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Hidden Rift Campground, a large, cheap 
campground behind our post office  

next to the CCA and residential property?!! 
 

Hidden	Rift	Campground	is	a	proposed	campground	in	Northern	New	
Mexico.	Our	campground	is	located	in	Carson	New	Mexico,	directly	across	the	Rio	
Grande	Gorge	from	Taos.	We	are	in	the	permitting	process	and	plan	to	start	
construction	by	December	2017.	We	expect	to	be	open	and	ready	for	campers	as	
early	as	spring	2018.	Our	timeline	is	always	changing.	Please	keep	checking	back	for	
updates.	 
Hidden	Rift	Campground	is	designed	to	accommodate	all	types	of	groups,	providing	
dispersed	camping	and	established	sites.	We	have	established	sites	of	all	sizes.	We	
have	the	perfect	campsite	no	matter	the	size	of	your	party.	Hidden	Rift	Campground	
bought	approximately	seven	acres	of	land	–	hoping	to	create	the	best	campsites	in	
New	Mexico.	There	will	be	a	ready	supply	of	stereotypical	campsites:	tent	platform,	
fire	pit,	parking	spaces	and	picnic	tables.	We	included	two	larger	group	sites	with	
the	capacity	for	thirty	or	so	campers.	 
Our	established	sites	will	have	fire	rings,	picnic	tables,	tent	platforms	and	parking	
spaces.	The	dispersed	area	is	designed	for	campers	on	a	budget.	The	dispersed	area	
is	cheaper	than	the	established	sites	but	does	not	come	with	the	same	amenities.	If	
you	just	need	a	place	to	park,	you’re	welcome	to	stay	with	us	at	the	dispersed	area	
price.	 
 

Many of us believe this will negatively impact the peace and quiet most folks have 
come to Carson to enjoy. A campground with capacity for more than 60 people will 
bring noise, traffic, curious sightseers driving around the area, dogs if they’re 
permitted, (and just on the heels of Azlan White and her 17 “wolves” being evicted), 
and campfires burning. Members of the Carson Volunteer Fire Department and the 
Carson Community Association Board, both of which have been working hard to 
prevent the chance of fire in Carson, are not happy about this. According to Rudy 
Perea, the county planner, the owners of the proposed campground must post a 
legal notice in the Taos News on February 22, and will send out notices to neighbors 
within 1000’ of the property by February 27, in accordance with their Special Use 
Permit application. Once that happens, the CCA, which is adjacent to the proposed 
campground, will respond appropriately. We will keep folks apprised and send out 
an email and post on the bulletin board if we need more support from the 
community to prevent this than just what the CCA alone can provide. No one wants 
to put a wet blanket on someone’s dream, but this proposal sounds like a nightmare 
for Carson, the CCA, and its residents. 



Remembering….. 
-Gerald Boxberger 

 
Carson was homesteaded, starting around 1908, and later there was a house built on 
every 160 acres, which was the size of the property you could homestead.  There 
were certain things that you had to do to "prove" up on the property.  This included 
build a house, fence the land and clear the sagebrush which covered the land.  There 
were no trees on the Mesa, from the Petaca Arroyo to the Rio Grande Gorge.  If you 
did all the requirements over the period of 5 years, you got a deed from the 
government, signed by the president of the United States.   
 

The area up for homesteading was from the Rio Grande Gorge, west to Taos 
Junction and down to the Cerro Azul area. This was basically the Carson border. 
 The northern boundary was three miles north of the present Highway 567 and 
south to where the Petaca Arroyo meets the Rio Grande. 

 

Taos Junction, 7 miles west, was built in 1914.  At that time the road through 
Carson was narrow and bad down into the gorge. It was improved and then the 
railroad donated a wooden bridge to put across the Rio Grande since there was no 
bridge, and the river had to be forded to get to Taos.  It was located several hundred 
feet upstream from the present steel bridge, which was built in 1956.  At this time 
they also put up telephone poles and a line from Taos to Taos Junction, where the 
new depot was built for the Chili Line Railroad.  
 

There was more rain and snow then, and the homesteaders found a location on the 
Pataca Arroyo that ran thru the area and drained from the Colorado border to the 
Rio Grande.  It would run water 3-4 months in the spring.  The people applied for 
the Corps of Engineers to build a dam, west/northwest of Tres Orejas, (aka Three 
Peaks).  In their spare time, they started building irrigation ditches to carry the 
water to their land. The main crop was pinto beans.   
 

Finally in the early 1930s, the dam and ditches were complete.  They irrigated for 
about 1 1/2 years, and then there was a terrible setback when the water at the dam 
started draining out thru the basalt rock.  I remember in later years seeing some 
whirlpools that looked like water going out of a bathtub.  The Corp of Engineers 
tried to dump clay and dirt into the leaks, to no avail. 
 
This was like a bubble being burst for all the farmers.  Slowly, people began to leave 
and by the later part of the ‘40s most of them had left. We, the Boxbergers, were one 
of three families that were still here and getting their mail here.  Also by this time 
there was not as much rain and snow so it was harder to grow the prominent crop, 



dry land pinto beans. My folks raised some dry land field corn and grass for hay. 
 Also had a nice dry land garden.  
 

Around the first part of the 1960s, some people started to move back because their 
parents still owned the land.  Not much farming then. There were some herds of 
sheep from the Taos area and later more cattle were grazing the region.  Most of the 
original homes were gone.  Some were moved to Taos Junction. 
 

In about 1947-49 they built an electric line thru Carson to Ojo Caliente. Then later 
they put a line from that line, (along highway 567 now and formerly 96), to Pilar.  In 
1976, highway 567 was paved and people started drilling wells with the new rotary 
equipment to drill through the hard basalt rock.   
 

Carson is bordered by the Forest Service and BLM land.  This land was bought by 
the government from the homesteaders who were "starving out" for $.50 per acre. 
 This program was called the Taylor Gracing Act. Most of the people in the center 
of Carson held on to their land when they moved out. 
 
=============================================================== 

 
 
 

SunLight plays with Shadow… 
Illuminates Pinon’s bark… 

slowly 
it creeps Upward 

as Sun gently drops to meet Horizon… 
kissing The Earth… 

  

glowing… 
Ancestor… 

Gaia… 
Lovers entwined… 

  

fading to Nothingness 
with the setting of Sun… 

 
 

-Raven Feather 
August 24th, 2014 

 
 



Food Bank & Clothing Boutique 
 

The Santo Niño Food Bank in Carson helps many families here as well as in 
our neighboring communities. Any support you can give is a blessing! Your	
donation	is	a	tax-exempt.	Please send a check payable to: 
 

The Food Depot, (in memo write: “for Santo Niño, Carson”) 
1222 Siler Road  
Santa Fe, NM 87507  

 

The Clothing Boutique is located in the shed next to the CCA Building. People are 
always in need of clothing. You can bring donations to the Quonset Hut from 3:30 to 
4:30 on Thursdays or call Elisabeth for pick up at 751-7480. 
  

 
////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
 

Tips	for	Preventing/Defending	Against	Fire	

In	the	event	of	an	emergency,	(yours	or	someone	else’s),	ALWAYS	CALL	911	 
FIRST.	 
	 

Clear	 trees,	 dead	 branches,	 weeds,	 tall	 grasses,	 (anything	 flammable)	 from	
around	your	buildings.	The	recommended	clearance	is	a	50’	minimum.	 

	 

Keep	 all	 flammables,	 such	 as	 gasoline,	 paint	 thinners,	 etc.,	 at	 least	 50’	 away	
from	buildings.	 
	 

Store	 fireplace	 ashes	 in	 a	 tightly	 lidded	metal	 container.	 This	 suffocates	 hot	
embers	and	keeps	them	from	blowing	out.	Be	sure	embers	are	completely	cool,	
(24	hour	minimum	suffocation),	before	dumping.	 

	 

When	constructing	or	renovating,	use	non-flammable	materials	such	as	metal	
for	 roofs	 and	 stucco	 for	 exterior	 finishes	 wherever	 possible.	 Avoid	 using	
flammable	construction	materials.	 
	 

Ensure	 that	 your	 property	 is	 easily	 accessible	 in	 the	 event	 of	 an	 emergency.	
Keep	 a	 clear	pathway	 for	 emergency	 vehicles.	 For	 example,	 if	 you	 go	 to	help	
someone	 who	 is	 in	 urgent	 need,	 be	 sure	 not	 to	 block	 access	 with	 your	 own	
vehicle.		
	

IF	YOU	ARE	NOT	ON	THE	EMERGENCY	PHONE	TREE	PLEASE	CONTACT	
ELIZABETH:	758-2758	or	egb@elizabethbrownrigg.com 



Brian Anderson & Jane Anderson 
1961-2017      1955-2017 

  

 
 

 
 



They were wonderful parents. Brian was a hard-working man with a helping hand 
for anyone in need. And Jane, with a big heart, devoted her life to taking care of him 
and me. 

 
-April Anderson 
 

 
 

 



Fire! Fire! Pants on Fire! 
-Peter Allen 

 

The Carson Community is working on getting designated as a Firewise Community. 
Part of this designation is for all property owners to have their personal property 
protected by a fire protection zone around the structures. The Taos Soil and Water 
Conservation District (TSWCD) has a program that will pay 85% of the cost to 
protect your buildings. They will visit your site to determine how much work needs 
to be done and present a budget estimate to the TSWCD Board for approval. They 
will then revisit your site and develop a treatment plan that involves marking trees 
and vegetation that need thinning and/or removal; this is done with your consent. 
Once a plan is prepared you can decide to execute the plan yourself, (if your budget 
won’t permit), or get bids from qualified contractors. This is your decision but at 
least you have a plan that is required for the Firewise Community designation. 
 

Peter Allen and Elisabeth Maier have contracted with Carson resident Brett Bower 
to execute their treatment plans. Call Peter (505-795-3298) if you have any questions 
about the above. 
 

The person to contact at TSWCD for a more detailed explanation of the program is 
Charlotte Martinez 575-751-0584. 
 

************************************************************************************** 
 

The Between 
 

flash of 
 black…  

white… 
Rainbow Iridescence… 

Blink In… 
Out… 

In again… 
Magpie… 

Travels 
to 

The Be~tween… 
  

Beckons to Me 
to Follow… 

  
-Raven Feather, August 27th, 2014 



Mouse Barrier for Vehicles 
-Elisabeth Maier 

 
My travel van was invaded by mice nesting everywhere. They even ate the drawer 
linings. None of the measures I took worked.  Paul Green had told me about metal 
guards, and he provided me with an article about the construction of the mouse 
barrier. I gave the article to Rob Hughes, and he built this amazing guard last 
July. The front gate can be easily removed for easy exiting. Not a single mouse has 
entered the vehicle since then! I highly recommend it! 
 

 
 



That which I Am 
 

Gazing In~to 
The With~In… 

into 
The Mirror of Truth… 

I See… 
I See 
That 

Which I Hide… 
from Others… 
from MySelf… 

 

In the forefront 
fear… 

denial… 
guilt… 

ugliness… 
unworthiness… 

un~loveable~ness… 
shame… 

 

Yet… 
behind those Reflections… 

those Lies… 
I See… 

 

I See 
That 

Which Yearns To Be Seen… 
That 

Which Is Truth… 
I See… 

Grace… 
Power… 
Beauty… 

Loveliness… 
Sweetness… 
Gentleness… 

Spirit… 



I See… 
God With~In… 

 

I Gaze past 
those False Reflections… 

those Lies… 
and 

 
I See 

 
That 

Which 
I 

Am… 
 

- by Raven Feather, August 27th, 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Treasurer’s Report and Request 

-Elisabeth Maier, CCA Treasurer 
 

 
 
We have $ 2840.14 in our account.  
 
Please send your annual household dues, ($10), or what you can afford to: 
Carson Community Association:  
PO Box 101 Carson NM 87517  
 
These funds are used to help maintain the CCA Community Building,  
(Quonset Hut), and to pay for our fundraiser and other incurred expenses.  

 
 
 

 



Carson Café & Grocery! 
 

 

 
 
 
 



 

James Spencer Defibaugh III 
1944 – 2018 

 

 
 
 
Whether he was James, Little Jimmy, Daddy or Son to those around him, he was 
always just Jim to me.  We met in 1972 while attending the University of New 
Mexico and had been together ever since.  That was also the year we found our way 
to Carson and bought our homestead.  I have a clear memory of Jim getting the feel 
of each parcel up for sale and just knowing when he found the one for us; the place 
our children would forever after call “home”.  That was his way.   
 

Reverently fond of music, nature, animals, and all the mischievous ‘spirits’ of the 
universe, he was adventurous and ever curious about the world, evidenced by the 
wide range of books he read and the many skills he honed.  I still wonder at his 



building our house from the ground up, learning as he went how to create walls, 
install a solar system, (back when they were just getting on the market), plumb and 
wire what would be home for our children as they became young adults. 
 

He was an historian by education but wore many different hats through the years. 
He was a teacher.  He was a rural mail carrier.  He was a farrier.  He was a 
dispatcher for the Los Alamos Police Department.  He collected oral histories for the 
University of Arkansas.  But his fondest memories were while volunteering with the 
New Mexico Mounted Patrol in support of the State Police. 
 

He created many wonderful memories for his children, his brothers, his parents, his 
friends and for me.  We will always hear his hummed songs and whistled tunes 
echoing in the backs of our minds when we step foot into the beautiful home we 
shared.  We will keep that part of him in our hearts forever.   
 

-Michelle Chávez  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 



One Quiet Evening 
-by Scott Stephens 

 
One quiet evening I was in my house contemplating some recent irksome event and 
getting angrier by the minute. Boom! I kick an empty 5-gallon plastic bucket across 
the room. Whack! It hits and breaks my water faucet- breaks it clean off! As water 
jets out of the faucet from my 300-gallon gravity-fed tank, I think to myself, This is 
going to be bad! I rush over and plug it with my thumb. Now I have plenty of time 
to figure things out. Hunched over with thumb in pipe, my mind says, “This is really 
stupid!” (I’m reminded of that kid in Holland who plugged a dyke up with his 
thumb.  I now have my own idea of what “kicked the bucket” really means.) 
Stopped, I spend a few moments and make a plan. I yank my thumb out, run out 
and around the house, up the stairs and through the little hatch to the tank room, 
where I find the shut-off valve rusted open. Meanwhile, downstairs, water is still 
blasting into the house, and the valve just won’t budge. I’m afraid of shattering the 
brittle plastic pipe as I struggle with it.  Slowly it starts to move, then finally closes.  
Whew! Next, I fire up the generator, grab the Shop Vac, plug it in, and spend a good 
time sucking up all the gallons of water in my house. One seemingly quiet evening 
got really complicated really quickly! 
 

=========================================================== 

Carson FireWise Event! 
Some of the CCA Board in conjunction with the Volunteer Fire 
Depts from Carson, Tres Piedras , & Latir, and the New Mexico 
State Forestry have been diligently working to make Carson a 
“FireWise” community. This means increasing awareness and 
taking action both individually and as a community to prevent 
any unwanted fire here. There will be very informative and 
interesting presentations from Matt Garcia, West Zone Fire 
Prevention and Mary Stuever, NM State Forestry as well as lots 
of information on ways to stay safe. We strongly encourage 
everyone to come to the Carson Volunteer Fire Dept on 
SUNDAY, FEB 25, 1:00-3:30.  And there may be pizza from Craig… 



Veterans Off-Grid 
Helping our Heroes, Protecting our Planet 

-Ryan Timmermans 
 

Due to its beautifully unique environment and close-knit community, 
Veterans Off-Grid has chosen Carson as its new home. We are excited and 
look forward to serving Carson in 2018 and beyond! The US is losing 22 
veterans a day to suicide and up to 100,000 are estimated to be homeless.  This 
is a terrible tragedy that is worth preventing. Veterans Off-Grid, (a local 
501(c)3 nonprofit), seeks to restore peace, purpose, sustainability, and 
community to veterans in need. 

 

Tax-deductible Donations Needed: 
Lodging for volunteers                                           Cash, labor, materials 
Meals for volunteers      Heavy-equipment operating 
 

Come learn and build sustainably for a great cause! Volunteers welcome! 
Contact Ryan: ryan@veteransoffgrid.org or 919-673-0398. 
May 15th, 2018 begins construction of the first prototype. 

  
==========================================================  

 

A Thought or Two… 
-The Old Man 

 

About a month ago or so, I went out to feed the birds. When I reached for the 
feed, I happened to look up and there was a big mountain lion- maybe 100 
pounds or so! Nibs told me he’s seen a few by his place, too. If you see one, 
take a step or two towards it and don’t show fear. It will go away. Do not turn 
and run away, that’s the main thing.  
 

I think people need a slogan different from “Hooray for me, and screw you!”. 
(In addition to having my lava rocks stolen, I’ve more recently had my 
planted flowers deliberately run over several times.)  I’m almost 97, and I love 
to garden. I would like very much to show folks how to do this for themselves.  
The beets and turnips I grew this last year were wonderful. I truly enjoy 
helping people for the sheer satisfaction of it. I would love to share my 
knowledge for free- just stop by and we can talk. I’m home a lot. 
 
 



Merilee Fletcher Lighty 
1925-2017 

 

 
 
My devoted wife of thirty-nine years, Merilee Roberts Fletcher Lighty, a many 
faceted woman, died on November 16, 2017, at the age of ninety-two.   
 

Merilee was a multimedia artist.  She painted in watercolor and oils. She decorated 
rooms and ceilings in lively colors.  Merilee threw pots, taught ceramics and 
fabricated three-dimensional paper replicas of deep-sea creatures.   Her ceramic 
masks epitomized her true personality—playful, a bit naughty, joyful and 
determined.  Merilee also loved English literature. She taught English to high school 
students, and she was a true believer in the merits of using correct grammar. But 
most of all, Merilee was my staunchest supporter.  Once, spectacularly, she stood up 



for me in a confrontation with my mother. 
 

Merilee will be missed.  I know she loved her friends in Carson and elsewhere, and 
they certainly loved her.  I feel Merilee found leaving Carson a traumatic 
undertaking which she took on with the utmost courage and determination. 
Faced with mental and physical disabilities such that she could not do or experience 
the sorts of things she loved, Merilee decided to end her life by fasting, and she died 
after 13 days without food or water.  She ended her life on her own terms and 
without a whimper.  An extraordinary human being.  
 
-John Lighty 
 

 



Carson O Piñon!
bird supplement 2018 by Paul Green

Blue Jay or blue jay? 
People often say to me that they have had a blue jay at their feeders. 
My first reaction is disbelief, then I question “do they mean Blue Jay 
or a blue jay?”. In other words, do they have a jay that is blue, or do 
they have the species Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata, a rare and notable 
species in our location? 

In the world of writing about 
birds, much confusion is spared 
by putting an initial upper case 
on proper species names, such as 
Blue Jay, Steller’s Jay and so on 
for the specific reason noted above. 
Which is perhaps a good way to 
introduce our jays, most of which 
are blue, of which we may have 
four. You’ll find identification notes 
and photographs of four blue jay 
species at the end of this article.

Jays are members of the crow 
family and so are generally 
medium to large, bold, assertive 
birds, with harsh calls and 
large beaks able to handle a 
varied diet. The family corvidae 
includes ravens, crows, magpies, 
nutcrackers as well as the jays.

Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay

In Carson, our most frequently seen 
blue jay is the scrub-jay. This is the 
bird we see in twos and threes for 
most of the year, except from late 
summer when noisy family groups 
of up to seven or eight birds can 

visit our bird feeders. Until very 
recently we would have called this 
the Western Scrub Jay Aphelocoma 
californica but the science of bird 
taxonomy is always on the move 
and genetic analysis has separated 
the species that lives around 
Carson, and well beyond, and it is 
now regarded as a distinct species, 
the Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay. 

Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay is a 
reclusive jay of the foothills and 
lower mountain slopes of the 
American southwest. A medium-
sized jay, without a crest and 
with long, dull blue tail, dull-
blue upperparts and dull-whitish 
underparts, contrasting with 
brownish-gray back, dusky ear 
coverts, a white stripe above the 
eye, and a band of dark-bluish 
streaks extending onto sides of 
breast.

If we scan west to east in the 
southern United States, we’ll 
encounter a series of different 
scrub-jay species. The most 
westerly is the Island Scrub-

Jay Aphelocoma insularis on 
Santa Cruz Island in California, 
then Californian Scrub-Jay A. 
californica, Mexican Jay A. 
wollweberi, Woodhouse’s Scrub-
Jay A. woodhouseii, then finally 
Florida Scrub-jay A. coerulescens 
in the east. Each of these has its 
own variation and “races” with 
genetic variation. Aphelocoma 
translates to “simple hair” and 
allusion to the fact that scrub jays 
do not have a crest like some jay 
species.

Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay occurs in 
parts of Nevada, Idaho, Wyoming, 
Colorado, Oklahoma, California, 
Arizona, and in Mexican highlands 
to Sonora, Jalisco, central 
Guanajuato, Mexico, Distrito 
Federal, and Hidalgo, and Texas.

There are seven subspecies of 
Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay and in 
Carson we have A.w. suttoni, which 
is darker overall and has a brown 
cast to its gray back. Our local 
scrub jay is named after Samuel 
Washington Woodhouse (June 27, 



1821 – October 23, 1904) who was 
an American surgeon, explorer 
and naturalist on the Sitgreaves 
Expedition led by Captain Lorenzo 
Sitgreaves from San Antonio to 
San Diego which explored the 
possibility of a route from the Zuni 
River to the Pacific. He was the 
author of A Naturalist in Indian 
Territory: The Journal of S. W. 
Woodhouse, 1849-50. 

Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay lives 
in scrub and woodland habitats, 
especially piñon-juniper and oak 
habitats, where they are often 
inconspicuous and sparsely 
distributed. Our scrub-jays tend 
to breed as a pair in a defended 
territory, sometimes with one or 
more helpers, probably one of the 
male offspring from a previous 
year. They do not migrate, and 

are with us year-round. They are 
omnivorous and opportunistic, 
eating insects and other arthropods 
and fruit in spring and summer and 
seeds of trees, especially pines and 
oaks, in autumn and winter. Their 
long, shallow, pointed bills allow 
them to extract and consume piñon 
seeds from cones but, while their 
beaks are an effective pounding 
tool, they are unable to extract 
seeds from closed green piñon 
pine cones, and our scrub-jays 
will attack another of our jays, 
the Piñon Jay, after they begin 
processing green cones. Once ripe 
cones open, scrub-jays extract 
seeds while hovering or perched 
below cones.

As you’ll notice if you put out food 
for birds, a scrub-jay will fill its 
mouth with food and then fly off 
and bury it for later consumption, 
a phenomenon called “food 
caching”, and an individual bird 
may cache 6,000 piñon seeds 
during the fall, though it can carry 
only around five seeds with each 
trip. Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jays are 
thought to be important agents for 
dispersal of several pine species, 
carrying them around 500 yards 
before burying them, a lot less than 
the 8 miles measured for Piñon 
Jays. Normally the seeds are stored 
in the ground, and covered with a 
leaf, small rock, or other object.

Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jays have a 
good spatial memory to retrieve 
cached seeds, and perform better 
than chance up to 250 days after 
caching, though their memory is 
not as good as the Piñon Jay, using 
landmarks and a sun compass to 
relocate their caches. Because their 
memory is less than perfect, many 
of these buried seeds germinate, 
hence the importance of jays in 
the spread of pine and oak trees. 

Our most frequently seen jay, Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay, Aphelocoma woodhouseii, has a 
long tail, is blue above with a contrasting grey-brown back patch and a faint white eye 
brow. Photo by D Faulder*

Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay has a pale chin above a faint blue breast band. It does not have 
a crest. Once you learn this one all others will become clear. Photo by D Faulder*



During winter, our scrub-jay 
may forage near Steller’s Jays 
and Piñon Jay flocks without 
aggression. Like other jay species 
they may live to around 15 years 
of age.

Piñon Jay

Perhaps the second most common 
blue jay we see around Carson is 
very special bird, the Piñon Jay 
Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus. It’s 
special because its range is limited 
more or less to the distribution of 
pinon pines, so we’re in just the 
place to see them. Because this 
species is sociable and roams in 
large groups you may go a long 
time without seeing them, unless 
you happen to be on the path 
between traditional roosting and 
nesting areas and their chosen 
feeding areas. But you will often 
here them: their calls sound to me 
like manical laughing.

The Piñon Jay is a highly social, 
cooperative-breeding, seed-caching 
bird that lives in the foothills and 
lower mountain slopes of the 
western and southwestern United 
States. The Piñon Jay is a small 
to medium jay without a crest, its 
bill is more sharply pointed, and 
its tail is shorter than other jays. 
The adult plumage is entirely dull 
blue, except for the chin, throat, 
and breast region which is streaked 
whitish, and inner webs of primary 
wing feathers are black. Recently 
fledged birds are uniformly mouse-
gray, and immature birds are 
similar to adult but plumage duller.

Piñon Jays live in Oregon, 
California, n. Baja California, 
Nevada, Idaho, Utah, Arizona, 
Montana, Wyoming, South 
Dakota, Nebraska, Colorado as 
well as western parts of New 

Mexico. Although Piñon Jays 
are closely associated with piñon 
pines, Pinus edulis, P. monophylla, 
P. cembroides, in most areas, 
individuals found in areas north 
of the range of these trees inhabit 
woodlands and scrublands with 

Ponderosa Pines Pinus ponderosa, 
junipers, and chaparral vegetation.

Piñon Jays shows just a little 
regional variation. It was first 
described for science in 1833 by 
Alexander Philipp Maximilian, 
Prince of Wied-Neuwied, a noted 

Our flocking blue jay, not so often seen and more frequently heard, the Piñon Jay 
Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus is a small to medium jay, without a crest. Its bill is the 
most sharply pointed and its tail is shorter than other jays. Adults are entirely dull blue, 
except chin, throat, and breast which are streaked whitish, and inner webs of primaries 
black. Photo by Eric Gropp*

Sexes of the Piñon Jay are alike except that the crown is slightly deeper blue in the male 
and the bill is very slightly longer in male. The mouth-lining and bill of adult is black. 
Young birds have a uniformly mouse-gray plumage, and first year birds are a little duller 
than adults. Photo by Seabamirum*



German traveler and naturalist, and 
described by him in his Reise in 
das Innere Nord Amerika. It was 
first named Maximilian’s Jay.

Piñon Jays are omnivorous, 
eating pine seeds, some acorns, 
juniper berries, other wild berries, 
cultivated grains (including 
sunflower seeds and other 
commercially supplied seeds from 
bird feeders), arthropods, lizards, 
snakes, nestling birds, small 
mammals. Although omnivorous, 
Piñon Jays are committed to the 
harvest, transport, caching, and 
later retrieval of pine seeds, aided 
by a relatively long, strong bill; 
an expandable esophagus; and 
long, strong wings. Individuals 
have excellent spatial memories 
that allow them uncanny recovery 
accuracy when digging up their 
hidden food stores months after 
caching, even if the food is under 
snow.

If you look at the beak of the Pinon 
Jay you can see just how adapted 
it is to getting at the nuts inside the 
cones: a long, sharp, strong beak. 
Piñon Pines and Piñon Jays are 
have evolved together over time 
such that they are now dependent 
upon each other. The large, 
wingless seeds of Piñon Pines are 
dispersed long distances on the 
strong wings of the Piñon Jay, 
which reaps the reward of a food 
source rich in energy and nutrients.

The ancestors of today’s Piñon 
Pines were likely able to withstand 
and possibly thrive under hot dry 
conditions as they had developed 
a relatively slow spring growth 
pattern, short needles, and most 
significantly, large seeds that could 
germinate and produce seedlings 
under harsh growing conditions. 
These highly nutritious seeds, the 

largest of any southwestern conifer, 
are highly prized by seed predators, 
and they are conspicuous and easy 
to harvest. However, since large 
crops of seeds are produced only 
at irregular intervals, seed eaters 
cannot rely on a steady, predictable 
supply of seeds and need to find 
alternate foods. When large crops 
of seeds are present, sheer numbers 
of seeds swamp the seed eaters 
from consuming the entire crop and 
so ensure the survival of the tree 
species. 

It is possible that ancestors of 
modern Piñon Jays detected 
multiple seeds in cones and worked 
out that several seeds could be 
extracted from cones and carried 
off to a suitable perch where they 
could be opened and eaten. The 
bird could protect the opened seeds 
by placing them in hiding places to 
be retrieved and eaten later. 

Piñon Jays have a complex social 
organization with permanent flocks 
that may contain more than 500 
individuals. They use the search 
power of the many individuals in 
the flock to locate the hard to find 
patches of fruiting Piñon Pines, and 
once found they feed peaceably 
close together. Many Piñon Jays 
spend their entire lives in the flock 
into which they were born, and 
they may live to be more than 15 
years old. Although Piñon Jays 
are with us all year round, and do 
not migrate, in years when Piñon 
Pines do not produce seed the jays 
may disperse far from their normal 
range, causing what biologists call 
“irruptions”: sudden appearance of 
large numbers of birds outside of 
their normal range.

Unlike the scrub-jay, the Piñon Jay 
nests in colonies in a synchronized 
manner, sometimes starting to 

breed in winter in areas where 
pine-seed crops were abundant the 
previous fall, and so is one of the 
earliest nesting birds in the United 
States. As with the scrub-jay, 
yearling males may help provision 
their brothers and sisters. Just to the 
south of us in central New Mexico, 
one population sometimes breeds 
in the fall when piñon pine-cone 
crops are large. 

Piñon Jays are well adapted to use 
piñon seeds. As already noted, the 
strong, long, sharp bill can open 
green cones, extract, bury and later 
probe for hidden seeds. The bill is 
featherless at its base (most birds 
have tough bristles covering their 
nostrils) and this gives it part of 
its scientific name Gymnorhinus 
which means bare nostrils. (The 
other part of its scientific name, 
cyanocephalus, translates to 
“blue head”.) The lack of bristles 
allows individuals to probe deep 
into pitch-laden cones without 
fouling the feathers that usually 
cover the nostrils. Piñon Jays have 
unusually strong and long wings 
for a jay. This enables extended 
flights when searching for pine 
cones, which are often widely 
scattered and located in clumps, 
and returning to traditional caching 
areas. A flock may transport seeds 
up to eight miles before caching 
them. The upper two-thirds of the 
esophagus expands when packed 
with pine seeds, allowing a single 
bird to carry off about 40 whole, 
unhulled seeds in a single trip. Our 
Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay can cram 
only 3–5 seeds in its mouth and 
throat.

Just as we do, Piñon Jays 
discriminate between full and 
empty piñon pine seeds by hull 
color, which signals the quality 
of the contents, and they rapidly 



Rarely seen in Carson is Steller’s Jay, Cyanocitta stelleri, which is a dark blue jay with 
a prominent black crest with white markings and white eye markings with a dark blue 
body. Photo by Jerry MacFarland*

detect those few brown seeds that 
are empty. All behaviors performed 
during foraging for conifer seeds 
are performed in synchrony; the 
flock harvests as a unit, then depart 
together for their caching area. 

Modern Piñon Pines and Piñon 
Jays appear to have coevolved a 
number of traits that interact to 
produce an efficient harvest of pine 
seeds to rapidly and efficiently 
have the seeds removed from the 
trees and planted in the soil by 
jays. Seed color, hull thickness, 
and wingless seeds encourage 
harvesting by jays. When the cone 
opens, the seeds are held tightly in 
place by a small flange on the cone 
scale, and the cones are positioned 
for ease of viewing contents. Cone 
scales radiate evenly from a central 
axis, making observation of the 
seeds relatively easy, and they 
contain no sharp spines, which 
serve to deter seed predators. 
Cones open asynchronously within 
a tree and habitat, thus providing a 
continuous supply of seeds within a 
season. Piñon Pine trees in a given 
area are highly synchronized in the 
annual production of seeds; some 
years every tree for hundreds of 
square miles will have an abundant 
crop of cones, the next year almost 
all trees will be barren. 

In years of a large crop of seeds, 
individuals first eat seeds each 
morning, then begin collecting 
them for caching. Early in the 
fall they peck open green cones 
to extract seeds and then later 
in the season, when the cones 
have opened naturally, birds 
move rapidly through the habitat, 
peering into cones in search of 
dark-brown seeds. Flocks are 
known to ascend mountains into 
mixed-coniferous forest in search 
of seeds from limber pine Pinus 

flexilis and bristlecone pine Pinus 
aristate when Piñon Pines are not 
producing.

Caching areas are often relatively 
open, containing sparse vegetation, 
patches of bare ground, and good 
drainage. These areas often contain 
a scattering of seedling and sapling 
Piñon Pines. When seeds are 
plentiful, one researcher calculated 
that a flock of 250 Piñon Jays 
stores about 4.5 million pine seeds 
during the fall. Another calculated 
that a single Piñon Jay caches 
about 2,600 seeds in a single fall. 
If all of these seeds are not found, 
for whatever reason (caching bird 
forgot the location; cached more 
seeds than it could use; cache was 
no longer accessible due to snow 
cover; caching bird died), they may 
germinate, hence the importance of 
Pinon Jays in the spread of Pinon 
Pines.

Maybe you have noticed just how 
many young Pinon Pine trees 
grow from the base of Sage Brush 
plants around your house. It is 
likely that Piñon Jays have been 

caching their pine nuts in these 
locations. Next time you hear the 
maniacal laughing coming from the 
Pinon Jay flock, stop to think just 
how every aspect of this bird has 
evolved to live in this very special 
place that we also call home.

Steller’s Jay

In 2017 several of us in Carson 
started getting visits from another 
species of blue jay, Steller’s 
Jay Cyanocitta stelleri, a close 
relative of the more eastern Blue 
Jay. Cyanocitta means “dark blue 
jay”, and the specific name comes 
from the German naturalist Georg 
Wilhelm Steller, the first European 
to record them in 1741. 

Steller’s Jay is a conspicuous 
crested jay of western coniferous 
and mixed-coniferous forests, 
breeding from Alaska, western 
Canada, and the western United 
States south through western 
Mexico to Nicaragua. 

There is considerable geographic 
variation in plumage color, size, 
and relative crest length in this 



species. Scientists recognize 
seventeen subspecies of Steller’s 
Jay, in two groups that differ most 
strikingly in having the crest long 
and black in the northern group, 
or short and blue in the southern 
group with one exception, which is 
the subspecies we have in Carson. 
The Steller’s Jays in our region 
are a subspecies macrolopha, 
which means “large-crested”, 
having white streaks on the crest 
and above and below the eye, and 
a paler back than more northern 
birds, a gray throat patch extending 
into upper breast, contrasting with 
the glossy black of the face and 
crest and the gray of the mantle. 

During Vitus Bering’s ill-fated 
1740–1742 expedition, his ship 
St. Peter spent only one day 
anchored off Kayak Island, near 
present-day Cordova, Alaska, 
before heading back to Siberia. 
The ship’s naturalist, Georg 
Wilhelm Steller, spent that July 
day in 1741 frantically collecting 
specimens and observing wildlife 
on the island. He was impressed 

with a black-crested blue jay 
that was common on the island, 
but did not recognize it from the 
boreal forests of the Old World. 
Its similarity to the painting of the 
Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata that he 
had seen in Mark Catesby’s 1731 
portfolio The Natural History of 
Carolina, Florida and the Bahama 
Islands convinced Steller that the 
expedition had reached America. 
Although Steller’s specimen was 
lost when the expedition was later 
marooned on Bering Island, his 
field notes describing the bird 
made it back to St. Petersburg, and 
J. F. Gmelin used those notes to 
formally describe “Steller’s Crow” 
in 1788.

This species is commonly seen at 
higher elevations, in the pine oak 
woodlands. A group of three birds 
showed up here in Carson in the 
fall and has been hanging around 
ever since. Steller’s Jay lives 
mainly in coniferous and mixed 
coniferous-deciduous forest, open 
woodland, orchards, and gardens, 
including humid coniferous forest 

in northwestern North America, 
and arid pine-oak (Pinus-Quercus) 
associations in the southwest U.S. 
and Central America, generally 
from 3,000 to 11,000 feet 
elevation. It has a lower harsher 
call, and sometimes makes a call 
similar to a Red-tailed Hawk.

Over much of Steller’s Jay’s range, 
Clark’s Nutcracker Nucifraga 
columbiana (another bird you’ll 
see on the way up Wheeler Peak) 
occurs at higher elevations than 
Steller’s Jay, and scrub-jays, 
Aphelocoma species, occur at 
lower elevations, but often there 
is much overlap, and Steller’s Jays 
live in a wide range of habitat types 
across their range, from sub-alpine 
hemlock Douglas Fir to coastal live 
oak and Eucalptus groves. 

While Steller’s Jays are less 
confiding than the scrub-jay, they 
can become habituated to people, 
and it is a well-known bird at 
bird feeders, picnic areas, and 
campgrounds, where its loud, 
often raucous calls announce its 
presence. If you make the hike to 
Williams Lake or Wheeler Peak 
you will have seen this species. 

Like most corvids including jays, 
Steller’s Jays are omnivorous, 
consuming a wide variety of 
animal and plant food, including 
arthropods, nuts, seeds, berries, 
fruits, and small vertebrates, and 
they may also prey on nestlings 
and eggs of other birds found 
incidentally while foraging for 
other prey. Acorns and pine seeds 
are also important food sources 
when available. Steller’s Jays also 
readily use human food sources 
at bird feeders, picnic areas, and 
campgrounds.

Steller’s Jay is a conspicuous crested jay of western coniferous and mixed-coniferous 
forests, breeding from Alaska, western Canada, and the western United States south 
through western Mexico to Nicaragua. Photo by Jerry Culp*



Steller’s Jay shows site-centered 
dominance, which is thought to 
be half way between territorial 
behavior seen in the Woodhouse’s 
Scrub-Jay and colonial social 
behavior of Piñon Jay: males 
and females form apparently 
monogamous, long-term pair 
bonds, and the mated pair is 
socially dominant to all other 
individuals near its nest. The 
pairs’ dominance decreases 
with distance from the nest, 
resulting in complex, shifting 
dominance relations that depend 
on the locations of interactions in 
relation to the nesting areas of the 
interacting birds. 

Steller’s Jay is mainly 
nonmigratory, although populations 
that breed at high elevations 
typically move to lower elevations 
during the winter. 

Perhaps the main reason we don’t 
see Steller’s Jays in Carson during 
the summer is that physiological 
data suggest that Steller’s Jay 
may have a relatively poor 
ability to conserve water at high 
temperatures and are unable to 
tolerate high temperatures without 
incurring high energy costs, so 
they restrict themselves to cooler 
climates. Woodhouse’s Scrub Jay 
is more tolerant of moderately high 
temperatures and better able to use 
non-evaporative and evaporative 
cooling mechanisms to regulate 
body temperature. Steller’s Jay also 
has limited cold tolerance which 
may result in it descending to lower 
altitudes during the winter.

Blue Jay

The Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata 
is a bright blue small sized jay 
with a blue crest, black wing 
markings and black necklace. 

Blue Jays quickly learn to take 
food provided by humans, but 
our understanding of the breeding 
biology, demography, and sociality 
of Blue Jays remains poor. 

It is bird more common in the 
east, but a few turn up in our area 
each year. There is one in Taos 
County right now (January 2018). 
Blue Jays breed across southern 
Canada, south to Florida to eastern 
Wyoming eastern New Mexico, 
where isolated populations are 
found in the cities of Clovis, 
Hobbs, Portales, and Roswell. 
In western North America, some 
migrants winter outside the 
breeding range, the size of such 
migrations varies greatly from year 
to year reaching British Columbia, 
Washington, Oregon, California, 
Nevada, Idaho, Utah, w. Montana, 
Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas.

The evolution of jays in North 
America can be traced back to a 
common ancestor; there is genetic 
evidence that scrub-jays, pinon 
jay, and the two Cyanocitta jays 
(Steller’s and Blue Jay) derived 

from a common North American 
ancestor. Cyanocitta is ecologically 
and biogeographically distinct from 
the other five genera of New World 
jays: only Cyanocitta has barred 
wing and tail feathers and uses mud 
in nest construction. DNA analysis 
suggests that Blue Jay and Steller’s 
Jay diverged from a common 
ancestor about 5.35 million years 
ago.

When Blue Jay and Steller’s Jays 
meet they can interbreed and 
hybridize as has been documented 
in Colorado and British Columbia. 
Blue Jay has also hybridized with 
the endangered Florida Scrub-Jay 
in the wild and with Cyanocorax 
yncas, the Green Jay, in captivity.

Blue Jays inhabit primarily 
deciduous, coniferous, and mixed 
forests and woodlands. Common 
in towns and residential areas, 
especially those having large oaks 
or other mast-producing trees; 
emergence of wooded residential 
areas and shelterbelts in the Great 
Plains probably facilitated westerly 
range expansion. They prefer 

Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata is a small crested jay. It has not been recorded in Carson, 
with just a few records each year west of the Rockies. There is one bird that has been 
reported in Taos County this winter. Photo by Indiana Ivy*



woodland edges more than deep 
forest.

Blue Jays like all jays are 
omnivorous, eating arthropods, 
acorns and other nuts, soft fruits, 
seeds, bird eggs, and small 
vertebrates.

In Blue Jays, the basic social unit 
is a monogamous pair, which 
remains in the same limited area 
throughout the year. Pairs do not 
defend territories in any classical 
sense, but defend the nest site from 
individuals that come too close 
much as in Steller’s Jay. They do 
not breed cooperatively, although 
they do conduct group social 
displays and mob predators and 
intruders, perhaps as members of 
a loosely organized neighborhood 
flock.

Blue Jay unmistakable in 
appearance and unlikely to be 
confused with any other species 
within its range. 

Summing up

So the next time you see a jay 
that is blue, take a little time to 
determine which blue jay it is. The 
bird at your feeder is most likely 
to be a Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay, 
and if you have twenty or more 
jays at your feeder or water source, 
feeding closely together they are 
likely Pinon Jays. You may be 
fortunate to see Steller’s Jays with 
their large dark crests, and make 
a point of looking at them as they 
probably won’t be around for long. 
So be careful not to tell people 
that you have a Blue Jay at your 
feeder because you probably don’t, 
and if you think you do, take a 
photograph of it.

If you really want to know for sure 
what birds people are reporting 
locally, the best place to look is 
ebird.org. Here you can even see a 
photograph of the Blue Jay that is 
in Taos County this winter.

And remember, one of the best 
ways to attract birds to your garden 
so you can see them is to have a 
constant source of water available 
for them. Constant means every 
single day, and it means melting 
the ice.. That, in addition to food 
put out for them, will greatly 
enhance the numbers and variety 
of birds that you see.

Telling our jays apart 

Our most frequently seen 
jay, Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay 
Aphelocoma woodhouseii, has 
a long tail, is blue above with a 
contrasting grey-brown back patch 
and a faint white eye brow. It has a 
pale chin above a faint blue breast 
band. It does not have a crest. Once 
you learn this one all others will 
become clear.

Our flocking blue jay, not so 
often seen and more frequently 
heard, the Piñon Jay Gymnorhinus 
cyanocephalus is a small to 
medium jay, without a crest. Its 
bill is the most sharply pointed and 
its tail is shorter than other jays. 
Adults are entirely dull blue, except 
chin, throat, and breast which 
are streaked whitish, and inner 
webs of primaries black. Sexes 
are alike except that the crown 
slightly deeper blue in the male 
and the bill is very slightly longer 
in male. The mouth-lining and bill 
of adult is black. Young birds have 
a uniformly mouse-gray plumage, 
and first year birds are a little duller 
than adults.

Our Piñon Jay is easily 
distinguished from all other jays 
in Carson by the combination of 
overall blue color, shorter tail, 
and lack of crest. Woodhouse’s 
Scrub-Jay has blue upperparts but 

Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata is the only other crested jay in the U.S. and can be distin-
guished from Steller’s Jay by its uniform blue forehead, crest, nape, and back; generally 
shorter crest; white or whitish gray face, throat, and underparts; black, necklace-like 
band from upper breast to back of crest; and conspicuous white wing-bar. Underparts 
grayish white with black U-shaped collar across upper breast and sides of neck join-
ing black eye-line and black border around rear of head behind crest. Photo by Mark 
Moschell*



contrastingly whitish to grayish 
underparts. Steller’s Jay and Blue 
Jay have crests and black markings 
on the head. See figures 3 and 4.

Rarely seen is Steller’s Jay, which 
is a dark blue jay with a prominent 
black crest with white markings 
and white eye markings with a dark 
blue body. See Figures 5 and 6.

Blue Jay is a small crested jay. It 
has not been recorded in Carson, 
with just a few records each year 
west of the Rockies. There is one 
bird that has been reported in Taos 
County this winter. It is the only 
other crested jay in the U.S. and 
can be distinguished from Steller’s 
Jay by its uniform blue forehead, 
crest, nape, and back; generally 
shorter crest; white or whitish 
gray face, throat, and underparts; 
black, necklace-like band from 
upper breast to back of crest; 
and conspicuous white wing-bar. 
Underparts grayish white with 
black U-shaped collar across upper 
breast and sides of neck joining 
black eye-line and black border 
around rear of head behind crest. 

*A note about the photographs 
in the Bird Supplement. All 
photographs were published on 
Flickr and are reproduced here 
under the terms of the Creative 
Commons License https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc/4.0/


