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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A striking-looking, medium-sized, black-and-white woodpecker with 
splashes of red, the Red-naped Sapsucker shows a black back with 
lighter mottling on the back and belly.  Spotting a strikingly red throat is 
not enough alone to clinch the identity, since a male Williamson’s 
Sapsucker (sometimes found in our area too) also has a red throat.  But 
if you spot red on the top and the back (or nape) of the head, you’ve 
got yourself a Red-naped Sapsucker.  A female Red-naped looks quite 
similar to a male, although her throat may be less red and sometimes 
her chin (the area just below the beak) is white.  Sometimes.  These 
sapsuckers strongly resemble the eastern Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
except for subtle differences in the face patterns.  But their ranges have 
very little overlap, so no need to worry too much about differentiating 
the 2 species unless you’re in the eastern plains of Colorado.  In fact,  
Red-naped Sapsuckers and the even more western Red-breasted 
Sapsucker were both treated subspecies of the Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
species until 1983, when they were separated based on their 
(sometimes very subtle) differences in appearance, limited 
hybridization, and genetic dissimilarities.   
 
Relatively common in the Rocky Mountains and Great Basin regions, 
Red-napeds most often frequent older aspen stands that have disease 
and heart rot, which allows easy excavation of nesting cavities.  They 
forage in aspen, willows, and cottonwoods close to their nest sites but 
breed almost exclusively in mature aspen stands.  The eastern foothills 
of Colorado represent the eastern boundary for Red-napeds.  In fact, 
Colorado ranks 4th for the largest population of Red-naped Sapsuckers 
in North America (7.4%), coming in behind British Columbia (with a 
whopping 47.5%!), Montana (9.5%), and Idaho (9.1%).  They leave our 
state after breeding to winter in Mexico, Baja California, and southern 
portions of Arizona and New Mexico.   
 
As do all sapsuckers, these birds drill elaborate systems of shallow holes 
(known as sap wells) in younger, thin-barked trees and feed on the sap 
that accumulates in them. (No worries—these sap wells don’t weaken a 
healthy tree.)  They also eat a bit of animal matter, primarily ants, 
beetles, spiders, and a few other insects.  Other species use their sap 
wells too:  Hummingbirds, insects, and other wildlife flock to the sugary 
sap.   
 

Returning to Colorado between mid-March and early May, the male’s 
distinctive drumming announces the beginning of breeding season:  a 
series of single taps that begin steadily then slow to an irregular halting 
tapping.  The female lays 4 – 5 eggs, which are incubated by both 
parents.  On average, the young hatch in about 10 days.  The noisy 
chatter of young sapsuckers in a nest makes locating a cavity with these 
youngsters unusually easy.  The nestlings leave the nest after 26 – 30 
days, with the entire brood sometimes fledging over a period of 2 – 3 
days.  The adults continue to feed both the fledged kids and those more 
reluctant to leave the nest.  The family typically remains together for at 
least a week after fledging in the near vicinity of the nest. 
  
The Red-naped Sapsucker’s genus name (Sphyripicus) literally means 
“hammer woodpecker”—from Greek (sphura) for “hammer” and Latin 
(picus) for “woodpecker.”  The species name of nuchalis derives from 
modern Latin (nuchal) for “nape of the neck.”  As noted above, the 
common name of “sapsucker” refers to their feeding habit of “drinking” 
(not really sucking—more like vigorously licking) the sap.  And “red-
naped” highlights the small red area at the back of the head. 
 
Nearly all of the literature refers to Red-naped Sapsuckers as “aspen-
obligates,” meaning they pretty much require aspens for successful 
nesting.  Yet this year, Jill and Mark Gully hosted a pair raising a family 
in an old apple tree near their house—with nary an aspen in the area!  
However, their property had willows and cottonwoods, for good sap-
well drilling, and lots of water for abundant insect populations.  
Apparently the Coaldale Red-napeds don’t read the literature—and 
we’re all the richer for it!   
 
You can hear the Red-naped Sapsucker’s mewing call and drumming 
and learn a bit more about this species here. 

____________________________ 
Our Valley – Through a Child’s Eyes  
by Debbie Gaj 
 
For ten days this summer I had a very special visitor – my four-year-old 
granddaughter from Missouri. Althea had never been away from home 
for so long a stretch before, so I stressed over her possible 
homesickness. 
 
I soon learned that Althea had a very different concern – erupting 
volcanoes! Apparently a National Geographic Special gave her the 
impression every mountain was capable of spontaneous eruption. I 
soon calmed her fears on that matter.  But over the course of her stay, 
Althea opened my eyes to the very special wonders our valley has to 
offer from a child’s point of view. The following are some examples. 
 

• Landmarks – Ever notice that buffalo statue as you pass 
through Swissvale? Althea called it a “buffalo bull” and 
delighted in pointing it out every single time. She very 
seriously reassured me that it wasn’t real. 

• Gemstones – Colorado may be a prospector’s paradise, but no 
one can spot gems in the rough better than a child.  Every 
“sparkly one,” even among my driveway road base, became a 
cherished treasure. 

• River rocks – Even better than sparkly rocks are river rocks.  
They are colorful and make a satisfying ker-plunk as they are 
dropped back into the water. 

• Fourth of July parades – Althea was amazed at how nice 
everyone was, throwing candy and trinkets, though she was 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-f1


worried her mom would be mad that she had so many sweet 
treats in one day.  (Grandma’s little secret!) 

• Homemade ice cream – Althea waited patiently at the 
Coaldale Farmers Market for a special summer pleasure from a 
crank ice cream maker. And it was strawberry, her favorite. (In 
all honesty, I was just as excited and probably more impatient 
to get a taste!) 

• Grasshoppers – Apparently children think they make great 
pets.  Althea happily captured and “fed” them until Grandma 
released them back into the wild. 

• Weeds and wildflowers – Stomping “pokies” (Althea’s name 
for weeds) and picking wildflowers that had medicinal 
purposes (knowledge learned from my son) was another 
favorite pastime to help Grandma around the yard. 

• Push Ups – (The edible kind).  Watching Althea learn how to 
eat her first orange sherbet Push Up was more entertaining 
than just about anything. Who remembers the concentration 
it took to get that stick to raise the sherbet to just the right 
level? 

• Road crews – That summer inconvenience we all dread – road 
work – stopped us in our travels several times.  To keep Althea 
(and me) from getting frustrated by the delays, we came up 
with a little jingle: “No, no, no, we want to go, go, go…”  Truth 
be told, I still chant it when I see the telltale orange sign up 
ahead. 

• Taking out the garbage – Admittedly, we were both in a goofy 
mood when it started.  But giggling and shouting “stinky” in 
varying volumes and tones of voice as we drove to the transfer 
station was actually a highlight of her visit. 

 
My sweet Althea is back at home in Missouri.  I can now relax and get 
back to normal mode around here, but I miss her terribly.  I am thankful 
for those lessons she taught me in our first summer together: life is all 
about learning new skills, enjoying simple pleasures, seeking hidden 
treasure everywhere, and taking time to be silly! 
____________________________________________________ 

A Tribute to Alvera Leitner 
Her Life and Times by Bill Schrader 

We are honored to have known Alvera and want everyone to know how 
much we appreciate her service to our communities in many capacities.  
As she told us some years ago, she grew up on a farm in South Dakota 
during our Great Depression and thus learned the meaning of frugality, 
honesty, and hard work.  Also, she learned early on the importance of 
service to communities. 
 
My family has known Alvera since the mid-1970s when my family 
carried Howard’s mail on the Star Route.  After her husband passed 
away, she and our late Bill Parks of Coaldale had a very congenial 
relationship, which we all admired.  Recently, Alvera has served our 
communities in many ways.  I will just mention a few that I know about. 
 

 She has been WFHS Treasurer for nearly 10 years; she also 
served in other capacities on our Board. 

 In 2001, WFHS made Alvera an Honorary Lifetime Member 
along with 4 others. 

 Until her illness, she was Treasurer of the Pleasant Valley Club 
of Howard. 

 Howard Hall Association had her as Treasurer until her 
incapacitating illness. 

 She supported the Coaldale & Cotopaxi medical clinics I 
believe as Treasurer also. 

 She supported the CCBA, was secretary of the Board for many 
years, and volunteered to help out in any way she could. 

 She supported getting the 1923 Coaldale Schoolhouse on the 
State Register for preservation. 

 In 2011, WFHS gave her a certificate of recognition for all that 
she had done for us; we honored Bill Parks with this certificate 
as well.  

 
We want her two sons, Craig and Kirk, to know how much we 
appreciate Alvera’s services, and that we offer our heart-felt 
condolences to them. 
 
NOTE:  WFHS is the acronym for Western Fremont Historical Society. 
 – Bill Schrader, President WFHS 
____________________________________________________ 
 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Tuesdays:  9:00  – 10:00 am (New) Pilates class for all levels.  Beginners 
welcome!  Please arrive 5-10 minutes early to get settled.  Wear 
comfortable clothing, bring a mat & water.  Pilates focuses on engaging 
the mind with the body to create exercises that strengthen the core and 
involve the whole body.  $9.00 per class or 8 classes for $65.00.  For 
more information contact Kyanne at 942-3752.  (no class on 8/27/13 or 
9/3/13.) 
 
Wednesdays  Throughout the Summer! 5:00 – 6:30 pm:  Gardeners’ 
Market and Bazaar!  Bring your greens, vegetables, garden items 
and/or supplies to sell, trade, and buy more!  We’ll all share our great 
gardens of the season.  
 
Saturday, August 24th, 3:00—5:00 pm:   SPECIAL WORKSHOP! 
Integrative Amrit Method of Yoga & Yoga Nidra With Priti Chanda Klco.  
$20 before August 19th; $25 at the door.  No prior Yoga experience 
necessary.  Limited space! Sign up early.  Register and Info:  Janet Engel 
- jengel22@msn.com • (719) 942‐3980 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
  
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 
In Howard 
 
August 17th, 10:00 am:  WFHS presents a Native American History talk - 
UTE INDIANS OF OUR AREA.  Please bring your local Indian artifacts and 
stories to share in our TIPI!  At the Brophy’s:  10590-A US HWY 50 in 
Howard.  Attendance is limited to 25, Please RSVP to 719-207-3263. 
__________________________________________________________ 

 
 

On the web, visit us at www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
To include your event in our calendar and for all other comments and 

correspondence, contact us at InTheValley812@yahoo.com 
 

This newsletter is made possible by the Coaldale Community Building 
Association.  If you like what you read you can help by making a 
donation to the CCBA, PO Box 15, Coaldale, CO  81222.  We are very 
thankful for the recent reader donations! 
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