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Raising a young Turkey Vulture for life in the wild

by Alex Godbe

Turkey Vullures, Nature’s black-clad undertakers,
are much maligned, A cousin of the impressive California
Condor, they are in fact Nature’s clean-up crew. The high
acidity in their stomachs enables them o consume diseased
and routing flesh without ill-effect and so aid in preventing the
spread of disease.

Theyv are intelligent, social ereatures whe are
devoled parents and partners, They can be moedy and at times
aggressive, but they can also be full of playful mischiaf. They
are fascinating, often comical characters. Up close their eves
express a certain sensitive vilnerability,

Having had past cxperience with Turkey Vuliures,
I was notified last July of a one-week-old baby TV found
abandoned on a trail at the bottom of a slope somewhere in
Sonoma County. It had been taken to the nearest Wildlife
Center. Had the rescuers known that TV™s nest on the ground
in the holltows of trees, caves, rock crevices and other dark,
den-like places, they might have climbed the slope and found
the nest and retumed the unfortunate orphan to where he most
certainly belonged. Tlaving looked up into the trees instead
and not finding a nest the rescuers did what they thought best.

Calls were sent oul to nearby rehab centers to
find a place with an adult TV 1o act as a foster parent, TV's
are veryv easilv imprinted on humans and just like the first
attempts to release captive-bred California Condors back 10
the wild, it was difficult to achieve without these birds seeing
humans as a source of food. It is very important that these
birds are raised with their own species.

WildCare was chosen as the place to send our linle
helpless waif, because of our educational and mfamous adult
TV. Vladimir. Vladimir, being an imprinted bird himself and
therefore not releaseable, was mavbe not the best role model.

Along with [urkey Vulture expert Rodger Wallace
from tbe World Bird Sancluary in St Louis and WildCare
staftf, we came up with a plan to raise “Junior™ with the least
possible human contact. 1 was warned that Vladimir might
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possibly attack 1the voungster and indeed he did show signs of
agaression, So, being cautious, we put the chick into a cage
within an aviary with Vladimir. The aviary was in a quiet
location off site. We covered the sides with tarps to prevent
any accidental sights of humans.

Since TVs regurgitate feod for their voung, we
prepared a thick “soup™ of finely chopped rat with just a
sprinkling of a calcium and vitamin supplement 3-4 times a

. Continued on page 2
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day 1o begin with.

We entered the aviary covered from head to toe
in larze towels o disguise our form. The food was served
in a bow! and was rapidly “vacuumed™ up with slurps and
aulps. The onlv time Junior saw us brieflv was when he
was weighed. [ took advantage of these tunes to take a few
photographs, Ugly and cuie were oflen in the same sentence
when describing this tiny prehistoric looking creature. A black
and naked wrinkled head, with the softest [uzz, arose out
of a ball of cream-colored fluff. Dark blue eves ook on the
imnocence and curiosity of being a new thing to this world.

Junior grew fast and it was no time before he out-
arew his cage. He was transferred into an adjacent aviary
with constant full view of his ftoster dad, who began 1o be
increasingly more interested in his companion. The “soup”™
became a stew and fed less often until whole food was
offered twice a dav. As much as possible we fed him natural
tood he might find in the wild...the occasional squirrel lut by
a car for instance. Soou beautiful black iridescent feathers
replaced the fluft. His head will remain black for another
vear before turning slowly red until he reaches marurity at
two vears. The fuzz covering his head started to disappear as
he metamorphed into a recognizable Turkey Vulture. At 6
weeks old he was beginning to flap his wings furiously just
as he would in the wild, preparing and strengthening them for
flight.

The next phase of Junior’s upbringing was to
take him to WildCare's 1307 long tlight aviary. Along with
another adult TV recoverinig from a wing injury, he could
practice flving and perhaps learn some social skills from the
adult. so necessary for his survival m the wild. A juvenile
TV will stay as much as 6 months or more with its parents
and then continues to rely on other communal members of
the roost in order to {ind food and safe voosting sites, Junior
desperately necded to behave like a wild bird to be accepted
—alone, his odds of surviving were not goed.

[ called the ITuinane Society to ask if they could
regularty deliver fresh deer carcasses over the next few
months. Thev kindly agreed. This would not only provide a
natural food source, but woeuld also anract other wild TVs to
the area. Once it was clear that Junior was strong and could
flv well, it was time for his release. e would be released on
site where foed would be available and he could integrate with
the wild birds coming 10 the carcasses to eat

The day came and my heart was full of trepidation
It 15 hard not to be attached however hard vou trv not 1o be.
So much could go wrong. [ was also very concerned aboutl my
father back in England who had recently been hospitalized
alter some months of declining health, 1 took Junior from the
flight aviary and placed him on a balcony where T would stay
with him until he was ready 1o leave. | think a bird taking
flight to freedom for the first time touches us all, 1 think it a
reflection of our own desire 10 be free. In my mind 1 talked
with my father and 1old himn {o fly free on the wings of'this
bird, The next morning I got the call IFather had died the day

before.

The 4th of December had been a windy day and
our young bird had been fearful. The wind taunted him with
every gust, e was clearly not ready to go. [ took him back
to the flight aviary and tried again the following daws. It took
several days before he finally launched himself into the air.
On unsteady wingzs he made a crash landing into a nearby
wee. Hanging on for dear life, he wore a decidedlv surprised
expression on his face — but he made it!

Junior was seen on a regular basis for several
weeks, ofien at a deer carcass and interacting with wild TVs.
When the storms came [ lav awake and worrzed, but he made
it through, probably following the adults to find sheiter. 1 was

Junior civen his lirst taste of opan space

Rat Peison Hil

Sharing your home with ralts can be frightening and we ¢

ing rat poison jeopardizes the safety of our children, our
data, more than 15,000 children under the age of six ac
to find a

Wildlife eals the poison when they find it left ouldoors, ¢
Stanislaus study done close to urban areas, 23 out of 24
rodenticides. A sick Northern Spofted Owl found rece

Most wildlife that ingests poisons dies slowly, quietly,
impact that rodenticide
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elated that he seemed to be doing so well. Against
all odds he was being wild,

Sadly Junior was recaptured recently, a
few months afler his release, He had made several
visits to a nearby park looking for human attention.

Cur second annual oy -.:-.1in:_1 was anoiler suc-
cess! 1t's gond to know we are not the ondy
ones passionate about owls! We ane somy that
some of you were not able 1o atlend because
we ran out of space! Very special thanks 1o loe
= Mueller for hosting and sharing his entertaining
and knowledeeabie pemspective on owls, We are

Turkey Vulrures can bite and Junior could pose a
threat to small children. Ile will remain in caplivity
now, as an educational bird. and my hope is that his
story will help others of his kind and teach us all
that the wild should be wild!

erateful o Charlotie Torgovitsky for hosting us
at MAGC, to Mary Blake, Lisa Owens Viani &

Hiley, all of our other volungeers, and 1o Kate
Marden of Planet Canire and her Eurasian caghe
= - "‘ owl Caillench, and Jim Tizgan and his Lammier
falcon, Stregn. We washed all the fun down

with great wine from Might Owl Wines,

; : Save the date! Our pext evening is
: w2 ey et -7 Thursday, November 15, 2007

i e Y ! T sponsored by the

" '_',:Z!:-.l._'-.l of the Marin Art & Garden Centeranaww

Is Your Box
Occupied?

Now's the time for barn owl nesting. Please
visit our web site to learn how to observe
your box to look for signs of occupancy!
And now's the time to be sure not to climb
up to the box or in anyway move or disturb
it

Fhoto by Alex Godbe

and not just ratst
efimes seek a quick solution to keep our family safe. But us-
s, and our local wildlife. According to Poison Control Center he: oy 'd dy:y
ently eal rat poison EVERY YEAR. Pets have also been known BVD o ] =2

at rat poison. - ~Hdting

predators eal the poison by eating poisoned rats. Ina CSU
jangered San Joaquin Kit Foxes had detectable amounis of
in Fairfax had most likely eaten one or more poisoned rats.

out our seeing them, so we will probably never know the full
ave on our wild neighbors.
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