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CROSSWORD

     Intrepid roadrunner 
symbolizes magic and good luck
By Dr. Reese Halter
The Malibu Times

The mercurial ground-dwell-
ing roadrunner of the Santa 
Monica Mountains and the 

American Southwest is inquisitive, 
quarrelsome, funny, serious, playful, 
caring and — above all — fearless.

Because of its hunting antics, 
physical characteristics and general 
attitude toward life, the roadrunner, 
a member of the cuckoo family, has 
been given many different names 
including: chaparral cock, lizard-eat-
er, snake-eater, paisano (Spanish 
for compatriot or fellow coun-
tryman) and corre camino 
(Spanish for runs the road).

Known to millions of chil-
dren worldwide because of 
Warner Bros. cartoons, this 
diminutive critter is wonderful. 
The roadrunner’s entire length 
is about 20 inches, half of which 
is its tail feather usually carried 
at an upward angle. The long, 
stout legs stride at about 3 1/2 
inches when walking and the 
gait stretches to over 18 inches 
when it reaches a top-end run-
ning speed of over 16 miles per 
hour.

Both sexes have a buff-colored 
underside with a mixture of black, 
bronze and buff feathers on the 
breast. Backs and tails are black and 
white with blue-green and bronze 
iridescence. Both possess powerful 
beaks with a crest on the top of their 
head and an iridescent patch of skin 
behind each eye.

When the roadrunner’s curios-
ity is aroused, the black and bronze-
green crest feathers are raised and 
lowered constantly. The paisano is 
also known for its zygodactyl feet, 
which feature two toes pointing for-
ward and two toes pointing back-
ward. When viewing the tracks it is 
difficult to determine which direction 
the bird is going. Native Americans 
considered this bird to be very spiri-
tual and placed its tracks around the 
house of a deceased person. This, as 

the folklore has it, confused the evil 
spirits as to which direction the spirit 
of the dead had taken.

The other characteristic that 
Native Americans revered was the 
bird’s strength, endurance and fear-
lessness in hunting rattlesnakes.

Roadrunners are mostly carnivo-
rous, resorting only to eating prickly 
pear apples and sumac berries during 
food shortages. Most of their diet 
consists of a large variety of insects 
ranging from locusts, grasshoppers, 
moths, centipedes, scorpions, milli-
pedes, tarantulas, ant worms, spiders 

and bumblebees. Though the quick-
ness with which the beak moves, this 
speedster is able to pick-off dragon-
flies and hummingbirds in midair.

Roadrunners also regularly eat 
mice, baby rabbits, horned lizards 
(which spit venomous blood from 
their eyes!), spotted whiptail liz-
ards, gartersnakes and rattlesnakes. 
Usually these snake-eaters will not 
successfully take on diamond backs 
larger than 26 inches. Sheer speed 
and hunting prowess enable the 
paisano to encircle, like a matador, 
and leap like a kangaroo over top 
the rattlesnake until finally catching 
the exhausted snake by its head and 
throwing it into the sky. I’ve seen 
this intrepid bird continue to bash 
the rattlesnake on the ground, rocks 
or sticks for at least 15 minutes until 
its prey is lifeless.

Another interesting hunting 
technique that roadrunners use is 

to drop their wings and take several 
steps before stopping. This is done 
with precision to flush insects or liz-
ards from their hiding places.

Roadrunners are perfect-
ly designed for the heat of the 
Santa Monica Mountains and the 
American Southwest. Their nasal 
glands eliminate excess salt instead of 
using its urinary track like most birds. 
It reabsorbs water from its feces 
before excretion. During extreme 
summer heat, adults spread their 
wings to allow air to flow between 
their open layers, exposing the down 

of the feathers. In addition, this 
bird will also pant to release heat.

Hawks, feral cats, raccoons, 
bobcats, skunks and coyotes 
prey upon roadrunners. Sadly, 
they are often found as road 
kill throughout the American 
Southwest.

Roadrunners have at least 16 
different calls, including cooing 
emitted during courtship, whines 
by females during nest building 
in mesquite trees, hums when 
adults enter the nest area to feed 
fledglings and its most common 
sound, a clattering made when 

they rapidly pop their upper and 
lower mandibles together.

Like orcas rubbing their bellies 
on the pebble shoreline of south-
west British Columbia, roadrun-
ners enjoy dust bathing or “anting” 
when they come across a location 
where soft dirt is just right for this 
frivolous behavior. This remarkable 
little critter has adapted and accept-
ed human activity within its home 
range. It is no wonder the roadrun-
ner was chosen to be the state bird 
of New Mexico.

Any creature willing to face the 
deadly stare of a rattlesnake, often 
killing the reptile only after dodg-
ing its repeated strikes, is worthy of 
admiration, praise and preservation.

Earth Dr. Reese Halter is a broad-
caster and biologist.  His forthcoming 
book is entitled “Shepherding the Sea: 
The Race to Save Our Oceans.”

Malibu resident Leslie 
Bar r e t t  ha s  been 

appointed by  Inter ior 
Secre ta r y  Sa l l y  Jewe l l 
to the Bureau of Land 
Management’s (BLM) citi-
zen-based California Desert 
District Advisory Council 
(DAC). The DAC advises the 
BLM on public land issues. 
Barrett, who is President of 
Celtic Energy Corporation, 
will represent the renewable 
energy industry within the 
council. He was one of five 
new members to be elected. 

Other new members include 
Raymond Castillo, Mark 
Algazy, Robert Burke and 
James Kenney.

The 15-member DAC 
works with the BLM field 
office managers. The council 
was established by Congress 
through the Federal Land 
Policy and Management Act 
of 1976 in hopes of provid-
ing input and advice into the 
management of more than 11 
million acres of public land 
throughout the Southern 
California desert.

Representing Malibu

Photo courtesy Leslie Barrett
Local Leslie Barrett is one of 
five newly elected members of 
the California Desert District 
Advisory Council.

Ch a m b e r  E x e c u t i v e 
Director Mark Persson 

and Chairwoman Christine 
Hameline, a local Realtor, 
presented retiring County 

Supervisor Zev Yaroslavsky with 
a photo of Zuma Beach taken 
by local photographer Susan 
Manners, Executive Director 
of the Malibu Association of 

Realtors (MAR), at this year’s 
State of the City Address. They 
gave the photo to Yaroslavsky to 
acknowledge his service to the 
county throughout the years.

Showing appreciation

Photo courtesy Christine Hameline
Zev Yaroslavsky receives a gift honoring his service to the county. Pictured, from left: Yaroslavsky, 
Christine Hameline and Skylar Peak.

Bank of Books Malibu 
bookse l l e r  Amber 

Collins-Parnell has been 
named a  2014 Binc 
Scholar by the Book 
I n d u s t r y  C h a r i t a b l e 
Foundation. She is one 

of 53 bookstore employ-
ees throughout the nation 
who received a scholarship 
from the foundation in 
recognition of their aca-
demic success, leadership 
qualities and participation 

in school and community 
activities.

Collins-Parnell is a 
Malibu High School class 
of 2014 graduate who will 
attend the University of 
Chicago in the fall. 

Smart scholastics

MHS graduate and Bank of Books bookseller Amber Collins-Parnell has been selected 
to receive a scholarship from the Book Industry Charitable Foundation.
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