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GUEST EDITORIAL 

Dear reader,  

You are used to the fact that Veterinary Sciences Tomorrow entertains a lateral view in its publication 
policy, looks over the fences separating disciplines, and in this issue it even ventures into linguistics 
and etymology. The author of this short article, Dr. Fritz Huchzermeyer, is an authority on animals of 
very special veterinary interest: crocodiles and ostriches. His book “Crocodiles: biology, husbandry 
and diseases”. (CABI Publishing, Cambridge Mass. ISBN 0-85199-656-6) and his publications on 
crocodile and ostrich diseases make him a worldwide sought-after expert. We want to share this essay 
with you and hope you like it as much as we did. Sincerely Marian C. Horzinek and Anjop Venker-van 
Haagen, editors. 
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Figure 1. Two juvenile American rheas Rhea americana resting in “spiderleg position”. 

Several European languages (e.g. German, French, Italian) use the word “nandu” for the greater rhea 
(Rhea americana), the South American cousin of the African ostrich. This term derives from the 
Spanish “ñandu” which in turn derives from the Guaraní name for the rhea “ñandú guazú”. The 
Guaraní language is spoken in Central South America. In Paraguay it is the second official language 
and during my prolonged stay in that country in 1981 I had the opportunity to learn some Guaraní in 



addition to Spanish. Strictly translated ñandú guazú means big spider (Ortiz Mayans, 1980), and it 
puzzled me, why the Guaranis should call a big bird “big spider”. Could that be because of its long 
legs? But there are wading birds with legs just as long. In 2000 I visited rhea farms in Uruguay 
investigating mortality in rhea chicks (Boris & Huchzermeyer, 2002) and there I came across the 
solution to this puzzle when I saw rheas resting in a strange position with the legs bent up behind the 
body like spider legs (Figure 1): In this position the resting rhea could be seen as resembling a big 
spider. This unique way of sticking the legs out behind the body when lying on the abdomen should be 
called “spiderleg position”. Unfortunately I did not have the time to observe how the resting birds 
managed to get up from this seemingly awkward but obviously comfortable position.  
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