 for more information. 
 
November 24:  12:00 – 5:00 pm Thanksgiving Dinner for the 
community.  Free for everyone!  942-4081 for more information. 
 
In Salida  
 
Fridays 9:00 – 10:30 am, (ongoing):  Kid classes in pottery at the 
Maverick Potter.  Contact Mark Rittmann at 719-684-6418 for more 
information. 
 
For more, visit us on the web at – 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
To include your event in our calendar and for all other comments and 
correspondence, contact us at  
InTheValley812@yahoo.com 
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