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A Tour of the Rocky Mt. Arsenal Wildlife Refuge

by Bonnie MacFarlane

Since I moved to Colorado 13 years ago, I have been wanting to visit Rocky Mountain Arsenal Wildlife Refuge. On July 10th, my one-year anniversary at Windsor Gardens, my wish came true.

I was lucky to get a "ring-side seat" next to the Ranger who drove the sightseeing van. We set out on our wildlife adventure of 27 square miles around 9:45 AM. It was a lovely warm summer day with blue sky and puffy cumulus clouds. The vista of the Rocky Mountains, sprinkled with white snow was the best I've seen.

Almost immediately, prairie dogs were "popping" out of their holes and squeaking their warning signals. The children in back of the van were delighted. The roadside was lined with large and lovely white prickly poppies, and the white sulphurs (butterflies) danced back and forth amongst the small daisy-like flowers. Majestic cottonwood trees lined the stream.

The lady I called "Good Eyes" spotted the mule deer, which have large ears in order to evaporate heat, and white tails with a black tip. There were two bucks with large velvet antlers, and three does. We had hoped to see fawns, but did not. 
I asked our guide, "Where are the burrowing owls?" and he said, "I'll show you when we get there!" We traveled over bumpy dirt roads for awhile, delighting in the cute and playful prairie dogs, when we reached a small mound tagged with a pink flag. A small brown head popped out of its hole to announce: "I'm a burrowing owl". In a split second, his chunky body flew off to a distant ridge. Even with binoculars, I had a hard time seeing him, but now I can say I saw one.

Now on to see the largest of mammals in the U.S.: The bison! Our Ranger opened a gate to a barbed wire fence so we could enter a large area designated for the buffalo herd. We drove and drove. "How can a herd of buffalo disappear?" A couple of times, I announced: "There they are!" only to realize that I was spotting cars driving by on the highway. We drove from one end of the enclosed area to another and never did find them. The Ranger said he saw them earlier that morning and this was only the second time he hadn't found them on a tour. Oh well, I've seen them on I-70 near Lookout Mountain.
On the way back to the Center, we saw hawks: Red tailed, Swainsons, a Kestrel, and a Ferruginous. They are difficult to differentiate.

The morning was wonderful. I brought a picnic lunch and sat under some cottonwoods, even though it was hot and I was savagely bitten by a fly and a mosquito. Later, I spent a lot of time perusing the museum and Children's Corner. I took the art makings for a burrowing owl to remind me of my trip. Perhaps, I'll volunteer there someday. 
