
In the Valley 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Newsletter from the Pleasant Valley 
November 2015 
On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A male Williamson’s Sapsucker can’t help but catch your eye.  A 
medium-sized woodpecker, he flashes a shiny black back; a head 
creased by 2 white stripes; a brilliant red patch on his chin and 
upper throat; a bold white wing patch; and black on his chest and 
yellow on his belly.  Far less colorful, the female displays narrow 
blackish and grayish barring overall, which surprisingly casts a 
brownish hue—rather like a smaller, paler, brown Norther Flicker 
(if that means anything to you).  She also shows a black breast-
band and a yellow belly—however, since she generally forages 
pressed again tree trunks, these 2 marks can be challenging to see.  
Both males and females show a very conspicuous white patch over 
their tails when they fly. 
  
Williamson’s Sapsuckers love ants.  (As if we needed another 
reason to love this stunning species!)  In fact, Williamson’s 
Sapsuckers have the greatest dependence on ants of any North 
American woodpecker, although Northern Flickers come in a close 
second. But they’ll also eat other insects—e.g., beetles, flies, 
aphids—during the breeding season.  In the cooler months, though, 
they drill small, shallow, rectangular holes, arranged in neat rows 
parallel to the ground around the trunk of a conifer.  They then lap 
up the sap that oozes out of these “sap wells.”   
 
During breeding season, the Williamson’s Sapsucker specializes in 
mixed aspen-conifer woodlands, up to altitudes of nearly 11,000’ in 
lodgepole pine and spruce-fir forests.  Even in a pine forest, 
though, these sapsuckers place most of their nests in quaking 
aspen.  Males excavate a new hole each year, often in the same 
tree as previous years—creating “apartment house trees,” where 
other cavity-nesting birds gratefully take up residence.  

Williamson’s Sapsuckers’ reliance on sap in the winter months 
requires that northern-dwelling birds head south as the weather 
turns cold.  In Colorado, birds at higher altitudes often move down-
slope for a few months starting in September, in advance of 
wintering even further south—southern Arizona, southwestern 
New Mexico, and into Mexico. So during warm falls, such as this 
one has been to date, you can sometimes spot these birds around 
your bird baths and chipping out shallow wells on the conifers. 
 
Males arrive back in Colorado in mid-April; although they don’t 
tend to breed at lower altitudes, in central Colorado you can find 
them surprisingly easily in the slightly higher conifer-aspen woods.  
(When running our Breeding Bird Survey route over Marshall Pass 
Road each year in late June, we nearly always heard at least one or 
two males and their distinctive, irregular-cadence drumming 
among the conifers.)  Arriving a week or so before the females, 
males drum to establish territories and attract the ladies. The 
females lay 4-6 eggs.  Both adults incubate, brood the young, and 
feed them, although males perform a slightly greater share of the 
nest duties since they incubate at night and part of the day. The 
young hatch within 2 weeks and fledge about 4 weeks later.  The 
youngsters make little sound at first, but their begging calls 
gradually increase in volume, eventually becoming almost constant 
during the day—another way to know a sapsucker family is in 
residence as you hike in the high country.   
 
The Williamson’s Sapsucker’s scientific name is Sphyrapicus 
thyroideus.  The genus name, Sphyrapicus, means, quite literally, 
hammer woodpecker (from Greek, sphura, a hammer; and Latin, 
picus, a woodpecker).  The species name, thyroideus, arises from 
the female’s black “shield” on her chest (from Greek, thureus, 
“shield”; and -oides, “resembling”).  The common name, 
“sapsucker,” reflects the bird’s feeding habit of drilling sap wells 
and lapping up the sap.  And “Williamson’s?”  That’s an interesting 
story—read on! 
 
Interestingly, some early confusion arose because of the very 
different plumages of the male and female.  Most male and female 
woodpeckers in a species look very much alike, with at most only 
something as minor as a small red patch or “moustache” (malar 
stripe) on the male’s head.  But Williamson’s Sapsuckers exhibit 
spectacular sexual differences in plumage. These differences 
confused early naturalists, who thought the two sexes were 
completely separate species.  In the 1800s, the eponymous Lt. 
Robert Stockton Williamson led early railroad surveying expeditions 
in the west, including one in which the survey’s surgeon collected 
several stunning black, white, red, and yellow woodpeckers (all 
male Williamson’s Sapsuckers) that he thought to be new to 
science. He named this species for Williamson.  But a few years 
earlier, John Cassin had collected what were actually all female 
Williamson’s Sapsuckers, declaring them a unique sapsucker 
species.  This confusion ended resoundingly when, about 20 years 
later, an observer spotted a mated pair at a nest in Colorado.  
Mystery solved and the Williamson’s Sapsucker finally became one 
consolidated species! 
  
You can learn more about this stunning species here. 
 

Trade-offs by Debbie Gaj 
Wow, November already.  We have gone from a seemingly endless 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-lR


summer to a brief sampling of seasonal bluster as the holidays are 
fast approaching.  It is traditional to take time during this month to 
count our blessings, give thanks for the bounty in our lives, and 
prepare for the coming cold. As I reluctantly shut and secure the 
windows that have been open continuously since spring, start my 
first fire in the wood stove, change filters in preparation for firing 
up my furnace, and exchange short sleeves for hoodies, a sense of 
security and coziness surrounds me.   
 
Toasty and warmed by the wood fire’s glow, my home suddenly 
seems more inviting. Chased inside by the chilly breeze rather than 
the blazing sun, I find more comfort and refreshment in hot cocoa 
than in iced tea; blackberry brandy replaces a frosty beer at the 
end of a long day.  The Gardeners’ Market and other local markets 
have had their final seasonal hurrahs.  I miss the fresh vegetables 
and fruit that dominated my summertime meals. Yet I am anxious 
to unearth my crock pot and permeate my home with the enticing 
aroma of chili, stews, and bone broths. This is the season of trade-
offs.   
 
I had my first glimpse of what was to be my home here in Coaldale 
on a brilliant fall day in 2011. Heading up County Rd 40 with my 
realtor, I was awestruck by the glitter of the cottonwoods along the 
roadside. Ripening apples dangled from overhanging branches. To 
the right was a gently rolling field filled with grazing horses. Straight 
ahead the impressive girth of Mt. Baldy towered over the nearer 
hills.  I was half hooked already.   
 
By the time we toured the outside of the actual property, from the 
slight gurgling of the “Dinkle Ditch,” through a natural roadside 
barrier of blue spruce and elms, across a reasonably vast expanse 
of  real grass, and down to the rushing Cottonwood Creek, I was 
fully reeled in.  I didn’t care about my “no garage” concerns.  I 
looked past the overly cluttered rooms and dated wallpaper, 
envisioning instead my dining room table laden with a Thanksgiving 
feast and family gathered around to celebrate together. This was to 
be my home. I felt it embracing me, even in that first visit.  It was a 
far cry from the house I lived in at the time, custom-built just on 
the outskirts of Salida.  But it offered me what I craved—a home on 
the water and a manageable mortgage that would allow me to 
retire.  There were many trade-offs for me that particular season.  
 
Four years later I begin, once more, to contemplate this season of 
changes in the weather, in the world, and in my life.  I did host that 
picture-perfect Thanksgiving my first year here. But time, distance, 
and weather have not given me the opportunity to entertain my 
family for another one. I am welcome to join my sister and her 
family in Fort Collins, yet I honestly relish a quiet and private 
Thanksgiving, just myself and my “critters,” feasting on turkey and 
evaluating the year that is rapidly dwindling. I took that early 
retirement offer but soon found my life was busier than ever.  I 
gained a wonderful group of new friends. Breaking out of my 
comfort zone, I managed to go on some great adventures, get 
involved in the community, and set some higher goals for myself.  I 
started a part-time job that challenges my brain and nourishes my 
soul. And through it all I arrived at the point, this year, where I am 
truly comfortable in my own skin. I am who I am, take me or leave 
me. My life isn’t exactly what I had planned, but there are those 
trade-offs again.  As you begin the seasonal transition in your 
environment, take some time to contemplate the shifts that have 
occurred in your life and your heart as well. Gather the warmth of 

family and friends to you on those cold and blustery nights.  Relax 
and reflect in the glow of a good fire.  Be thankful for all the trade-
offs in life that make your world an exciting, rewarding, and ever-
changing ride. 

Water Droplets for November 2015 
Kristie Nackord is keeping an eye on all resumes filed in water court 
on a monthly basis. As of November 2, Security has not yet done a 
filing on the CB Ranch. Kristie and our county commissioners are in 
regular contact about the situation and any possible new 
developments.  
 
San Isabel Land Protection Trust is extending an invitation to the 
community for a private viewing of the documentary movie “The 
Great Divide.”  This film explores the importance of water in both 
uniting and dividing our state and our local communities.  Join 
them on Thursday, November 12 at 7:00 p.m. in the Historic Jones 
Theater, Westcliffe CO.  There is no charge. 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building  
 
Wednesday, November 11th at 7pm, Friday, the13th at 7pm and 
Wednesday, November 18th at 7pm Square Dancing Lessons!  
FREE!  For more information, 719-371-3893 Dave  or  719-539-
7877  Andrith.  email  monarch.mavericks@yahoo.com.  
 
Mondays, November 23-December 14, 5:30-6:30 pm Meditate for 
Serenity.  The class will be guided by Annie Jacob, Salida yoga 
teacher and owner of The Yoga Tonic.  To reserve your place and 
register, please send payment ($45) and your contact information 
to Janet Engel, PO Box 262, Coaldale, CO  81222 before November 
17. (After November 17, the fee will be  $55).  Email 
jengel22@msn.com or call 719 942 3980. 
 
Mondays:  8:45 – 10:15 am Yoga class for all levels.  Beginners 
welcome!  Please arrive 5-10 minutes early to get settled.  For 
more information contact Janet Engel, 942-3980. 
 
Tuesdays:  9:00 – 10:00 am 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. 
 
Fridays:  9:00 – 10:15 am Creative Vinyasa Flow Yoga.  Come 
explore all that is you in this fun and playful yoga class!  Learn how 
to become more open, present, and embodied on and off the mat. 
Practice will include meditation, asanas, and breathing exercises. 
Classes are FREE! Donations will be accepted, but not expected. For 
more information contact Brook at 942-3654. 

 
November 6th, 2015 - With great sadness, we announce the 
unexpected passing of our friend Chuck Pyle.  Rest in peace, Zen 
Cowboy.  "I'm a short time here and a long time gone"  

On the web, visit us at 
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