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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A “tall, thin tramp in a swallow-tailed coat.”  A “long striped snake 
on two legs.”  A lanky, blue and purple cartoon character with a 
flopping crest, constantly foiling Wile E. Coyote.  What do these 
descriptions have in common?  They all belong to the Greater 
Roadrunner.  A large, loping, ground-loving member of the cuckoo 
family, this pheasant-sized roadrunner is streaky brown-gray, with 
a shaggy-crested head, a heavy bill, and a long, animated tail that 
accounts for half the length of the bird.  A small orange patch 
behind each eye sometimes appears, especially when the bird is 
nervous or stressed.  Roadrunners are the only ground-dwelling 
bird with zygodactyl feet—2 toes pointing forward, 2 pointing 
backward. (Woodpeckers often have zygodactyl feet, which help 
with tree-climbing. Most songbirds have anisodactyl feet—3 toes 
pointing forward and 1 pointing backward—to make grasping a 
perch easier.)  Put simply, it’s unmistakable.  Roadrunners have 
sexually monomorphic plumage, meaning the males and the 
females look the same.   
 
Roadrunners live in arid and semi-arid open country of the 
American Southwest. Their preferred elevation extends to just 
below 10,000’.  They roam Colorado’s foothills and mesas, and 
even some ranch yards, in southeastern Colorado throughout the 
year.  Some stray north onto the plains and into the mountains.  
Reports of these cuckoos occur in eastern Fremont and Pueblo 
counties; we would occasionally spot one dashing across CO115 as 
we drove to or from Colorado Springs. 
 
Fleet runners but reluctant flyers, roadrunners are voracious 
predators capable of running at least 15-20 m.p.h.  They chase 
snakes, lizards, frogs, tarantulas, scorpions, rodents, and insects at 
high speed over the landscape.  They’ve been known to snatch 
low-flying bats and birds out of the air and to ambush 
hummingbirds at feeders for a meal.   
 
Greater Roadrunners form permanent pair bonds and maintain 
large territories (more than 120 acres) year-round.  One breeding 
pair’s territory averages more than 120 acres.  The female usually 
builds a nest in 3–6 days, using sticks brought by the male. She 
may initiate several nests before the pair settles on the final site.  

They construct nests in low trees, cacti, or shrubs 1–3 yards above 
the ground, creating a loose, shallow platform of thorny sticks 
lined with leaves, grass, feathers, and even an occasional 
snakeskin.  The pair shares incubation duties for the clutch of 3–6 
eggs over 19–20 days.  Since incubation starts once the first egg is 
laid, the young hatch at different times—often days apart 
(referred to as asynchronous hatching).  The young typically fledge 
14–25 days after hatching; newly fledged young remain perched 
under cover for several days. Parents and young generally forage 
together for 30–40 days post-fledging.   
 
The scientific name, Geococcyx californianus, is rooted in the land, 
just as the bird is.  Geococcyx literally means “earth cuckoo,” from 
ge (Greek, “earth, land”) and kokkux (a cuckoo).  The species name 
means “pertaining to California” (for the province of Alta 
California, Mexico, where the first specimen was described).  
“Greater” refers to its size—larger than the very similar (but 
smaller) Lesser Roadrunner, which shares its range in parts of 
Mexico.  Finally, “roadrunner” refers to the bird’s habit of running 
along roads, one of the easiest places to spot one. 
 
A Greater Roadrunner travels with grace and stealth along the 
open edges of dry streambeds, gullies, roadsides, or fields.  It 
moves in a crouch with its head down, periodically stopping to 
raise its head and bob its tail.  This distinctive bird appears in the 
stories of Southwestern U.S. and Mexican tribes as a medicine 
bird, a shield against evil spirits, and a purveyor of good luck.  Its 
zygodactyl feet make tracks that look like an X; stylized roadrunner 
tracks have been found in rock art of the Mogollon and Anasazi 
people.  Almost a caricature of itself and born to run, keep your 
eyes peeled for this iconic bird when you’re driving along roads in 
southeastern Colorado.  Beep, beep! 

From Fire and Flood to Tornadoes and Ticks 
by Debbie Gaj 
As with most important decisions I have had to make on my own, 
it started with a “pros and cons” list.  Is it a good idea to pack up 
my home and pets and move to Northeast Missouri? From the 
reaction I get when I mention it, a lot of people cannot 
comprehend trading our beautiful mountain and river views for 
flat land and humidity. But what most people don’t understand is 
the very fact I am considering such a drastic change is an amazing 
act of courage for me.  As someone who spent a good portion of 
both my childhood and adulthood as a wimp, afraid to try anything 
new and terrified of failure, my last 11 years have been one big 
exercise in courage.  
 
After listing some pretty definite cons like floods vs. tornadoes 
and  fire vs. insect-borne diseases, I decided to change my list and 
my attitude to “pro vs. pro” only – as in pro-Colorado vs. pro-
Missouri – and may the best state win.   
 
Colorado has the mountains. It has, more specifically, spectacular 
views all around me as I drink my evening cup of coffee on my back 
deck. It has refreshing breezes after a warm summer day. It has 
hikes with my friends, explorations of gullies and trails with the 
best of human and canine companions. 
 
Colorado has given me neighbors who check up on me when a 
flood warning is issued. It has given me friends who offer me a 



place to stay, a vehicle to borrow, a shoulder to lean on when 
things have gotten tough.  
 
The Pleasant Valley community has offered me an opportunity to 
become part of a group – to celebrate and share through potlucks 
and gardeners’ markets.   I have also been privileged to meet 
some very remarkable people and then introduce them to the 
community while conducting interviews for this local newsletter. 
And I have also been allowed to share my own thoughts and 
discoveries on these same pages. 
 
I have had the opportunity to work at two local businesses – the 
Coaldale Post Office and Mountain Home Veterinary Clinic. Both 
provided me even more opportunities to get to know the other 
residents of this valley while learning new skills and feeling 
productive post-retirement.  
 
Uh oh.  As has happened so often in these last few weeks, I am 
interrupted from my current task of getting these thoughts down 
by the sound of my emergency radio going off, followed by the 
emergency text message and the reverse 911.  All once again 
inform me that because of heavy rains in the Hayden Pass burn 
scar, I am under a flash flood warning. So time to stop what I am 
doing, stock the car with a few odds and ends – insurance papers, 
muck boots, flashlight, a good book, my android tablet, granola 
bar and water – and get ready to, if need be, load up the dogs and 
move to higher ground. Fortunately I possess two cars right now. 
One I keep parked by my house for these emergencies, the other 
is parked almost half a mile down the road and across the creek – 
my link to the outside world should our little private road east of 
Cottonwood Creek become impassable.   
 
Okay, emergency abated for now.  But this has been my life 
recently.  No real chance to relax; go out for a meal or a drink with 
friends in the evening; settle down to read a book, or watch a 
movie, or write an article.  Always on alert, watching the weather 
radar for approaching storms. And it is wearing on me.  It is 
stressing me and aging me and convincing me that moving is the 
right choice.   
 
So now is a good time to write about the pros of moving to 
Missouri.  In a nutshell, Missouri is home to my son Ben, his 
partner Mae, and my two grandchildren, eight-year-old Althea 
and one-and-a-half-year-old Arthur.  Never having known my 
grandparents, I want to be an involved one. I don’t want to spend 
that one vacation week a year having my grandson get 
reintroduced to me all over again. I enjoy doing fun, touristy things 
with Althea when I pick her up for a visit.  But I never get to see 
her participating in horseback riding lessons or at the county fair 
with her piglets.  
 
I have found a place in the town of Memphis, Missouri (population 
1800) where I can afford to buy a home and be mortgage-free.  I 
can have a garden that grows without too much effort and enjoy 
the amazing palette of color that covers the rolling hills in a 
Midwestern autumn.  I will be 13 miles away from my son and his 
family. This new little slice of heaven has a town square, grocery 
store, a movie theater, Community Theater, an outdoor pool, and 
a hospital. And to top it off, there is even a Shopko and a Pizza 
Hut!   
 

I am hoping to discover that Memphis is also full of friendly, caring, 
neighborly people. They will have some high standards to live up 
to, compared to the Pleasant Valley community that has been my 
home for the last five and a half years. If everything goes as 
planned (and, I have learned over the years, that is always a big 
IF), I will be a Missourian by mid-September. It is a bit 
overwhelming and frightening, but I am courageous and 
adventurous (I tell myself) and ready for the next phase of my 
journey.  

 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building / Historic Schoolhouse 
287 Hayden Creek Road, Coaldale, Colorado 
 
Thursday, August 10th, 7 pm:  Gabrielle Louise, Jon McMillian, 
and Bruce Hayes in concert! Tickets $15, "One of the finest 
songwriters of her generation" -David McGee, Deep Roots 
Magazine.  Contact Bruce Hayes to RSVP and for more 
information bruce@brucehayes.com  
 
Saturday, August 12th, 5-7:00 pm:  Deep Relaxation:  Singing 
Bowl Sound Healing Restorative Yoga and Mudras with Brandy 
and Tracey!  $35 per person.  Contact Brandyshanti@gmail.com 
for more information and to pre-register! 
 
Sunday, August 27th, 2:00 pm:  Music Jam! Acoustic, any style, 
key, instrument - round robin jam session. Everyone is welcome--
singers, songwriters, instrumentalists, and listeners. This is a 
place to come together, meet people, experiment, see what 
happens, and start something! Contact Bruce Warren at 
bbppww01@hotmail.com for more information. 
 
Mondays:  9:00 – 10:30 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.  Please 
arrive 5-10 minutes early.  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 
 
Wednesdays:  5-6:00 pm:  The Gardeners’ Market is happening 
every Wednesday from now on through the summer!  Come 
join the intrepid gardeners who work long and hard to bring you 
tender, young plants, early greens, and wonderful baked goods 
and surprises!  Always a community event!   

 

Follow your dreams.  Except for that one 
where you fly.  That never ends well. 
 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
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