
 

 
 
 

In the Valley 
A Newsletter from the Pleasant Valley 
September 2017 
On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Call a despicable person “pond scum” and I take offense on behalf 
of pond scum everywhere.  Scoop up a handful of pond scum and 
you might actually be looking at diminutive, individual aquatic 
plants or even blue-green algae such as spirulina, which some 
health food fans herald.  Think someone is, um, “bat-guano 
crazy?”  Bats the world around resent the insult.  While 
unprocessed bat poop can be harmful for humans, it can be turned 
into a rich fertilizer full of microbes that can help clean up toxic 
soils.  Consider a foolish person a “birdbrain?”  Recent science says 
you’re wrong, at least where Common Ravens are concerned.   
 
The world’s largest passerine, the Common Raven stands about 
two feet long, bill to tail tip, with wingspans greater than four feet.  
Adults are solid, glossy black, with wedge-shaped tails and massive 
bills.  Males and females look alike and their plumage doesn’t 
change during breeding season.  Differentiating a Common Raven 
from its smaller cousin, the American Crow, can present a 
challenge.  Ravens tend to soar on thermal currents and glide 
more often than crows do; crows tend to flap their wings nearly 
continually in flight.  Because they can extend their long throat 
feathers to create a ruffled look, ravens often look a bit more 
disheveled than crows do.  You’ll most often find a raven alone or 
in a pair; crows, especially in the winter, tend to move around in 
large, noisy, social flocks.  Voice offers one of the best ways to 
distinguish these two species.  Most people know the American 
Crow’s typical caw, caw call, although their repertoire can be quite 
varied.  Common Ravens can also produce a vast array of sounds. 
But if you’re looking at a large black bird or two uttering deep, 
resonant, croaking rawck, rawck, rawck calls as they pass by high 
in the sky—you’re looking at ravens.   
 
The scientific name for Common Ravens—Corvus corax—basically 
means “raven,” since corvus means “raven” in Latin and corax, 
“raven” in Greek.  The word “raven” comes from the Anglo-Saxon 
hraefn, purported to be an onomatopoetic representation of its 
call.  (My Anglo-Saxon pronunciation skills leave a lot to be 

desired, so it’s rather challenging to imagine how “hraefn” might 
sound like a raven’s call.  Poetic—or maybe onomatopoetic—
license, I suppose.)  And the “common” in the Common Raven’s 
name reflects the fact that they are the most likely raven species 
within their range. 
 
An oft-cited hallmark of being human has been is the ability to plan 
for future events, such as saving for retirement or figuring out 
tomorrow’s breakfast. Scientists previously believed such 
behaviors were unique to hominids—humans and great apes—
because no other animals appeared to possess such abstract 
thinking skills.   
 
Put a lid on that smugness, humans.  Although corvids (the avian 
family containing ravens, crows, jays, magpies, and nutcrackers) 
have brains no larger than a walnut, recent experiments with 
ravens showed some humbling results.  Researchers taught a 
number of ravens to place a special tool—a uniquely shaped 
rock—in a tube sticking out of a box.  The rock would release a 
piece of dog kibble (a favorite treat).  (Okay, so maybe their 
palates are not as sophisticated as ours.  Or perhaps they know 
something about dog kibble that we don’t.)  The researchers then 
took the box and the tool away.  An hour later, the team offered 
the ravens a choice of objects—one being that special tool. After 
15 minutes, the ravens got the box back.  About 80 percent of the 
time, the ravens had selected the correct tool and performed the 
task to get their treat. The team repeated the same experiment 
with a 17-hour delay in returning the box to the ravens. In this 
case, the birds succeeded nearly 90 percent of the time.  Next, the 
researchers taught the ravens to select and save tokens to 
exchange for treats at a later time. Again, the birds passed these 
tests over 90 percent of the time.  Even when the ravens knew 
that trading would only happen the next day, they chose and 
stored these tokens as soon as they were offered to them.   
 
One star (or subversive, depending on your point of view) may 
suggest we stand at the brink of the Dawn of the Planet of the 
Ravens.  Setting the researchers on their heels, a female Common 
Raven quickly learned how to operate the box and began teaching 
the other ravens.  (Females rule!)  She then invented her own way 
of opening the apparatus without the special tool—filling the tube 
with a layer of small twigs and pushing a larger stick into that layer 
to release the treat. This rebel had to be excused from the 
experiment before she could teach any other birds her novel 
approach.  The researchers nicknamed this clever hacker "the little 
engineer."   
 
Tool-using.  Planful.  Creative thinkers.  Skilled barterers.  All in all, 
ravens were at least as proficient at these tasks as tool-using apes.  
They even performed better than four-year-old children in a 
comparable set-up.  So the next time you consider using the term 
“birdbrain” as a pejorative epithet, take a moment to reconsider.  

Quoth the raven, “Nevermore.”  

 

The Photograph by Julia Michel 
In 1896 a group of rural school children of many ages gathered 
around their teacher for a class portrait.  On the wall behind them 
hangs a blackboard.  The chalked words are faded but readable:  
cat, girl, nest.  Then a fragment of a poem:  “we hope, we aspire, 
we resolve, we trust… the morning calls us to life and light,… 



hearts…”  The remainder is hidden behind the heads 
of the children.   
 
Looking from face to face, one sees many different 
expressions.  Some have the look of surprise at the 
photographer or an embarrassed, coy, childish smile.  
Some are straight-faced and somber, as if they are 
obedient and well-behaved.  Some look curious and 
playful while others are shy or afraid.  What are they 
thinking?  What are their young lives like?  What 
thoughts are passing through their minds at the 
moment the camera shutter opens and closes, 
recording this instant in time?  No matter how poor 
their families might have been, they are all dressed 
up for the photograph.   So much fine fabric, lace, 
bows, ruffles, high-necked collars and long sleeves, 
all combed, curled, braided and buttoned-up tight.  
The photograph is black and white, hiding all the 
colors. 
 
What about the teacher?  She looks not much older than the 
students.  Her name is Mabel Curran and, at the time of the 
photograph, she was 19 years old.  Census records provide a series 
of snapshots of her life.  Born in Douglas, Colorado, in 1877 or 
1878, her father died when she was a child, leaving her mother a 
young widow with four small children to support.  The census of 
1900 reported that the family lived in Coaldale, Colorado, and 
Mabel was the school teacher.  In 1910, Mabel was still in 
Coaldale, still teaching, living with her mother and unmarried.  
Other occupations for the citizens of Coaldale on the census 
included farmer (Mabel’s mother), prospector, blacksmith, 
laborer, teamster - quarry, stenographer, odd jobs, 
boardinghouse keeper, dressmaker, postmaster, section boss - 
railroad, engineer – sawmill, and storekeeper.  According to the 
1920 census, Mabel was in South Beach, Los Angeles, California!  
What changes she must have experienced during that period!  And 
in 1930 she was back in Colorado--this time, living in Florence, still 
unmarried, still teaching, and living with her mother again.  I didn’t 
look further into her whereabouts beyond this.  I’ll allow her 
memory some privacy and mystery.  Although I am curious, I’ll just 
wonder instead. 
   
Imagine all the students she must have taught!  I used to think it 
was sad if someone didn’t get married.  But if Mabel Curran had, 
she would have been lost in the records of women taking their 
husbands’ family names and perhaps without an occupation listed 
other than wife, keeping house.  And perhaps Mabel did marry 
later, after all.  Or maybe she had many scandalous affairs!  
Regardless, I’d like to believe she lived a full and enriching life, 
inspiring many young minds along the way. 
 
In the photograph of 1896, Mabel looks like a kind soul.  Her 
expression is soft and warm.  I’d like to think she was a good 
teacher and that she enjoyed what she did.  My eye wanders from 
face to face and then back to the blackboard:  “the morning calls 
us to life and light…” 
 
To view Mabel and the Coaldale schoolchildren of 1896, go to the 
Web site http://digital.denverlibrary.org and search for Coaldale 
School.  A copy is also on display at the Coaldale Community 
Building. 

 
Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building / Historic Schoolhouse 
287 Hayden Creek Road, Coaldale, Colorado 
 
Sunday, September 24th, 2:00 pm:  Music Jam! Acoustic, any 
style, key, instrument - round robin jam session. Everyone is 
welcome--singers, songwriters, instrumentalists, and listeners. 
This is a place to come together, meet people, experiment, see 
what happens, and start something! Contact Bruce Warren at 
bbppww01@hotmail.com for more information. 
 
Mondays:  9:00 – 10:30 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. 
 
Tuesdays:  9:00 – 10:00 am Pilates class for all levels.  Please 
arrive 5-10 minutes early.  Wear comfortable clothing, bring a 
mat & water.  Pilates focuses on engaging the mind with the 
body to create exercises that strengthen the core and involve the 
whole body.  $9.00 per class or 8 classes for $65.00.  For more 
information contact Kyanne at 942-3752 
 
Wednesdays:  5-6:00 pm:  The Gardeners’ Market is happening 
every Wednesday through the summer!  Come join the intrepid 
gardeners who work long and hard to bring you tender, young 
plants, early greens, and wonderful baked goods and surprises!  
Always a community event!   

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed, 

citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that 

ever has. 

- Margaret Mead – 

 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 

http://digital.denverlibrary.org/
http://www.onthewildside812.wordpress.com/

