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Wildlife Forever works to conserve America’s outdoor heritage through conservation education, preservation of habitat, and scientific management of fish and wildlife. Wildlife Forever is a 501c3 nonprofit organization dedicated to restoring habitat and teaching the next generation about conservation. Become a member and learn more about innovative programs like the Art of Conservation®, The Fish and Songbird Art Contests®, Clean Drain Dry Initiative™, and Prairie City USA®. For more information, visit wildlifeforever.org.
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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my brother Van: May you continue to enjoy the birds and wildlife in heaven.

This book is for all the kids who have a passion for nature and the outdoors, especially ones who identify as Black, Brown, Indigenous, and People of Color. May this be an encouragement to never give up. And if you have a dream and passion for something, pursue it relentlessly. I also hope to set an example that you can be successful as your full, authentic self!

Lastly, I dedicate this book to all those with ADHD and dyslexia, as well as all other members of the neurodivergent community. While our quirks make things more challenging, our goals are not impossible to reach; sometimes it takes a little more time and help, but we, too, can succeed!
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Introduction

My passion for nature started when I was young. I was always amazed by the sunlit fiery glow of the red-tailed hawks as they soared overhead when I went fishing with my family. The red-tailed hawk was my spark bird—the bird that captures your attention and gets you into birding. Through my many encounters with red-tailed hawks, and other species like garter snakes and coyotes, I found a passion for nature and the environment. Stumbling across conservationists like Steve Irwin, Jeff Corwin, and Jack Hanna introduced me to the field of Wildlife Biology as a career and gave birth to a dream that I was able to accomplish and live out: serving as a Fish and Wildlife Biologist for governmental agencies, as well as in the private sector.

My childhood dream was driven by a desire to learn more about the different types of ecosystems and the animals that call our wild places home. Books and field guides like this one whet my thirst for knowledge. Even before I could fully understand the words on the pages, I was drawn to books and flashcards that had animals on them. I could soon identify every animal I was shown and tell a fact about it. I hope that this edition of Critters of Colorado can be the fuel that sustains your passion for not only learning about wildlife, but also for caring for the environment and making sure that all are welcome in the outdoors. For others, may this book be the spark that ignites a flame for wildlife preservation and environmental stewardship. I hope that this book inspires children from lower socioeconomic and minority backgrounds to pursue their dreams to the fullest and be unapologetically themselves.

By profession, I’m a Fish and Wildlife Biologist, and I’m a nature enthusiast through and through. My love for nature includes making sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to enjoy the outdoors in their own way. So, as you use this book, I encourage you to be intentional in inviting others to appreciate nature with you. Enjoy your discoveries and stay curious!

–Alex Troutman





Colorado: The Centennial State

Colorado is known for its beautiful landscapes, where you can both hike in the desert and ski in the mountains. Before it was a state, though, it was the stomping ground for the now-extinct mammoths and mastodons (both large, hairy, elephant-like creatures). Many of their fossils are found in Colorado, along with evidence of humans hunting them! Indigenous tribes such as the Utes, Cheyenne, Apache, Shoshone, and the Arapaho have long lived in Colorado. In fact, the Ancestral Pueblo people built the structures now found in modern-day Mesa Verde National Park. European history in Colorado begins with the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors in the 1500s. Colorado’s territory was overseen by the French, Spanish, and later Mexico, before becoming a US State in 1876.

Colorado is a land-locked state, meaning that it does not touch the ocean. In fact, at the southwest point of the rectangular state, there is a place where you can be in Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico all at once! One of the most famous natural landmarks is the Rocky Mountains, which take up most of western Colorado and are home to animals like bighorn sheep and golden eagles. While the Rocky Mountains extend far beyond Colorado, the state is home to the highest peak in the Rockies: Mount Elbert (14,440 feet). The eastern part of the state has the Great Plains, a huge grassland perfect for roaming bison.

These environments are home to many animals, including 130 species of mammals, around 473 species of birds, and more than 65 species of reptiles and amphibians, not to mention fish, countless insects and spiders, plants, and more. This is your guide to the animals, birds, reptiles, and amphibians that call Colorado home.

Some of Colorado’s most iconic plants, animals, and other natural resources are now officially recognized as state symbols. Get to know them below and see if you can spot them all! You’ll probably encounter the state nickname and motto, so I’ve included them here too.
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How to Use This Guide

This book is your introduction to some of the wonderful critters found in Colorado; it includes 21 mammals, 30 birds, and 13 reptiles and amphibians. It includes some animals you probably already know, such as deer and bald eagles, but others you may not know about, such as horned lizards or ptarmigans. I’ve selected the species in this book because they are widespread (northern raccoon), abundant (black-capped chickadee), or well-known, but best observed from a safe distance (common snapping turtle).

The book is organized by types of animals: mammals, birds, and reptiles and amphibians. Within each section, the animals are in alphabetical order. If you’d like to look for a critter quickly, turn to the checklist, which you can also use to keep track of how many animals you’ve seen! For each species, you’ll see a photo of the animal, along with neat facts and information on the animal’s habitat, diet, its predators, how it raises its young, and more.





Safety Note

Nature can be unpredictable, so don’t go outdoors alone, and always tell an adult when you’re going outside. All wild animals should be treated with respect. If you see one—big or small—don’t get close to it or attempt to touch or feed it. Instead, keep your distance and enjoy spotting it. If you can, snap some pictures with a camera or make a quick drawing using a sketchbook. If the animal is getting too close, is acting strangely, or seems sick or injured, tell an adult right away, as it might have rabies, a disease that can affect mammals. The good news is there’s a rabies vaccine, so it’s important to visit a doctor right away if you get bit or scratched by a wild animal.





Notes About Icons

Each species page includes basic information about an animal, from what it eats to how it survives the winter. The book also includes information that’s neat to know; in the mammals section, each page includes a simple track illustration of the animal, with approximate track size included. And along the bottom, there is an example track pattern for the mammal, with the exception for those that primarily glide or fly (flying squirrels and bats).
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On the left-hand page for each mammal, a rough-size illustration is included that shows how big the animal is when compared to a basketball.

Also on the left-hand page, there are icons that tell you when each animal is most active: nocturnal (at night), diurnal (during the day), or crepuscular (at dawn/dusk), so you know when to look. If an animal has a “zzz” icon, it hibernates during the winter. Some animals hibernate every winter, and their internal processes (breathing and heartbeat) slow down almost entirely. Other animals only partially hibernate, but this still helps them save energy and survive through the coldest part of the year.
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On the left-hand side of each bird page, the nest for the species is shown, along with information on whether or not the bird migrates; on the right-hand side, there’s information on where it goes.





Mammals





American Badger

Taxidea taxus
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Did you know?

Badgers are solitary animals, but they will sometimes hunt with coyotes in a team. A coyote will chase prey into the badger’s den, and the badger will chase or dig out the prey that coyotes like. The badger’s den has one entrance with a pile of dirt next to it. When a badger is threatened, it will back into its burrow and show its teeth.
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	Size:
	2–3 feet long; weighs 8–25 pounds



	Habitat:
	Savannas, grasslands, and meadows



	Range:
	Can be found throughout most of Colorado and westward through the Great Plains to the West Coast and southward to Mexico



	Food:
	Carnivores; they eat pocket gophers, moles, ground squirrels, and other rodents. They will also eat dead animals (or carrion), fish, reptiles, and a few types of birds, especially ground-nesting birds.



	Den:
	Badgers are fossorial (a digging animal that spends a lot of time underground); they build many dens or burrows throughout their range. Most dens are used to store food, but badgers also use dens to sleep in and raise their young. Dens can be over 10 feet deep and 4 feet wide.



	Young:
	Cubs are born, with eyes closed, usually in April or May in litters of 2–3. Extensive care is provided by the mom for up to 3 months. After another 2–3 months, the young will gain their independence.



	Predators:
	Bears, bobcats, cougars, coyotes, gray wolves, golden eagles, and humans



	Tracks:
	The front tracks are 2¾ inches long and 2 inches wide.




The American badger is a short, bulky mammal with grayish to dirty-red fur. Badgers have a distinctive face with a series of cream-and-white stripes offset by a black background.
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