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A Sanctuary for Wildlife within 
Betasso Preserve

by Ernst Strenge

Heart pounding, sweat dripping, legs shaking, gasping for a breath of 
air. You keep your eyes focused on the ground for fear of tripping on a rock 
or a branch. When you ! nally look up, your worst fear…you’ve only made it 
halfway up the mountain. But then you stop to catch your breath, drink some 
water, and you hear it. A pygmy nuthatch is calling from a nearby ponderosa 
pine. As you wipe the sweat from your forehead, you notice an unfamiliar 
plant growing in the adjacent drainage. As you bend down to put your water 
bottle back into your pack, you see it, bear scat with a few distinct prints 
heading off down the hill. You continue on with your survey of the property.

The Benjamin Property
Betasso Preserve, located above the con" uence of Boulder Creek and 

Fourmile Creek, is situated within the foothills of Boulder County and has 
been a part of the Boulder County Parks & Open Space (BCPOS) portfolio 
of open spaces since 1977. The adjacent 391-acre Benjamin property was 
acquired by BCPOS in 2007 and incorporated into the management of Be-
tasso Preserve. The north-facing slopes of the Benjamin property, which are 
part of Arkansas Mountain, are very steep with the majority of gradients be-
tween 20 to 30 degrees and 30 to 45 degrees. Large sections of the Benjamin 
property are densely covered with Douglas ! r. Patches of ponderosa pine and 
native shrubs, grasses, and forbs are scattered throughout the site. Arkan-
sas Gulch and three other unnamed drainages, some with perennial springs 
within them, cut across the property. 

In 2008, BCPOS resource management staff conducted baseline sur-
veys of the Benjamin property’s vegetation and wildlife as part of a larger 
planning effort for Betasso Preserve. The goals of these surveys were to 
document the current resources on-site and to inform the planning effort 

A view from the trail at Betasso Preserve looking toward the Benjamin property.
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and long-term management of Betasso 
Preserve. This information was analyzed 
and incorporated into the Betasso Preserve 
Management Plan, which was prepared by 
BCPOS staff, reviewed by the public and 
the Parks and Open Space Advisory Com-
mittee, and ! nally adopted by the Board of 
County Commissioners in June 2009.

Over 200 Plant Species
The vegetation of Betasso Preserve, 

including the Benjamin property, was 
mapped in summer 2008 using the U.S. 
National Vegetation Classi! cation System. 
A total of 209 native plant species, includ-
ing three unique species, were detected 
throughout Betasso Preserve during the 
survey. The dominant tree species included 
Douglas ! r and ponderosa pine, both found 
in dense forests and less dense wood-
lands. The understory within the Benja-
min property was found to be minimally 
disturbed with many native grasses, forbs, 
and shrubs occurring. The three unique 
species (beaked hazelnut, black snakeroot, 
and wild sarsaparilla) occur primarily on the Benjamin property 
in the relatively cool, moist drainages and are presumably relic 
species from when the Front Range received more precipitation. 
They are more commonly found today in the woodlands of the 
eastern U.S. 

Wildlife Haven
BCPOS wildlife biologists surveyed the Benjamin property 

between winter and fall of 2008 using remote baited cameras, 
bird point count surveys, and general observations for wildlife 
signs (e.g. scat, tracks, nests). The landscape of Benjamin offers 
a prime wildlife habitat for a number of wildlife species due to 
its relative isolation, intactness, and variety of habitat features. 
These features include rock outcrops, drainages, springs and 
other water sources, travel corridors, abandoned mine sites 
(which may provide dens or hibernacula), and a mosaic of plant 
communities including the dense forests, open woodlands, 
riparian areas, and open meadows. Numerous wildlife species 
were documented during the 2008 surveys including Ameri-
can marten, black beer, mule deer, mountain lion, gray fox, 
red fox, elk, pine squirrel, and Abert’s squirrel. Of the species 
detected, the American marten and gray fox are uncommon to 
rare for this area. The American marten is typically found at 
higher elevations, while the gray fox is limited in general. The 
Benjamin property also boasts relatively high bird diversity 
with 37 species identi! ed in 2008, including northern goshawk, 
pygmy nuthatch, MacGillivray’s warbler, western tanager, ruby-
crowned kinglet, and hermit thrush. An active Cooper’s hawk 
nesting stand was also detected during the surveys. An indepen-
dent study of butter" y species, sponsored by BCPOS’s small 
grants program, found forty-seven butter" y species within the 

Benjamin property, including several species of special interest, 
such as California tortoiseshells, hedgerow hairstreaks, and a 
Behr’s hairstreak (Sportiello and Chu 2008). 

Arkansas Mountain Habitat Conservation Area
Based on the quality of the habitat and the diversity of 

wildlife species present, including many unique and rare spe-
cies, BCPOS created the Arkansas Mountain Habitat Conserva-
tion Area (HCA), which covers a 202-acre section of the Benja-
min property (now part of Betasso Preserve). The purpose of the 
HCA is to protect the portions of the property with the highest 
value to wildlife and where many of the unique and rare species 
occur. The HCA is closed to the public to help preserve a part 
of Boulder County’s natural history and provide a sanctuary for 
wildlife. BCPOS plans to manage the HCA, when necessary, in 
accordance with the ecological processes that have shaped the 
site’s landscape and the species that inhabit them.

Final Trek
It was a lot of work trekking up and down the slopes of 

the Benjamin property surveying the land to plan the future 
management of Betasso Preserve. But huf! ng along, you realize 
that these forests, ! lled with life, are important enough to the 
citizens of Boulder County to secure as open space for the pres-
ervation of species and the landscape that supports them.

Currently, the Benjamin property is closed to the public. 
However, the department is sponsoring a volunteer work project 
on Saturday, October 17. Sixty volunteers will begin construc-
tion of the new trail, while another 80 volunteers will close 
social trails. Visit the department’s webpage at www.Boulder-
CountyOpenSpace.org to learn more about these projects and 
future information about trail opening.

Staff pays a winter visit to the Benjamin property.
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Boulder County Crops—What Are We Seeing?
by Meaghan Huffman

Have you ever driven by a ! eld and wondered what crop is growing and what it will be used for?  These descriptions give you 
an idea of what you are seeing. Boulder County farmers grow many different crops on 107,629 acres of farmland. The primary crops 
grown are barley, wheat, corn, sugar beets and alfalfa. 

Agriculture in Boulder County is historically signi! cant and very important in preserving a way of life. It is important that we 
continue to support local agricultural production, both for the local economy and the agricultural community.

Alfalfa
Cool season perennial legume
Resembles clover with small purple clusters of " owers
Typical life cycle is ! ve to seven years
Root system stretching up to 15 feet
High protein feed source for livestock
Can be harvested three to ! ve times per season

Use of Alfalfa in USA
Grown as a forage for cattle 
Can be hay, silage, green chop or grazed pasture
Ability to ! x nitrogen back into the soil
37,500 tons were produced in Boulder County on 10,400 
acres in 2006 

Corn
Member of the grass family
Stems seven to 10 feet tall
Corn ears grow under leaves and close to stalk
Golden tassels indicate the plant is maturing
Silk drying and turning darker on corn ear means it’s maturing

Use of Corn in USA
Over 3,500 uses of corn-based products# 
Animal feed
Human consumption
Bioplastics
Not all corn in the ! eld is sweet corn used for human con-
sumption. Much of the corn you see is “cow” or “! eld corn.” 

Wheat
Cereal crop
Awns (beard) present but shorter then barley
Matures and gets harvested earlier then barley
Darker gold color

Use of Wheat in USA
Staple food used to make " our
Fermentation of beer, alcohol and vodka 
Biodiesel
Cattle feed
Construction materials for thatched roo! ng
147, 000 bushels were produced in Boulder County on 3,600 
acres in 2006 
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Sugar Beets
Hearty biennial
Large white taproot, portion used in sugar production
Top looks like kale leaves

Use of Sugar Beets in USA
Commercially grown for sugar production
Feed supplements for livestock
By-products used in the alcohol, pharmaceuticals and bakers 
yeast industries
Contains 13 percent to 22 percent sucrose
7,800 tons were produced in Boulder County on 700 acres in 
2006

Barley 
Member of the grass family
Cereal grain
Long awns (beard)
When nearing maturity, the head will droop
179,600 bushels were produced in Boulder County on 2,200 
acres in 2008

Use of Barley in USA
Over 50 percent of barely produced is used for animal feed. 
Malting barley for Coors is a very important crop for many of 
our openspace farm tenants.
Human consumption

•
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Wheat, barley and corn - a few of the crops grown in Boulder County.

Agricultural Resources
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Research on Boulder County’s Open Space Lands
The Boulder County Parks and Open Space Department 

offers grants for research on county open space lands each 
year. All proposals are reviewed by a team of resource spe-
cialists, and awarded research projects are monitored during 
their activities on open space. The following is a summary of 
a 2008 study conducted by Richard Lancaster and Cynthia S. 
Brown of  Bioagricultural Sciences and Pest Management at 
Colorado State University in Fort Collins. Their multi-year 
research project focused on establishing native plants on 
abandoned farmland at Rabbit Mountain Open Space from 
2006 to 2008. 

If you want to read the full 49-page report, or other 
funded research, visit the department’s website at www.boul-
dercounty.org/openspace/resources/res_funding/res_fund.htm

Abstract
This project addressed the priority research need to 

evaluate restoration techniques for former agricultural lands, 
particularly the establishment of diverse, stable native plant 
communities. We (1) evaluated the species richness and 
abundance of native species planted in different proportions 
and compositions during the ! rst 3 years after seeding, (2) 
examined factors associated with success and failure of native 
plant establishment including weedy, non-native species, and 
! r st year soil nitrogen (N) and carbon (C) levels, (3) tested 
the effectiveness of broadleaf speci! c herbicides in control-
ling non-native forbs in established grasses and (4) assessed 
changes in species diversity over the three year period. 

Overall, cover of seeded species and litter increased, 
while cover of non-seeded species and bare ground decreased 
over the 3 years of the study. Slender wheatgrass, western 
wheatgrass and green needlegrass were the most abundant 
seeded grasses, while fourwing saltbush was the most abun-
dant broadleaf species. 

In the ! rst year, the density and cover of seeded forbs 
were greater in seed mixture treatments with higher propor-
tions of forbs, but this pattern was due to fourwing saltbush 
and it weakened in subsequent years. Overall, seeded forb es-
tablishment was very poor. Species richness of seeded species 
did not differ among treatments. Non-seeded species, which 
were primarily non-native, had much greater cover than seed-
ed species until the third year after seeding, when cover of 
seeded species was greater than cover of non-seeded species. 
Species richness of non-seeded species differed among treat-
ments only in 2008 when it was lower in mixtures with higher 
proportions of grasses, the same plots treated with a mixture 
of broadleaf speci! c herbicides. Soil percent N measured the 
! r st year was not related to seeded species cover in any year 
and was positively correlated with non-seeded cover in only 
the second year, which had higher precipitation than the other 
two years. This suggests that water was less limiting, thus it 
is possible that N limited plant growth more than water. If 

this was the case, it is possible that weedy non-seeded species 
were best able to respond to greater N availability. Cover of 
seeded and non-seeded species was negatively correlated with 
soil percent C in the ! rst year. 

In the third year, cover of seeded species was positively 
correlated with this variable, which is associated with later 
successional soils in prairie ecosystems. It appears that 
including forbs and shrubs in higher proportions does not 
increase their representation in the aboveground plant com-
munity. However forb and shrub establishment was too low in 
this study to draw meaningful conclusions about the effects of 
altered representation in seed mixtures. As the plant commu-
nity developed, grasses gained dominance, which is a pattern 
that is consistent with other grassland restoration studies in 
which species richness and composition did not approximate 
remnant grassland sites.

Conclusion 
The establishment of seeded grasses on this site has been 

very successful, but the forbs and shrubs failed. Since survival 
of seeded broadleaf species was so low, we cannot draw strong 
conclusions about the effect of their differential representation 
in seed mixtures. Given past Boulder County Parks and Open 
space experience, different approaches to establishing forbs and 
shrubs are clearly necessary. It is important to plant seed from 
accessions that are adapted to the site conditions and to mini-
mize competition from non-seeded species, and the most com-
petitive seeded species, in particular the grasses. As concluded 
by Sluis 2002, we have much to learn about how species are 
maintained in remnant grasslands before we will be able to suc-
cessfully recreate their species richness and composition.

Call for 2010 Studies
The department is now accepting proposals for 2010 

funding. Two categories will be awarded—grants up to 
$5,000 and grants up to $10,000. The deadline for proposals 
is January 28, 2010.  Department staff have identi" ed priority 
needs for research including these topics: 

Carbon sequestration estimates of current Boulder County 
open space, including forest, grasslands, and agricultural 
lands.   
Evaluate the effect of mastication as a forestry manage-
ment tool on forest understory. 
Spotted owl distribution survey.
Comparison of wildlife occurrence and abundance on 
restored prairie versus native prairie. 
Northern Leopard Frog distribution survey.  

Other research proposals will be accepted. Visit the 
department’s website at www.BoulderCountyOpenSpace.org 
for a full listing of research topics and proposal guidelines. 

•

•

•
•

•
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Evolutionary Arms Race: Can Anyone Win?
by Calen Orlowski

Boulder County is home to a wealth of biological diversity 
and several life zones composed of many different plants and 
animals. These organisms are under constant pressure to survive 
and reproduce. From these pressures emerge intricate relation-
ships between certain organisms. 

The relationship between predator and prey is one of these 
intricate relationships. The predator is constantly pressured 
by its environment and prey to be more ef! cient, and the prey 
is pressured by the predator to be more evasive. This recipro-
cal pressure drives each organismal population to continually 
evolve. From this coevolution arises an “arms race” where both 
organisms attempt to out-compete the other by adapting to the 
current situation in their environment. These “races” seem to re-
sult in a dead end with no clear winner, but by looking through 
the evolutionary eyeglass, one can see that all are winners in the 
game of life. 

Superior Traits
The simplest goals of life, in evolutionary terms, are to 

survive and reproduce. Any trait or adaptation that increases the 
rate of survival is likely to increase in frequency in the popula-
tion. So, if a mule deer has superior eyesight and hearing to 
the rest of the deer population, it is more likely to survive and 
pass on its superior adaptations to future generations. This, over 
time, puts pressure on the predator of the deer, the mountain 
lion, to be a better and more ef! cient predator. Therefore, in 
the mountain lion population, only the lions that are able to 
overcome the mule deer’s heightened senses will be able to 
survive and reproduce, and pass on their superior hunting skills 
and senses to future generations.  Again, this puts pressure on 
the mule deer to be even more evasive prey, which once again 
puts evolutionary pressure on the mountain lions. This cyclical 
process shifts back and forth between predator and prey, with 
neither ever emerging as a clear winner for a sustained period of 
time. The players in the “race” run neck and neck with well-
matched abilities. Each step forward by one player necessitates 
a reciprocal step by the opponent. 

Plants Also Adapt
Although we commonly think of predator-prey relation-

ships in terms of animal-animal interactions, the same patterns 
apply to plant-animal interactions. The Abert’s squirrel for 
example coevolved with ponderosa pine forests, and therefore 

are isolated to speci! c climates and ecosystems. The Abert’s 
squirrels actually feed on the ponderosa pines by consuming 
the seeds from the pinecones or chewing off bundles of needles 
from the tree and extracting the nutrients. We normally would 
not view these cute creatures as predators, but in the eyes of 
the tree, the Abert’s is an insatiable predator. The ponderosa’s 
response to this predation is to produce several different types 
of secondary chemical compounds with unpalatable tastes that  
deter the Abert’s from feeding. The ponderosas are putting 
selective pressure on the Abert’s, selecting those squirrels that 
can digest these compounds. Once these “mutant” squirrels 
increase in frequency in the population, they again put pressure 
on the ponderosas to create a new secondary compound to deter 
the hungry Abert’s. Thus, the arms race continues. 

Pressure to Survive
Life is all connected through interesting and intricate 

relationships. The predator-prey relationship can show its face 
through animal interactions, herbivore-plant interactions, and 
parasite-host interactions. In each situation, the predator puts 
selective pressure on the prey, and then the prey puts selec-
tive pressure on the predator, thus they coevolve together. To 
the untrained eye, the coevolution of predator-prey seems to 
cycle throughout time, with neither gaining an advantage that 
can be sustained. But in fact, it is relationships such as these 
that propel life to ! nd a way to keep on surviving. The strong 
selective pressures that predator and prey have to face can result 
in genetic diversity and the creation of new species. Although 
these processes take long periods of time, life is always at work, 
! n ding some way to keep on living. 

While exploring the natural wonders of Boulder County 
and the outdoors, take note of the organisms surrounding you, 
and think about the relationships that could have molded those 
organisms into what you see. You may even see one of these 
relationships in action#

If a mule deer has superior eyesight and hearing to the 
rest of the deer population, it is more likely to survive 
and pass on its superior adaptations to future genera-
tions. This puts pressure on the predator of the deer, the 
mountain lion, to be more ef! cient.

Nature Studies

The predator-
prey relationship 
isn’t limited 
to animals. 
The Abert’s 
squirrel is in a 
predator-prey 
relationship with  
the ponderosa 
pine—each 
adapting to 
survive.
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The Greenest Building—The One That Is Already Built
by Michelle Bowie

From the smooth plains of grasslands to the unforgiving 
winds of mountain peaks, the lands of Boulder County are rich 
with the history of past settlers. 

Their history can be found in old dusty barns, sturdy log 
houses and abandoned mine shafts constructed by hand. And 
just as it is important to protect the natural and agricultural re-
sources of Boulder County, many believe it is equally important 
to protect these artifacts of historical signi! cance. 

This is why, for over 20 years, Boulder County has been 
practicing historic preservation. Historic preservation can be 
de! ned as the act of preserving, conserving, and protecting 
artifacts of historic importance. Historic preservation is both a 
means of protecting important cultural history, as well as a way 
to promote sustainable building practices.

Preservation and Sustainability
When thinking about sustainability, many people forget that 

historic preservation can be an important element to “green” 
building. Some historic buildings are just as or more energy 
ef! cient than recently constructed buildings. The U.S. Energy 
Information Agency found that buildings built prior to 1920 
are more ef! cient than all other buildings constructed after 
that time, except those built after 2000. Furthermore, historic 
preservation encourages people to embrace the idea of recycling 
our building resources. In the future, recycling buildings will 
be second nature, just as we now embrace the idea of recycling 
smaller things such as aluminum cans, glass, and paper. 

Historic preservation is not always the most convenient op-
tion Boulder County could pursue when managing its resources, 
but it provides valuable cultural and environmental bene! ts. 
When working on a historic building, the Parks and Open Space 
Department tries to save and reuse the original materials as 
much as possible. 

Additionally, our facilities crews salvage scrap materials, 
such as glass and doorknobs, for use in other preservation proj-
ects where the original materials are missing or beyond repair.

Current Projects
Currently, the department is working to preserve the 1923 

Harney-Lastoka Farmhouse in the Louisville area. The rehabili-
tated building will be the residence of the farmer who oversees 
management of the small scale farming operation planned for 
the property. Additionally, this farm will educate kids about 
organic farming techniques and provide produce to low-income 
families. Maintaining the historic integrity of the house pre-
serves the cultural signi! cance of the farm and provides a pic-
turesque backdrop to the innovative farming taking place there.  

In addition to this project, the department recently com-
pleted the historic reconstruction of the Walker Ranch family 
house. The original “white house,” (nicknamed for its bright 
white color) was lost in a devastating electrical ! re during a 
blizzard in November 1992. The building was 110 years old. 
Although this was a monumental loss, it provided an opportu-
nity for the county to illustrate that a building can be created 
that meets historic standards while simultaneously conforming 
to modern standards for green building. The reconstruction of 
this house was done using photographs, personal testaments, 
and a lot of ingenuity. Many times it was a struggle to determine 
the necessary compromises between the needs for sustainability 
and historic accuracy, but in the end it was worth it. The com-
pleted building will receive a ! ve star rating from the county’s 
BuildSmart regulations and serve as an education tool for dem-
onstrating what life was like homesteading at Walker Ranch.

Today, historic preservation promotes sustainability, educa-
tion, and protects the cultural history of our beautiful region. 
We often overlook the signi! cance of buildings being used as a 
renewable resource. However, Boulder County is breaking new 
ground as a local government that truly embraces the idea that 
the greenest building is indeed the one that is already built. 

As stated by Carol Beam, Boulder County’s Historic 
Preservation Specialist, “Historic preservation is important to 
Boulder County because it provides a window into our past that 
many of today’s citizens may not know about. By saving these 
important places, we have the opportunity today to experience 
in person, the county’s diverse past and take comfort in know-
ing these irreplaceable resources will be there for future 
generations.”

Before and after photos 
of the 1923 Harney-
Lastoka Farmhouse
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A Navajo creation myth narrates that Coyote was tired of 
how people and animals were getting too wild and he decided 
to make a new world. He built a raft of buffalo dung, and sent a 
" ood to wash everything out. After several days on the raft, he 
was getting lonely. He started then building a whole new world 
made of new land and new animals out of mud.

In another Native American tale “How Coyote Was the 
Moon,” the world has no moon. The people ask Coyote if he 
would like to be the moon, and he agrees. He goes up in the sky 
and lights it up just right.

However, Coyote uses his time up there to spy on the 
people, and he calls out people who are doing something wrong 
so loudly that he can be heard form each corner of the Earth. 
Coyote is taken out of the sky, but that: “…hasn’t stopped him 
from still trying to snoop into everyone else’s business ever 
since.”

These stories show a couple of ways the ! gure of Coyote is 
represented in Native American cultures. He is at times seen as 
a creature of great powers, and at times as a trickster who likes 
to make fun of people and other animals. 

Trickster Stories Reflect Survival Skills 
Native American stories about Coyote all have a grain of 

truth because they all acknowledge the extreme " exibility of 
coyotes in adapting to an ever-changing environment. Cultur-
ally, the broad area in which Coyote, especially in his trickster 
role, is found, covers parts of the Plains, the Great Basin and 
California and of course, the Southwest. This area may cor-
respond to the original range of coyotes, which were originally 
Plains animals and expanded eastwards to reach New York State 
in the 1930s, spreading further south in the following years 
aided by bridges over the Mississippi River.

In Colorado, coyotes are found at all elevations and in all 
ecosystems. Like their cousin the red fox, and more than their 
bigger cousin the wolf, coyote can live in most every environ-
ment and are not picky about their food. They also learn very 
quickly to adapt to new situations and new sources of food, a 
trait that has often put them at odds with humans. 

Coyotes can hunt by day and by night, alone or in groups. 
They eat rabbits, rodents and larger items like deer and antelope 
fawns. They also consume berries, fruit, and crops. Since their 
favored prey are middle-sized animals, it is not surprising that, 
given the chance, they would grab small pets or hobby live-
stock like goats, pigs, and chickens. They also eat carrion and 
garbage. Besides keeping your pet inside, it’s important to keep 
garbage containers securely sealed if you live in coyote country.

Coyotes in the News 
The recent news of people being bitten by a coyote in 

Broom! eld and of four coyotes attacks in Glenwood Vil lage 
have renewed calls from the public for municipalities to take 
“appropriate action.”

Are these atypical coyotes that should be destroyed? These 
are, unfortunately for us humans and for them, typical coyotes 
that have lost their innate fear of humans because they have 
learned that humans do not pose a threat, and might even feed 
them. Scienti! c evidence indicates that when coyotes are elimi-
nated from an area, other coyotes move in and take their place.

What to do, then? As often, the best response is to attempt 
and strike a practical balance, even if it might not be easy. It is 
understandable that people having their loved pets attacked and 
killed are upset. Of course, when wild coyotes “up the ante” and 
start attacking humans, we become very alarmed. 

Most people reading this article have probably seen their 
share of coyotes in the urban corridor. If you are like me, 
you feel fortunate to live in a place where those sightings are 
possible. Just remember, to avoid con" icts with coyotes, or 
any wildlife, don’t leave your small children and pets outdoor 
unattended. Use additional precautions when near a coyote, 
especially when there is a toddler or a pet at your side. Although 
naturally curious, coyotes are usually timid animals and nor-
mally run away if confronted. Otherwise, if you chance upon a 
coyote from a distance, stay back and watch#

Wildlife Studies

Coyote: Friend or Foe?
by Francesca Giongo

Native American stories about Coyote all have a grain of 
truth because they all acknowledge the extreme " exibility of 
coyotes in adapting to an ever-changing environment. 
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Field Notes
A Day at the Agricultural Heritage Center

 Jim Drew is a cultural history interpreter who works at the Agricultural Heritage Center tending to day-to-day operations at the farm.

For me, the best way to start a day at the Agricultural 
Heritage Center is to open the chicken coop and let loose the 
yard birds. Some scramble for the shade of the old ash tree, 
some scratch around for tiny morsels, and the roosters stay 
close, ensuring I don’t try any funny business. Next, I say 
good morning to our ever-entertaining and mud hole-swim-
ming pigs. They seem content. Jack and Brenda, the big beau-
tiful Belgian draft horses, on the other hand, trot around like 
I will never get to the corral. I set decoys for them; otherwise 
they’ll never let me get to the trough with enough hay for the 
day. It’s our morning and evening ritual. I think I’m done with 
morning chores when I hear the garden and heritage apple 
saplings crying for a drink of water. 

Visitors  Explore the Farm
Eleven o’clock rolls around and it looks like we have a 

couple of families ready to take the guided tour of the Agri-
cultural Heritage Center. Over the course of an hour, they will 

hear how George McIntosh walked to this area from Wiscon-
sin, see how farmers worked with machinery, and how people 
lived during the 1910s in the Lohr farmhouse. After the tour, 
I know they will want to go back to the red barn to explore 
the hands-on exhibits. Maybe they will even stay for a picnic 
lunch, soaking up the views of Lake McIntosh and 100 miles 
of the Front Range. 

Inside Chores
When I’m not outside enjoying the sun and company 

of others, I’m busy preparing the site for school programs. 
Elementary school teachers contact me to request programs 
for their classes. In addition to a guided tour by an enthusi-
astic volunteer, the students experience activities such as calf 
roping, corn shelling and grinding, or being a part of an oxen 
team. This experience will stay with them and some day their 
children will be able to experience the same thing.

Clockwise from top left: 

Visitor enjoys the trail and the view. 
Belgian draft horse  makes his home at the 
Agricultural Heritage Center.
People learn about farm life in the early 1900s 
while visiting the restored farmhouse.
Resident pig cools off in the mud.

•
•

•

•
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Top 10 Reasons to Take Your Family on a Fall Hike
by Diane Schwemm

Gentle terrain and beautiful scenery at Caribou Ranch make for a 
great family hike.

Admit it—you need a break from your kids’ soccer 
games#

Fall weather is ideal for hiking. Midday heat and summer 
thunderstorms are gone, so you can go any time of day. 

You should still bring plenty of water, and maybe a thermos of 
hot chocolate. Be prepared for changing conditions.

The 1.3 mile Lichen Loop at Heil Valley Ranch is a 
perfect hike for families with small children. For pedes-

trians only, it’s peaceful, with just enough up and down to add 
variety as you stroll through grassy, rock-strewn meadows and 
pine woods. Older kids can continue on up the Wapiti Trail 
— be sure to sit on the bench and look back down the valley at 
one of the loveliest views in the county. If you venture further, 
you may see a black bear " ipping rocks to look for bugs—I did 
once. Fall is the bears’ busiest foraging season.

 The Anne U. White Trail is one of the hidden gems of 
Boulder County. Near Boulder, but tucked away with lim-

ited parking, it’s lightly used and a great hike with children of 
any age because it’s neither steep nor long. Last time I went to 
the top with my sons, their assignment was to count how many 
times we crossed Fourmile Canyon Creek. The answer: 24 times 
each way#  When there’s water earlier in the season, you don’t 
need to go far to ! nd good splashing spots. In autumn, enjoy 
the vibrant colors: yellow aspen, purple aster, red sumac. Offer 
an extra handful of M&Ms to the ! rst child to spot an Abert’s 
squirrel or hairy woodpecker.

If you’re not a Boulder County Parks and Open Space 
park host already, you should be. It’s a great way to 

volunteer while enjoying the outdoors, and park hosting with 
your family is especially fun. My children like helping collect 
data on the numbers of hikers, cyclists, runners we see, and they 
have better eyes than me when it comes to spotting wildlife.

The 3.2 mile Canyon Loop Trail at Betasso Preserve is 
another good choice for families. It has downs and ups (in 

that order) but nothing too extreme. You can bring the family 
dog on a leash and, if you’d like to avoid mountain bikes, try 
hiking on a Wednesday or Saturday. At the trailhead kiosk, pick 
up a Nature Detectives Club mystery guide. In either direction 
on the loop, you start by walking through ponderosa pine mead-
ows (the grasses turn gold, fawn, russet, and pink in the fall) 
and arrive soon at benches with views of the foothills. Did you 
bring your binoculars? Sit down to look and listen for a while.

Tell stories. When my family hikes, my husband adds in-
stallments to an ongoing saga called “The Trail of the Five 

Bridges.” He’s up to Chapter 33. I’m usually too busy looking at 
wild" owers to listen, but the kids hang on every word. 

10 The Meyer’s Homestead Trail at Walker Ranch of-
fers a longer family hike (5.2 miles roundtrip, but 

with easy footing and a gradual incline). There’s lots of 
history at Walker Ranch, plus another Nature Detectives 
Club mystery guide. In late September, the aspens are at 
their peak. Or, hike late in the day in October (just not past 
sunset per park rules), and you may hear elk bugle (herds 
migrate back down from the high country around this 
time). Wild turkey may put in an appearance; on a recent 
hike, we " ushed a pair of blue grouse. At the top of the 
trail, have a well-earned snack while you enjoy views of 
the snow-clad mountains.

Caribou Ranch Open Space—fall is truly spectacular 
here. You’ll have no trouble motivating your family 

to hike the relatively " at terrain of the 4.5 mile DeLonde 
Trail/Blue Bird Loop. Have you ever seen so many lumi-
nous aspen stands?  Even well past peak, aspens are stun-
ning, with little pockets on the sheltered west side of the 
loop saving their colors for October. There is cool history 
for children (and adults) as you hike along the old Swit-
zerland Railroad Trail, observe remnants of the Blue Bird 
Mine, and imagine what it was like to homestead up here. 
Halfway around the loop, your kids will want to scramble 
on the rocks alongside North Boulder Creek—a good place 
to break out the picnic lunch. As you continue around the 
loop viewing wetlands and meadows, you may be lucky 
enough to see elk, or even moose.

Finally, the number one reason to take a family hike 
at a Boulder County open space property this fall...! t 

it in now, because it’s almost ski season# 

9
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All Programs
All ages are welcome unless otherwise noted. NO PETS PLEASE# Be prepared for cool temperatures. Bring drinking water and 
wear closed-toe walking/hiking shoes. See the back cover for park locations. For information about these programs, or to arrange a 
volunteer-led program for your group, please call 303-678-6214. 

Rattlesnake! 
Wednesday, September 9; 6:00pm to 7:30pm 
Rabbit Mountain Open Space; NE of Lyons on north 55th 
Street; meet at group picnic shelter
Enjoy a moderate 1.5-mile evening hike and learn about this 
fascinating reptile, found in the plains and foothills of Boulder 
County.  Volunteer naturalists will lead this hike and share infor-
mation about the western rattlesnake, including habitat, ecology, 
behavior, and how to be safe in rattlesnake country. 

Bears in Our Backyard
Saturday, September 12; 10:00am to noon
Bald Mountain Scenic Area; 5 miles west of Boulder on Sun-
shine Canyon Drive (Mapleton Ave in Boulder city limits)
 --and--
Sunday, October 4; 10:00am to noon
Heil Valley Ranch; North of Boulder off Lefthand Canyon 
Drive; meet at group picnic shelter
Following our cool, wet summer, Boulder County’s black bears 
are busy gorging on berries and other food in preparation for 
their long winter sleep. How much do bears need to eat before 
hibernation, and what are their chances of survival? What is 
delayed implantation all about? What would you do if you 
encountered a bear on the trail, and how do you bear-proof your 
backyard? Join volunteer naturalists to get answers to these 
questions and more as you hike in search of bear signs, and 
learn how people and bears can share our wild places. Partici-
pants should prepared for a moderate 1.5-mile hike.

Clever Corvids
Saturday, September 19; 10:00am to noon 
Heil Valley Ranch; North of Boulder off Lefthand Canyon 
Drive; meet at group picnic shelter
Ravens, crows, jays and magpies are noisy, intelligent and 
gregarious birds found throughout Boulder County. They are all 
members of the bird family called corvids. Join volunteer natu-
ralists Barbara Wil lis, Nancy Beaudrot, and Diane Klammer for 
an easy 2-mile hike to observe and learn more about the natural 
history, ecology, and stories about these clever birds. 

Oh Deer – And Other Ungulates  
Sunday, September 20; 10:00am to 1:00pm
Caribou Ranch Open Space; 2 miles north of Nederland on 
County Road 126; meet at parking lot kiosk
Join volunteer naturalists for a fall hike in the high country and 
learn about and look for signs of the three members of the deer 
family that call Caribou Ranch home – mule deer, American 
elk, and moose. We will hike about three miles roundtrip over 
easy terrain, and learn more about the natural history, behavior, 
and habitat needs of these hoofed mammals (ungulates). And, 
we’ll also ! nd out who is making those eerie, high-pitched 
squeals. Be prepared for weather conditions at 8,500 feet. 

I Spy Bones
Thursday, September 24; 9:30am to 10:30am
Heil Valley Ranch Open; North of Boulder off Lefthand 
Canyon Drive; meet at group picnic shelter
The bone detectives are on the prowl# Help volunteer naturalist 
Diane Faigen search for evidence, including skulls, vertebrae, 
and antlers of some of the animals that live here. This program 
is geared toward preschool children, but siblings are welcome. 
Hands-on activities and a fun craft will also be included.

I Sit Listening to the Wind: A Woman’s Encounter Wit hin 
Herself and Nature
Saturday, September 26; 9:30am to noon
meeting location will be given to registered participants 
Join volunteer naturalist Louise Alderson for a walk in nature. 
Using passages from the book, I Sit Listening to the Wind, by 
Judith Duerk, you’ll experience the rhythm of nature with per-
sonal re" ection and growth. Participants should be prepared for 
a moderate 1-mile hike. For women of all ages; To register, call 
303-678-6214 by Thursday, September 24. 
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The Quaking Aspen                                 
Saturday, October 3; 10:00am to noon
Mud Lake Open Space; 2 miles north of Nederland on 
County Road 126; meet at parking lot kiosk
Join volunteer naturalists to learn more about the aspen – the 
most widely distributed tree in North America. On this trip, 
we’ll hike about two easy miles (roundtrip) at 8,500 feet 
through conifer forest, meadows, and aspen groves. Along the 
way, we’ll discuss the natural history of the aspen, including its 
importance to wildlife, varied uses, response to ! re, and threats 
to its health. 

Whoo are the Owls?
Wednesday, October 7; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
George Reynolds Branch, Boulder Public Library, 3595 
Table Mesa Drive, Boulder; additional parking is available 
across Table Mesa Drive in the King Soopers parking lot
Owls have been regarded with fascination and awe throughout re-
corded history and across many cultures. To some people they are 
symbols of wisdom, to others they are harbingers of doom. Over 
half of the owls recorded in the U.S. have been seen in Boulder 
County; most of those owls nest here. Join volunteer naturalists to 
explore these creatures of the night, and learn about the diversity 
and adaptations that make them expert hunters.    

Pella Crossing: History and Habitat
Saturday, October 10; 10:00am to noon
Pella Crossing Open Space; About 1 mile south of Hygiene 
on the east side of North 75th Street; meet at the picnic shel-
ter east of the parking lot
Join volunteer naturalists Joyce Costello, Barbara Preese, and 
Marsha Williams to learn about past and present residents of the 
area. Learn about the agricultural and mining history, and the 
development of the ponds for wildlife habitat. We will also keep 
an eye out for evidence of the birds and other wildlife that call 
Pella Crossing home. Be prepared to walk about 2 miles round 
trip on level trails. Bring binoculars if you have them. 

Geology and Landforms of Hall Ranch
Saturday, October 17; 9:00am to 1:00pm
Hall Ranch Open Space; 1 mile west of Lyons on Highway 
7; meet at group picnic shelter near the upper parking lot
Join volunteer naturalist Dick Pratt and others to learn about the 
remarkable and dramatic geology and landscape of Hall Ranch. 
This moderately strenuous 4-mile hike (roundtrip) will cover 
igneous, metamorphic, and sedimentary rocks that span over 
1.7 billion years of geologic history. We’ll have lunch near one 
of the highest elevation prairie dog towns in Boulder County, a 
great place to observe raptors and other wildlife. Wear hiking 
shoes or boots, dress for the weather, and bring water, lunch, 
and binoculars if you have them. This hike is geared to adults. 

Be a Volunteer 
Naturalist

If you enjoy exploring and sharing the natural wonders 
of Boulder County with others, become a Volunteer Natu-
ralist with Boulder County Parks and Open Space# 

As a volunteer naturalist, you’ll co-lead nature hikes, 
present public slide and PowerPoint programs, and provide 
hands-on environmental ! eld experiences for local groups. 

Volunteering is a great way to learn more about your 
local open space. All volunteer naturalists participate in a 
10-week training program. You’ll learn about local history, 
geology, plants and ecosystems, forestry, wildlife and birds, 
agricultural lands and weed management, water resources, 
resource management activities, interpretive techniques and 
resources.
Application Information

Participants must be at least 18 years old and attend 
all training sessions. Many of our requested programs are 
scheduled Monday-Friday during daytime hours, so appli-
cants must have some ongoing weekday availability.

We’re looking for people with a passion for nature, 
some knowledge of local natural history, and a strong de-
sire to learn more and share their knowledge and enthusi-
asm with others. 

Application deadline is November 20. Training will 
be held on Saturdays, January 16 through March 20, 2010, 
from 8:30am to 4:00pm in Longmont. Please contact Larry 
Colbenson, Natural History Program Coordinator, at 
303-678-6214, or lcolbenson@bouldercounty.org. 
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Nature Hikes for Seniors
Every month, Boulder County Parks and Open Space 

hosts a nature hike for seniors. Programs include informa-
tion about an area’s history, wildlife and current resource 
management projects. 

For more information and directions, please call 
303-678-6214. Please call in advance if you plan to bring 
a large group, so we have enough naturalists at the pro-
gram.

Programs begin at 10:00am and end at noon.

September 24, Mud Lake Open Space

October 29, Walker Ranch Open Space  (meet at Meyers 
Homestead Trailhead)

November 19, Heil Valley Ranch

 A Birds-Eye View of Rocky Mountain Weather  
Tuesday, October 20; 7:00pm to 8:30pm 
George Reynolds Branch, Boulder Public Library, 3595 
Table Mesa Drive, Boulder; additional parking is available 
across Table Mesa Drive in the King Soopers parking lot
Join volunteer naturalist Phil Ecklund for a look at our unique 
weather from the perspective of a glider pilot. From soaring 
thunderheads to “" ying saucer” clouds and powerful winds off 
the Continental Divide, the weather is anything but predictable 
along the Front Range of Colorado. Phil will share his years of 
experience in observing and " ying through Colorado’s change-
able weather with in-" ight and time-lapse images. 
 

Hanging Out Wit h Bats
Saturday, October 24; 1:00pm to 3:00pm 
Foothills Nature Center; 4201 N. Broadway (Wonderland 
Lake Trailhead), Boulder
Explore the myths and mysteries surrounding the only mammal 
that " ies. With volunteer naturalists Louise Alderson and Susan 
Holley, you will learn about bats, their habits and habitat, and 
their importance to humans. This program is for families with 
preschool and elementary-age children, and will include a slide 
presentation and hands-on activities.

Snoods and Caruncles – Wil d Turkeys of Boulder County
Tuesday, October 27; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
Longmont Public Library, Meeting Room A, 4th Avenue and 
Emery Street, Longmont
Come learn why Benjamin Franklin thought the wild turkey 
should have been our national bird instead of the bald eagle. 
Volunteer naturalists Gene Kraning and Sharon Bokan will 
share information about identi! cation, features, and behavior. 
You will also learn about the turkey’s habitat and foods, amaz-
ing recovery from over-hunting, and where to ! nd these birds. 

Story in the Rocks – Our Changing Landscape       
Saturday, October 31; 10:00am to noon
Heil Valley Ranch Open Space; North of Boulder off 
Lefthand Canyon Drive; meet at group picnic shelter
Join volunteer naturalists for a 1.3-mile moderate hike along the 
Lichen Loop Trail to learn how this landscape has changed over 
time. The tales told in the rocks span over 200 million years, 
from ancient sand dunes to tidal " ats to riverbeds where dino-
saurs roamed. The rocks also determine the shape and ecology 
of the landscape, and the plants and wildlife we ! nd here. 

The Wild Cats of Boulder County
Sunday, November 1; 10:00am to 12:30pm   
Caribou Ranch Open Space; 2 miles north of Nederland on 
County Road 126; meet at parking lot kiosk
Join Park Interpreter Michael Bauer for a moderate 3-mile hike 
above 8,000 feet and learn about the ecology and behavior of 
mountain lions and bobcats. Along the way, we will also discuss 
other predators found at Caribou Ranch Open Space and else-
where in Boulder County, and explore the evolution, ecology, 
and dynamics of predator-prey relationships. 

Visit the Champion Cottonwood Tree  
Saturday, November 7; 10:00am to noon (drop-in anytime)
Champion Cottonwood Site: On the east side of Crane Hol-
low Road, just north of the intersection of Crane Hollow 
and St. Vra in Roads in northern Boulder County near the 
town of Hygiene. Please park carefully along Crane Hollow 
Road near the entrance gate.
In a land of little water, the majestic plains cottonwood stands out 
in the landscape. Larger than most of its deciduous companions, 
this water-loving tree has long been treasured by native peoples, 
pioneers, and wildlife for food, shade, and habitat on the western 
Great Plains. Since 1967, Boulder County has been home to the 
largest plains cottonwood tree in North America, according to the 
National Register of Big Trees. This stately tree, over a century 
old, stands some 105 feet tall and nearly 9 feet in diameter. Join 
volunteer naturalists to see and learn more about the story of this 
sentinel of the plains. No hiking is required. 
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Walker Ranch Comes 
to Life

Sunday, September 27; 10:00am to 4:00pm
Walker Ranch Homestead; 7701 Flagstaff Mountain 
Road, approximately 7 miles west of Boulder on 
Flagstaff Road

Come see how autumn was spent on a working 
ranch in the late 1800s. At this special event, costumed 
volunteers demonstrate the chores necessary to get the 
ranch ready for winter. You’ll be invited to participate 
in chores such as pitching hay, doing laundry with a 
washboard and wringer, or digging potatoes to name a 
few activities. Visit the blacksmith as he makes hinges, 
nails, and other hardware needed around the ranch, or 
join in the fun at an old-fashioned barn dance featuring 
guitar, banjo and ! ddle music. There will also be guided 
tours of the homestead.

This program is free and open to all ages. For more 
information, please call 303-776-8848 or send an email 
to tmcmichen@bouldercounty.org. 

Please note: Dogs and bicycles are not permitted 
on the site. Visitors are invited to bring a picnic lunch to 
enjoy at nearby Walker Ranch Open Space picnic sites. 

Circle of Lakes Wintering Waterfowl Driving Tour
Saturday, November 14; 9:00am to 2:00pm
Walden Ponds Wil dlife Habitat, west of 75th Street between 
Valmont Road and Jay Road; meet at the Cottonwood 
Marsh parking area
Join volunteer naturalist Dick Pratt and others for this tour of 
local wetlands and reservoirs in Boulder County in search of 
returning ducks, geese, and other waterfowl. We will carpool 
from Walden Ponds looking for birds, learning about habitat, 
ecology, and behavior, and working on our observation and 
identi! cation skills. Bring water, lunch or a snack, binoculars, 
spotting scopes, and a bird ! eld guide if you have them. This 
tour is geared to adults and older children.

Birds of Prey Slide Program
Tuesday, November 17; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
George Reynolds Branch, Boulder Public Library, 3595 
Table Mesa Drive, Boulder; additional parking is available 
across Table Mesa Drive in the King Soopers parking lot
Join volunteer naturalists for the evening and learn how to 
recognize raptors— hawks, eagles, falcons, and owls—in the 
skies above Boulder County. During this slide presentation, 
you’ll observe and learn how to distinguish between different 
raptors by identifying common ! eld marks. You will also learn 
about the habitat requirements, behavior, and ecology of these 
magni! cent birds. 

Birds of Prey Driving Tour
Saturday, November 21; 10:00am to 1:00pm
Meeting location will be given to registered participants
Join volunteer naturalists for a driving tour of some of Boulder 
County’s best areas to view birds of prey, or raptors. We will 
carpool from our meeting place searching for raptors, learning 
about habitat, and working on our observation and identi! cation 
skills. Participants should bring lunch, drinking water, binocu-
lars, a spotting scope, and a bird ! eld guide if you have them. 
The tour is geared for adults and older children. Register by 
calling 303-678-6214 by Thursday, November 19.
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