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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A striking denizen of Colorado’s conifer and mixed woodlands, the 
crested Steller’s Jay falls in the same genus as the other crested jay of 
North America—the Blue Jay.  Males and females look similar in the 
field.  Colorado’s version of Steller’s Jays have black crests with 
dramatic silvery white streaks on their foreheads and white stripes 
above their eyes. These white markings distinguish our local 
subspecies from the more western subspecies, which have solid dark 
heads.  (Just to be tricky, though, first-year juvenile Steller’s in our area 
lack of white markings on the faces until their first fall.  Don’t be 
fooled!)  The mantle, back, neck, and upper chest are dark gray, 
contrasting strongly with the black face and long black crest.  The belly, 
wings, and tail are a striking blue with delicate black barring on the 
wings and tails.   
 
All jays are members of the intelligent Corvid family (along with crows, 
ravens, magpies, and nutcrackers) and have complex communication 
strategies.  For instance, you can figure out quite a bit about what’s 
going on for a Steller’s Jay just by looking at the position of its long 
crest.  If it’s lying flat, the bird is relatively relaxed—foraging for food, 
preening its feathers, or otherwise at ease.   A more elevated crest 
signals some kind of arousal, such as a competitor, or stress.  If a 
predator or other danger enters the area, the crest heads to a 
completely upright angle.  A bit like a mood ring, without all the colors 
(for those of you old enough to remember mood rings…).   
 
The dark colors of the Steller’s Jay blend in well among the shadows of 
the dense coniferous woods of the mountains.  In these woodlands, 
Steller’s Jays are general omnivores, eating many insects in the 
summer (including hornets and wasps, plentiful this time of year as 
they try to get in your house!!), and even small lizards and rodents.  
And of course, they gratefully frequent seed and suet feeders, 
announcing their arrivals and departures with their loud “shook-shook-
shook” calls. 
 
Colorado has three other common jay species:  the stunningly 
nomadic, noisy, and at times wearing-out-their-welcome Pinyon Jays; 
the local Western Scrub-Jays; and the high-altitude Gray Jays.  (A few 
Blue Jays make appearances in our area, but they primarily frequent 
the Front Range and the eastern plains.)  Pinyon Jays can be fiercely 
irruptive in our area, dropping from the skies in vast numbers during 
certain years (such as in the summer of 2010—do NOT get me 
started!) and not appearing at all in other years.  In our area, though, 
it’s not uncommon to see Steller’s and Western Scrub-Jays hanging out 

at feeders.  But Steller’s Jays are what is called “site-centered 
dominance”:  Mated pairs are socially dominant over all other 
individuals near their nests, but that dominance drops quickly as they 
move away from their nests.  As a result, Steller’s often appear much 
more skittish at feeders than do the more consistently dominant 
Western Scrub-Jays.   
 
Steller’s Jays are typically nonmigratory, although some groups move 
to higher elevations for breeding and return to lower elevations for 
the remainder of the year.  Steller’s also become quiet and stealthy 
during breeding season, so one can’t always know if they’ve moved 
elsewhere to raise their young or if they’ve just stopped making 
appearances and announcing themselves while the kids are young.   
Young Steller’s leave the nest after about 16 days and the parents 
continue to feed them for a month or more after that.  Family groups 
often remain together into the fall and winter. 
 
Their genus name—Cyanocitta—has Greek roots:  kuanos (meaning 
dark blue) and kitta (a chattering bird), which reflects the noisy nature 
of these birds.  The species name—stelleri—honors Georg Wilhelm 
Steller, a German botanist and medical doctor who lived in the 18th 
century and collected this specimen on a trip to Alaska.  The common 
name “jay”—which applies to several loosely related species—may be 
onomatopoeia of the harsh call of the Blue Jay. 
 
Finally, when is blue not really blue?  When it’s a feather!  In most 
feathers, colors such as red, yellow, and black result from pigments—
the same things that give crayons or paints their various hues.  But 
blue feathers have absolutely no blue pigment.  Instead, the structure 
of any blue feather creates a complex optical illusion, so that light is 
simply reflected to our eyes as blue.  But if you crushed a Steller’s Jay 
feather—or any blue feather, for that matter—you’d see that its 
pigments are really just a brownish-gray.  Considering the many shades 
of blue in the avian world—Indigo Buntings, Mountain Bluebirds, Blue 
Grosbeaks, Steller’s Jays, to name just a few—yet another amazing 
aspect of feathers comes to “light.”  
 
You can see more photos and hear some of the vocalizations of the 
Steller’s Jay here:  http://wp.me/P16Ptu-79.  Or, if you’re reading the 
electronic version, just click here. 

 
Secret Gardens by Julia Michel 
As the seasons change and summer passes into autumn, every day of 
sunshine and warmth is a gift, just as every drop of moisture in our dry 
climate is also a gift.  At the late-season local garden tours in the 
Pleasant Valley, we have experienced both – sunshine and rain as well 
as a lot of surprises.  One of the most impressive things about the local 
gardeners is the level of enthusiasm and interest regardless of the 
weather or difficult growing conditions.  These are people who have 
learned not to fight with nature.  Located in Howard, Coaldale, and 
Cotopaxi, the gardens featured in the tours all adapt to their particular 
micro-climates and demonstrate an intense labor of love and 
dedication on the part of the gardeners. 
   
To arrive at the gardens, we traveled winding roads and curved 
pathways, we wandered behind buildings and houses.  The gardens 
were tucked in hillsides, near ponds and burbling creeks, and spread 
out over meadows – hidden in plain sight.  The mountains hold so 
many secret gardens that one never knows what might be growing 
over the next ridge.  Growing within the gardens were incredible 
varieties of heirloom vegetables, fruit, leafy greens, and blooming 
flowers – all thriving in beds, boxes, rows, and greenhouses, adorned 
with arched hand-made gates, interesting rocks, whimsical sculptures, 
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keepsakes, signs with sweet sayings, and personal touches that 
welcome everyone.   And all had spectacular views! 
 
It is amazing what happens when a seed has what it needs:  soil, 
sunshine, rain, and maybe a gardener.  Some gardens are lush and 
abundantly fertile; others are rocky with drought-tolerant plants.  
Some gardens are carefully planned out; some were created with a 
little bit of whatever was on hand.  All are genuinely cared for works-
in-process with a spirit of obvious joy. 
   
Experimenting and experiencing is what all gardens share – creating 
places to grow food for the body as well as the soul.  The gardens then 
become places to gather and celebrate life with friends and also to be 
still and quiet – to feel the earth underfoot, the sun overhead warming 
the skin, a breeze blowing through the trees and also to stop and listen 
to the bees.  After visiting the local gardens how can anyone not be 
inspired? 
  
The pleasant memories and sensory experiences of the gardens will 
stay with me long into the cold dormant winter months.  When the 
ground is resting and the snow is falling, I can close my eyes and 
remember the bright blooming flowers, the large glowing orange 
pumpkins, many red and green tomatoes heavy on the vine, and the 
coming again of another growing season.   
 
If you missed out on the garden tours this year and would like to join 
us next year, contact jengel22@msn.com to be added to the e-mail 
list.  And a big thank-you to all the wonderful (and not easily 
discouraged) gardeners out there. 

 

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. 
 
October 1:  10:00 am - 2:00 pm Gardener’s Market!  Come bring your 
extra produce, plants, and related garden stuff to sell, trade, or give 
away!  Contact jengel22@msn.com to reserve a space or for more 
details. 
 
October 15:  5:00 pm Coaldale’s Annual Chili Dinner / Auction 
Fundraiser!  Dinner starts at 5 pm, Auction at 6 pm. Great food and 
auction items from community members and local businesses!  Adults 
$10, Kids free!  All proceeds go to maintaining the historic Coaldale 
Schoolhouse aka Coaldale Community Building. 
 
October 29:  10:00 am - 1:00 pm Wooden Hamplemann Toy 
workshop!  When you pull the string, the arms and legs move up and 
down.  Big smile!  Everything is provided for you to make your own 
toy!  All are welcome, free, and lunch provided.  Reserve a space at 
inthevalley812@yahoo.com. 
 
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 
 
October 11:  12:00 – 2:00 pm PV Club Potluck and Guest. Bring a 
potluck dish to share, men pay $5 donation.  Guest: Justin Allison, 
local Howard Guitarist, playing from "Gershwin to Brazilian Jazz".   
 
October 25:  12:00 - 2:00 pm PV Club Potluck and Guest. Bring a 
potluck dish to share, men pay $5 donation.  Guest: Justin Allison, 
local Howard Guitarist, playing from "Gershwin to Brazilian Jazz".   
 
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. 
 
In Salida  
 
Fridays 9:00 – 10:30 am, (ongoing):  Kid classes in pottery at the 
Maverick Potter.  Contact Mark Rittman at 719-684-6418 for more 
information. 
 
October 9:  Noon – 5:00 pm Raku Rendezvous with Mark Rittmann at 
the Maverick Potter Homestead!  Raku pots will be provided for you 
to glaze and fire.  Cost is $35 for 1 small and 1 large pot.  Bring a dish 
and beverage.  RSVP 719-684-6418. 
 
Amrit Yoga with Priti Chanda Klco.  Call 719-942-4045 or 406-531-
3729 for information on the following events at Salida Yoga Center.  All 
levels welcome.  $13 drop-in or SYC punch pass. 

 
 Yoga Nidra:  5:30 – 6:30 pm, Oct 3, 6, 10, 13 
 Yoga Postures:  8:30 – 10:00 am, Oct 7, 14 
 Midday Stress Buster:  12:10 – 12:50 pm, Oct 6, 13 
 Prana Rasa:  7 – 8:30 pm, Oct 7 

 
 Inner Wisdom Coaching with Tamara Herl.  Call 719-221-0548 for 
information on the following events. 
 

 October 20:  7:00 pm Conscious Conversations Teleseries—
Non-Violent Communication  Join host Tamara Herl and 
Karen Latvala to explore how non-violent communication 
can help humanity evolve to a more peaceful and productive 
way of being.  Free.  Preregistration is required by October 
15th. 

  
 October 22:  1:00 pm - 4:00 pm Soul Food: Expressive Arts 

Class—Mask Making.  Masks have been used for centuries 
for transformational and ceremonial purposes. In this class, 
you will create a mask to symbolize the best parts of yourself 
that you want to celebrate and strengthen. No art skills 
necessary.  Cost is $15.   Preregistration is required by 
October 17th.   

 
 HeartMath Introductory Special: Assessment + Three 

sessions $50, through the end of October. 
 

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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