February 11, 2009 - Road Kill Run
Over the past century animals have had to watch out for a new threat to their lives.   Previously they had to concern themselves with predators that considered them to be an easy meal.   But with the advent of the automobile and an extensive road system the biggest threat to their lives has been becoming road kill.   Wide-ranging animals like bears, wolves and coyotes are often victims of collisions with vehicles.   Slow moving turtles are very vulnerable.   Nocturnal opossums are very susceptible to meeting their end on a road.   Deer tend to move at dawn and dusk when drivers have trouble seeing them.
How many times are we out for a run when we come upon a dead animal on the road?   Unfortunately it is all too often.   Sometimes birds are making a meal of the fresh carcass.   Frequently I run on the opposite side of the road to avoid the swarms of flies that are indulging themselves.   Recently my brother, Doug, and I started a long run before dawn and encountered more than our share of road kill along the way.
About a mile into our run we turned onto a dirt road that paralleled a small canal.   “Whoa,” I shouted a few minutes later as I jumped over something in the road.  “What was that?” Doug said as we walked back to check it out.   Amazingly it was a small four foot long alligator that had met its end.  Neither of us had ever seen a dead alligator in all of our years of running which had been mostly in Florida.   We continued along and saw several other dead animals that were hard to discern in the darkness.   We were running two loops and decided we’d find out on the second loop.
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As we continued onward I thought of how so many signs are posted alongside roads to warn motorists of the possibility of animals crossing the roads.   The local news reports frequently include coverage of vehicle collisions with large mammals such as deer or bear.   In many areas underpasses have been built to allow creatures a safe passageway under busy roadways.   There is one north of Orlando, Florida that lets animals go under highway 46 that includes a motion-activated camera.   One day I was visiting with John Fillyaw, former Wekiva State Park Manager, and he shared photos from that underpass.   They included pictures of bears, a row of ducklings following their mother, alligators, raccoons, rabbits and the most amazing photo of all – a Florida panther.   There hadn’t been a confirmed panther sighting in this area, but here was pictorial proof.
Doug and I finished the eight mile loop, stopped for a drink and were on our way on loop two.   It was light now as we came upon the ‘bumps in the road’ that were easier to make out now.   We saw a fox, an armadillo and raccoon that had met their demise.   The alligator must have got hit again as it had moved and was more mangled.   I like eating alligator tail, but not this time!
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Sometimes when I cook chili for a party or get-together I joke around when asked what’s in the chili.   “It’s some road kill I picked up this morning!”   While I’m not serious, there is also a famous diner that also uses similar humor.   The Roadkill Café is an iconic restaurant along Route 66 in Seligman, Arizona.   There are now over 30 Roadkill Café locations in many towns such as Sturgis, South Dakota, Hog Valley, Florida, Crandon, Wisconsin and Benley, Kansas.   I don’t think they use road kill in their recipes, but the name sure is catchy.   I do remember my dear-departed grandpa telling me one time during deer hunting season he was driving his truck on a dirt road in northwest Wisconsin and he hit a deer.   It was barely hanging on to life so he shot it to end its misery, loaded the deer onto his truck and headed home.   That sure was easier than spending hours in a tree stand to get his deer that year!
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We didn’t see any more road kill on the second loop, even though we extended it to 14 miles as we enjoyed a nice 22-mile long run.   I told Doug about a running club named the Roadkill Runners that is located in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.   Another club has taken the same theme and has a race that features a dead opossum on its awards.   The Healthbridge Road Runners in Johnsburg, Illinois conduct the Roadkill 5k race.   I like the different look of their awards – but why is the opossum smiling?   He’s dead!
After our two hour and fifty minute run Doug and I were reminiscing as we talked about all of the road kill along that one dirt road.   We still couldn’t believe there was an alligator – we sure wouldn’t have wanted to encounter it alive and in the darkness of a predawn morning.   We were dead tired from our run, but at least we could tell tales of our run – and we weren’t anywhere near as bad off as the road kill!

