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The Last Condor

JAN HAMBER FACED an agonizing dilemma. The California condor she had been tracking — the last member of its species to exist in the wild — had approached a trap site on the remote Hudson Ranch just north of Los Angeles. It was late on a spring day in 1987, and Jan watched through her binoculars as AC9 (Adult Condor 9) landed near the stillborn calf that served as bait. He circled the carcass, keeping his distance, while a golden eagle fed on the calf. The sunlight accented AC9’s intelligent eyes and bare, salmon-colored head. An ink-black ruff of feathers circled the base of his neck. AC9 stretched and refolded his wings, and as the sun sank lower over the chaparral-covered hills, he flew away without touching the calf.

Jan followed the bird in her truck, tracking his radio signal to a roost site on nearby Brush Mountain. She wore jeans and a bulky light-blue goosedown jacket to ward off the cool air settling into the canyons. A Mickey Mouse hat covered her gray-flecked hair. She had purchased the wool hat after her son’s San Marcos High basketball team defeated a crosstown rival that had derided them by calling their school Mickey Marcos High. Winning the game turned the name into a source of pride, and the hat became her talisman.

Jan had first encountered AC9 in 1980, when he was still a downy young chick in his nest, and over the years she had watched him mature into an adult bird. By 1987 a mere twenty-seven California condors were left in the world, and all but this one lived in captivity. The recovery effort Jan worked for represented the last hope for saving the species from extinction, and AC9 was crucial to their success.

The fading late-afternoon light forced Jan to make a critical decision. Years later, when she told me the story, that moment was still a vivid memory. Having observed condors for more than a dozen years, she could predict what would happen next. AC9 had seen the carcass, but hadn’t eaten yet. He would surely come back the next day. Jan considered her next move. Should she notify her fellow condor biologists to set a trap for AC9 in the morning? Or should she simply turn her truck homeward, leaving the last wild condor his freedom? She realized that not a single soul in the world knew about this except her. She could call in the team to capture AC9. But if she didn’t make that call, no one would ever know.

The hands of Jan’s watch crept toward 6 P.M. Doing nothing was a decision by default — she needed to take charge, to make up her mind. Had any other human ever confronted such a quandary, she wondered: knowingly capturing the last wild member of a species? Despite the work of all the science panels and government agencies, tonight, this decision was hers alone. Earlier in the day she’d listened as the call of a red-tailed hawk echoed down a nearby canyon; she knew her call would reverberate even louder and longer, quite probably through the rest of her life. She thought again: This recovery effort is the last hope.

She pulled her Mickey Mouse hat tighter on her head and drove to a small Union 76 gas station to phone Pete Bloom. Bloom, a condor trapper for the National Audubon Society, listened to Jan and told her he would make some calls. The next day was Easter Sunday, and Jan knew that the odds of assembling the required team members were dicey. But Bloom’s calls got through, and a half dozen scientists arrived at the site before dawn.

With mixed emotions, Bloom worked in the darkness with the other biologists to prepare the trap site. Bloom had spent his life trapping raptors, but he knew that this morning’s capture attempt would be different — and critical. He placed blasting caps and metal weights into four pipes buried in the ground. The weights were tied to a folded, sixty-square-foot net. When the blasting caps were detonated, the weights would shoot the net several feet into the air, arcing over the calf carcass and ensnaring the bird. Normally, Bloom test-fired the net to make sure that it was correctly aligned — he didn’t want one of the flying metal weights to hit a condor. But this morning, with AC9 roosting nearby, he didn’t dare risk a test firing. He checked the setup a final time, and then hid himself in a one-person underground blind to begin the wait. The rest of the team concealed themselves a few hundred yards away. Once Bloom pushed the red detonator button, he would race to the net and restrain AC9 until the rest of the team arrived to help.

Easter morning dawned clear, cool, and breezy. Jan rose at 5 A.M. and drove back toward the roosting spot, passing alfalfa fields covered with veneers of ice from irrigation sprinklers. At 8:47 Jan’s radio receiver came to life. Click, click, click: AC9 was stirring. Around 9:30 he headed toward the trap site, with Jan following. At 9:50 he landed fifteen yards east of the carcass. A few ravens picked at the calf. Jan observed through her spotting scope as AC9 danced toward the bait, and then edged back. Knowing what was about to happen renewed her doubts. She wanted to send the bird a message: Get out of there.

AC9 inched closer to the calf and lowered his head to feed. Pete Bloom detonated the explosives, and the net shot up from the ground and dropped over AC9. Bloom raced to the net, and within minutes the team had untangled AC9 and placed the bird in a portable pet carrier called a sky kennel. Jan’s field notes from that morning are cryptic: 10:10, cannon fired. AC9 caught. The end. The condor recovery program had crossed the Rubicon.

Jan wiped her eyes and exchanged an emotional hug with Pete Bloom. Like Jan, Bloom felt the magnitude of the moment. It was both the high point and the low point of his life. He had been hired to capture California condors, but trapping the last one filled him with both elation in successfully completing his job and great sadness at what it meant.

Jan thought about how the firing of the cannon net changed her world. With AC9 now a captive, she mourned the loss of her career as a condor biologist. Her days of following the wild birds ended that morning with a puff of smoke and the odor of cordite. Later in the day, she drove the mountain roads back to the program’s headquarters at the Condor Research Center in Ventura. After all the years she had spent working with the recovery team in this untamed backcountry, the route to Ventura became a road of memories. She passed Pine Mountain and her eyes automatically went to the sky. No condors. She proceded on through the Los Padres National Forest. No condors. She continued into Ventura County. The horizon remained empty. For Jan, it was as if the sky had become devoid of all birds. Something elemental was missing.

Jan arrived at the Condor Research Center to find the staff besieged with calls from the media. Her boss asked if she would help field questions about AC9’s capture. She had an instant, visceral reaction: I can’t do that today. In an uncharacteristic move that surprised her even as she spoke the word, Jan said, “No.” That afternoon, she simply couldn’t talk rationally about the capture. Instead, she sat in her office and let the emotions of the day wash over her. For the first time in tens of thousands of years, not a single California condor flew over North America. The magnificent titan of the air that some Native Americans called Thunderbird had vanished from the sky.

Jan made herself a promise: One day AC9 will again fly free. But the promise filled her with trepidation, partly because the salvation of the condor now rested in other hands. Whether the U.S. government’s Condor Recovery Program could achieve its ambitious goal of saving America’s largest bird was uncertain, especially when so much about the species remained a mystery. In fact, on that Easter Sunday in 1987, as the recovery team transported AC9 to the San Diego Zoo’s Wild Animal Park, they had yet to breed a single condor in captivity.

In the years preceding AC9’s birth, biologists had grown increasing alarmed at the declining number of California condors. A 1978 study prepared for the U.S. Forest Service presented a gloomy forecast of the bird’s prospects. Another report, issued the same year by a panel of scientists selected by the American Ornithologists’ Union and the National Audubon Society, reached similar conclusions. Something had to change — and quickly — or the only condors left would be museum specimens.

The National Audubon Society used their political clout to press for a more intensive government-sponsored condor program. At the same time, they offered to become a partner in the new project and to partially fund it. Their efforts succeeded. In 1979, under the auspices of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and the National Audubon Society, a revamped condor program was established. Data collection and close field observations formed the core of the new effort. That meant equipping some of the birds with radio transmitters. Not only would the tiny transmitters allow biologists to track the birds, but radiotelemetry could help find the bodies of birds that died so it might be determined what had killed them. The new approach also placed a high priority on establishing a captivebreeding program. With so few birds left, starting a zoo-based population offered a crucial safety net for the species.

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service named one of its biologists, Noel Snyder, to lead their part of the effort. Yet when Snyder took his new position early in 1980, he had virtually no experience with condors; he had only seen the bird once, on a trip to California ten years earlier. An intense but affable man with thinning hair and a salt-and-pepper beard, Snyder possessed a keen intellect, a prodigious work ethic, and an impressive resume. He held a Ph.D. in evolutionary biology from Cornell University and had worked to save both an endangered parrot species and the Everglade kite.

Prior to his selection, Snyder had been one of the biologists asked to review the new recommendations for saving the condor. The data-based approach impressed him. From his experience helping other birds hovering on the edge of extinction, Snyder believed scientists needed to plan their interventions based on solid evidence of the factors behind a species’ decline. And as strange as it may seem, no one at the time knew for certain what was causing the condor’s troubles.

The new “activist program” Snyder sought to implement flew in the face of traditional condor conservation methods. In many quarters, the mere mention of radio transmitters — much less captive breeding—was taboo. Condor traditionalists held that the bird needed only to be left alone and given enough habitat for its numbers to recover. A cadre of influential scientists and conservationists favored this approach, basing their arguments on a firm foundation: the work of Carl Koford, the first scientist to make a detailed study of the California condor. Koford’s published work, based upon research conducted in the late 1930s and 1940s, portrayed the condor as an extremely sensitive bird. According to Koford and his followers, trapping and radio-tagging condors would cause the remaining birds grave harm. Some respected environmental organizations also adopted the “let-them-live-free” banner. In the end, who was one to believe: Koford, a respected scientist who had written the defining work on the species, or a bunch of government outsiders who wanted to invade nests, strap radios on some birds, and send others to live in zoos?

Snyder recognized the obstacles he faced in trying to save the condor, but as he and his wife headed west to begin working on the new project, he had no idea of the political maelstrom that awaited him. It wouldn’t be many months before the politics of saving the bird became more challenging than the science.

[image: ]

As soon as Snyder arrived in California in 1980, he began exploring condor country. And remarkably, on his second day in the field, he hit pay dirt. John Borneman, the National Audubon Society condor warden, took Snyder and his wife, Helen, to a mountaintop near Interstate 5 to look at old nest sites. Helen noticed two tiny black specks flying in the distant sky.

“Condors,” she said. They watched the birds swoop across a sandstone escarpment and disappear into the cliff face.

Snyder turned to Borneman. “Any nesting going on in that area?”

Borneman said it was only known as a roosting area.

“But it’s a pair,” Snyder said.

They found the nest the following day. The birds at this new site were AC9’s parents-to-be. Since there was only one other condor nest known to exist that year, the find held enormous significance. Jan Hamber could only shake her head and marvel at Snyder’s magic touch. She had been trekking through the back-country for months looking unsuccessfully for condor nests, yet this newcomer had found one in only two days. She hoped that he understood how much effort she had expended and how difficult nests were to find.

AC9’s parents were using a nest cave partway up a sandstone cliff. Two entrances to the cave—each roughly four feet in diameter—were positioned just a few feet apart. Above these entrances, a broad diagonal vein of white rock slashed across the reddish cliffs that soared to the sky. The site offered easy viewing through a spotting scope from across the steep canyon. From the best vantage point about a third of a mile away, team members could look slightly down and directly into the twin entrances of the cave. The two openings peered from the cliffs like the eyes of a Tiki god.

Snyder enlisted a coterie of other recovery team members and volunteers to keep constant watch on AC9’s nest site. The team established a comfortable observation post across the canyon, spreading a tarp on the ground and setting up some folding aluminum chairs. They strung another tarp overhead to protect them from the sun and rain. Spotting scopes were trained on the twin cave entrances throughout the daylight hours, and observers kept careful field notes on all of the condors’ activities. They called the parent condors the CC pair. Thus, the female became CCF and the male CCM.

Around the third week of March 1980, CCF began spending more time within the cave’s sheltering walls. She worked at smoothing and contouring the sandy floor with her bill, sometimes gathering a stone or twig in her beak and flinging it over her shoulder. The ancient birthing rite that had sustained her species for more than forty thousand years was about to begin. Although CCF had no way of knowing it, she was about to give birth to one of the most important birds in the history of Gymnogyps californian us.

One chilly day, a series of mild contractions swept CCF’s body. Stronger tremors followed. The contractions gained in intensity, pulsating through her every ten to fifteen seconds. She stood over the sandy spot in the cave that she had prepared. She lifted and spread her tail feathers. A powerful tremor shuddered through her body. Her back arched, her neck stiffened, and her eyes narrowed. She gave a hoarse squeal. A four-inch-long egg shot out of her cloaca and landed with a thud on the sand.

For a minute CCF did not move. She then turned and touched the egg gently with her bill, a benediction to new life. In the cave’s half-light, the shell shined the palest of blues. For ten minutes, CCF examined her egg, rolling and nuzzling the wet, warm orb. When she was ready, she tucked it on top of her feet and settled over it with her breast.

At the time AC9’s egg was laid, Jan had responsibility for monitoring the only other known condor nest, which was located in Santa Barbara County. But the visibility into the nest site wasn’t nearly as good as the one monitored by Snyder—on top of which, Jan had













APPENDIX 1

Where to View Condors

The opportunity to view released condors has never been better. More than 125 birds now fly free — and the number increases each year. If you would like to see a condor, here’s how:

What to bring

Despite a condor’s size, using a pair of binoculars will greatly enhance your viewing experience. A birder’s spotting scope is also useful, although not essential.

A birding guide, such as The Sibley Guide to Birds by David Allen Sibley or the National Geographic Field Guide to the Birds of North America can help you identify not only condors but other birds as well.

Cautions

Biologists want condors to learn to avoid humans and human structures. You can help by not approaching wild condors. Maintain a good distance from the birds, speak in low tones, and keep your movements to a minimum. Do not feed condors, throw objects, or interact with them. If you see anyone harming or harassing a condor, please report it to the authorities. The condor is protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Endangered Species Act.

Is it REALLY a condor?

A bird the size of a condor is easy to identify — once you know what to look for. To the unpracticed eye, however, flying condors can resemble other raptors. Experienced birders know that a bird’s size — especially when it is flying in a distant sky — is not a reliable identification marker. Here are several identifiers that will enable you to say with certainty, “That’s a condor!”

Ask: See that group of birders over there clustered around a spotting scope? Or a ranger or recovery team member? The odds are high that they will be happy to help you identify a bird.

Wing tags: All released condors carry highly visible number tags attached to the leading edge of both wings. The number tags are visible even when a bird is sitting. If you get a good look at a bird and don’t see wing tags, it’s most likely not a condor.

Flight pattern: Look for strong, steady flight. There’s nothing uncertain about a condor’s smooth soaring: it does not wobble or waver. The wings are held flat, and at their ends you’ll see long flight feathers splayed out like giant fingers. Condors sometimes dangle their legs, especially when flying low.

Coloration: A mature condor has a black body and wings. On the Leading edge of the underside of each wing is a striking, triangularshaped white patch. These wing patches are widest near the body and taper toward the wing tips. The bird also has an orange head and neck, although this may be hard to see at a distance. Newly released juvenile birds have dark heads and mottled white wing patches. As they mature, the adult coloration grows more distinct.

Size: Of course, the condor is gigantic. If you’re lucky enough to be able to compare it with other birds, such as turkey vultures, there will be no doubt: condors look like small airplanes.

Similar birds that can resemble a condor

The ubiquitous turkey vulture is the bird most frequently confused with a condor. Even though its five-and-one-half-foot wingspan is almost half that of a condor, its soaring flight and similar coloration can cause uncertainty. Here’s how to tell the difference:

“Tippy” flight: Soaring turkey vultures fly with an unsteady rocking motion. A large black bird in a distant sky with a “tippy” flight pattern is almost always a turkey vulture.

V-shaped wings: Unlike condors that hold their wings flat, turkey vultures soar with their wings in a dihedral V-shape.

Two-tone underwings: From a distance, turkey vultures look black with gray tones on the back edges of their wings’s undersides.

See the difference: Go to http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/cacondor/condors&TVs.html for comparison pictures of a California condor and a turkey vulture.

The much rarer golden eagle is another bird sometimes confused with a condor. From a distance, golden eagles look dark. With a six-and-one-half-foot wingspan, it’s still considerably smaller than a condor. And, of course, it won’t have number tags.

WHERE TO VIEW CONDORS IN THE WILD

Arizona

Nearly sixty condors fly free in Arizona. The main release site is at Vermilion Cliffs north of the Grand Canyon near the Utah border. Although the birds range over vast distances, they tend to follow the annual movement pattern outlined below that favors different areas during certain times of the year. Condors are unpredictable, however, so keep your eyes open.

Spring and early summer: The South Rim of the Grand Canyon and the Colorado River Corridor at Marble Canyon west of Page. Some of the best views all year are to be found during May near the Lookout Studio and the El Tovar Hotel at the Grand Canyon’s South Rim.

Midsummer and fall: The Kaibab Plateau, the cliffs overlooking Kanab Creek, and the North Rim of the Grand Canyon.

Winter: Vermilion Cliffs release site.

Information: For the latest information on condor activity, go to the Peregrine Fund Web site at http://www.peregrinefund.org/default.asp

Click on Notes from the Field, and then select California Condor Releases in Arizona.

Vermilion Cliffs Release Site

The flight pen perches atop a breathtaking thousand-foot cliff that lies to the east of the observation point. Although condors move throughout this area, the observation point is about a mile away from the flight pen itself; binoculars or a spotting scope are helpful. Condors are seen here throughout the year.

Directions: The release site is part of the Vermilion Cliffs National Monument located near Arizona’s northern border just west of Page. It’s adjacent to the Kaibab National Forest; Glen Canyon National Recreation Area is nearby.

From Flagstaff or Page, take Highway 89 to Highway 89A. Continue on Highway 89A past Marble Canyon, Vermilion Cliffs, and Cliff Dwellers. Just before you ascend the Kaibab Plateau, turn right on BLM Road 1065 (it’s just past the House Rock Valley Chain Up Area). Follow this dirt road for two miles to the shaded viewing area on your right. Look for Peregrine Fund vehicles that are often parked here. BLM has plans to build an information kiosk at this observation post.

The Grand Canyon

South Rim: The best viewing is during the spring, especially May. Condors are frequently seen between Yavapai Point and Powell Point.

Directions: From Flagstaff, take Highway 40 west, and then go north on Highway 64.

North Rim: The best viewing can be found during the midsummer and fall.

Directions: From Flagstaff, go north on Highway 89, west on Highway 89A, and then south on Highway 67.

Colorado River Corridor

During the spring and early summer, condors frequent this area where Highway 89A crosses the Colorado River at Navajo Bridge just west of Page. The Visitor’s Center at the 467-foot high Navajo Bridge offers great views of condors, as does Badger Point just to the south.

Directions: Follow Highway 89 north from Flagstaff. Take Highway 89A west about fifteen miles toward Marble Canyon where Navajo Bridge crosses the Colorado River.

Kaibab Plateau

Migrating mule deer attract condors to the Kaibab National Forest in the fall. Check the Peregrine Fund Web site for the latest updates on where birds have been seen in this area.

Directions: From Flagstaff, drive north on Highway 89. Turn west on Highway 89A past Marble Canyon and Soap Creek to Jacob Lake in the Kaibab National Forest.

California

More than fifty condors fly over Central and Southern California, and some of the birds now travel between these two release areas.

Central California

The Ventana Wildlife Society manages the Central California condor releases. The two main viewing areas are along the Big Sur Coastline and at Pinnacles National Monument.

Big Sur Coastline

Condors are frequently seen along Highway 1 south of Monterey, especially on the stretch of road between Point Sur and Lucia. If it’s warm, scan the sky for condors soaring on the rising air thermals. On cold days, check for condors roosting in the tops of redwoods. Two of the best locations are:

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park: Look for condors at the park entrance or hike the Valley View or Buzzard’s Roost Trails. The rigorous nine-mile round-trip hike up Mount Manuel is another good condorviewing area. The trail begins in Parking Lot 3 in the park campground.

Directions: From Monterey, drive approximately thirty-three miles south on Highway 1.

Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park: Scan the sky for condors from the parking lot or from the Ewoldsen Trail.

Directions: From Monterey, drive approximately forty-five miles south on Highway 1

Information: Go to the Ventana Wildlife Society Web site at http://www.ventanaws.org/fldnotes.htm and click on Field Notes on the left of the screen.

Pinnacles National Monument

The spires and crags from an ancient volcano cover this 13,000-acre wilderness area. It’s a perfect habitat for condors and offers some of the best views of the birds you’ll find anywhere.

Stop first at the Pinnacles Campground store that is located two miles west of the monument’s east entrance. The flight pen is just out of sight over the ridge on the hills in front of you (with the road at your back). Condors often soar over this ridge or roost in the trees on the ridgetop. On the store’s wall hangs a poster of information on individual birds that have been released here.

In the morning and late afternoon, as the thermals develop and fade, condors can often be spotted flying around their favorite roosts over the park’s steep 1.7-mile Condor Gulch trail. This trail connects to the equally hilly High Peaks loop trail for a 5.6-mile hike that affords great condor viewing. The birds sometime soar right overhead.

Information: Go to the Ventana Wildlife Society Web site at http://www.ventanaws.org/fldnotes.htm and click on Field Notes on the left of the screen. This site has information on condors at both Big Sur and Pinnacles.

For information on Pinnacles’ condors only, go to http://www.nps.gov/pinn/condor/condor.htm

Directions: Pinnacles National Monument straddles western San Benito and eastern Monterey Counties. It is about forty miles inland from the Pacific Ocean and eighty miles south of the San Francisco Bay Area. Access from the west is via U.S. Route 101 and from the east by California State Routes 25 and 146.

San Luis Obispo County: Hi Mountain Lookout

This old U.S. Forest Service fire lookout offers outstanding views of condor country. Released birds frequently pass by here on their way between Central and Southern California. The site includes an interpretive center staffed by volunteers.

Information: You must make arrangements with Hi Mountain staff before driving to this remote site. Go to their Web site at http://www.condorlookout.org/

Southern California

Southern California condor releases are managed through the Hopper Mountain National Wildlife Refuge Complex. To protect the birds and their habitat, the Hopper Mountain, Bitter Creek, and Blue Ridge Refuges are closed to the public. Nevertheless, there are still excellent places in Southern California to look for condors.

Information: Go to the Hopper Mountain National Wildlife Refuge Complex Web site at http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/visitor.html

Santa Barbara County

Condors can be seen in the vicinity of McPherson Peak near the Lion Canyon release site.

Directions: Take Highway 101 north toward Santa Maria. Exit onto Highway 166 east. Follow Highway 166 for approximately fifteen miles, then turn right onto Sierra Madre Road. There should be signs indicating Miranda Pine Campground and/or McPherson Peak. Follow Sierra Madre Road until you get to the locked gate. Condors can be seen in this location, but you can also proceed on foot along the roadbed for eight miles to Painted Rock Campground. The Painted Rock Campground is adjacent to the Lion Canyon condor release site.

Ventura County

Condors can be viewed in the Ventura County backcountry at Dough Flat. Look for the birds between mid-morning and midafternoon. This is a remote area, and the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service recommends carrying water and a spare tire. Call the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service on weekdays at (805) 644-5185 to find out if the road if open and if condors are currently in the vicinity.

Note: Visitors to the Dough Flat area, as well as other places open to the public in the Los Padres National Forest, must display an Adventure Pass in their vehicle when parked in the National Forest. Contact the U.S. Forest Service Ojai Ranger District Office for more information on Adventure Passes at (805) 646-4348.

Directions: The road to Dough Flat runs through a public-access corridor that bisects the Sespe Condor Sanctuary. You may access this corridor, but the sanctuary to the west and east of this corridor is closed to the public.

From Angeles: Take Interstate 5 north to Castaic Junction (thirty-three miles). Take the Ventura off-ramp and follow Highway 126 nineteen miles west to Fillmore. Turn right at the stoplight on A Street and head north. The drive from Fillmore to Dough Flat takes about one hour. You will come to a yield sign where A Street becomes Goodenough Road; go right. Goodenough Road ends after three to four miles at a fork in the road. Turn right; this takes you into the Sespe oil fields. Follow the road, being careful to stay on the main road (the side roads will take you to oil well pads). After 3.3 miles you will see the Oak Flat Station building (no longer a Forest Service station) on your left and a condor observation sign directing you toward Dough Flat. Stay on the main road going left. Do not make a right turn on the road that passes through a gate and is closed to public access. Drive approximately seven miles to Dough Flat. Scan the sky and the cliffs to the east for condors.

From Santa Barbara: Take Highway 101 south to Ventura. In Ventura, merge onto Highway 126, and drive approximately twenty miles east to Fillmore. In Fillmore turn left at the stoplight at A Street and then continue as above.

Kern County

Eighty miles north of Los Angeles lies the Bitter Creek National Wildlife Refuge that was established in 1985 to protect condors. The 14,000-acre refuge occupies parts of Kern, Ventura, and San Luis Obispo counties. Although the Bitter Creek Refuge is closed to the public, you can view condors along Highway 166 and Cerro Noroeste Road.

Directions:

From Interstate 5: Take Highway 166 (north of the Grapevine and south of Bakersfield) west toward Maricopa. At Maricopa, Highway 166 joins Highway 33. Continue west on Highway 33/166 for 9.2 miles to Cerro Noroeste Road. Turn left on Cerro Noroeste Road. Here you will see a blue sign with a condor painted on it. Continue on Cerro Noroeste for approximately eight miles. On the left-hand side of the road is a Bitter Creek NWR sign in a pullout. Park in the pullout and look for flying condors, especially in the northwest.

From Highway 101 in Santa Maria. Take Highway 166 east toward New Cuyama and Maricopa. At 4.6 miles past the Highway 33 turnoff (to Ventura), turn right on Cerro Noroeste Road and continue as above.

Utah

Zion National Park

During the summer months, a group of Arizona condors have been frequenting the northwest corner of Zion National Park. Look for them at Lava Point and Kolob Reservoir.

Directions: To get to Kolob Reservoir, follow the Kolob Reservoir Road that runs north from Highway 9 in Virgin, Utah (twenty-two miles before Zion’s south entrance). Once on this road, you’ll see signs for Lava Point that you can access via a gravel road that runs beside Blue Springs Reservoir.

Information: For the latest information on condor activity, go to the Peregrine Fund Web site at http://www.peregrinefund.org/default.asp

Click on Notes from the Field, and then click on California Condor Releases in Arizona.

Kanab Creek

Good midsummer and fall viewing along the creek in Kanab, Utah.

Directions: From Arizona, follow Highway 89 north to Kanab, which is just across the border in Utah.

Baja California, Mexico

This remote release site is located in the Sierra San Pedro Martir mountain range in Baja California. For more information, check out the San Diego Zoo Web site at http://cres.sandiegozoo.org/projects/sp_condors_baja.html

Zoo Condors

San Diego Wild Animal Park

One of the park’s featured exhibits is Condor Ridge where you can see condors in a large aviary. There’s an observation deck from which to view the birds as well as an interpretive center on the condor recovery program.

Information: Phone (760) 747-8702 or check out the Condor Ridge Web site at http://www.sandiegozoo.org/wap/ex_condor_ridge.html for more details and directions to the park.

Peregrine Fund World Center for Birds of Prey in Boise, Idaho

An exhibit in the Viewing Hall gives you a look at a live condor. There is also information on the recovery effort and the Peregrine Fund’s role in captive breeding.

Information: Phone (208) 362-3716 or go to the Peregrine Fund Web site at http://www.peregrinefund.org/default.asp and click on World Center for Birds of Prey.


APPENDIX 2

Condor Web Sites

Return of the Condor Web site

http://www.returnofthecondor.com

The Return of the Condor Web site helps you stay abreast of the latest in condor news and discover more about preserving the birds. In addition, it contains information about this book including reviews, upcoming events, and book talks. It also has information about the author and how to contact him.

Project Gutpile: The Online Resource for Unleaded Recreation

http://www.projectgutpile.org/

Project Gutpile promotes lead-free hunting and fishing. You’ll find up-to-date information on nonlead bullets and fishing tackle as well as articles on efforts to find alternatives to this metal that is so toxic to condors, other wildlife, and humans.

Hopper Mountain National wildlife Refuge Complex

http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/cacondor/allaboutcondors.html

This All About Condors page contains basic condor facts, information on condor behavior, a timeline, managing condors in the wild, the condor’s range, risks to condors, condor kids, distinguishing between a turkey vulture and a condor, last days of the wild condors, a condor fact sheet, population history, historic milestones, and how lead affects condors.

Ventana Wildlife Society

http://www.ventanaws.org/

Formally known as the Ventana Wilderness Society, this group manages the Central California condor releases and also supports other birds and wildlife. The site has condor news, video clips and photos, information on lead, the condor’s life history, cool condor facts, and detailed field notes on released condors in Central California.

Peregrine Fund

http://www.peregrinefund.org/default.asp

Click on Conservation Projects and select California Condor Restoration. The Peregrine Fund has a captive-breeding facility in Boise, Idaho, and also manages the condors in Arizona and Utah. In addition to regular notes from the field, the site has condor photos, press releases, a fact sheet, captive-breeding information, and an excellent collection of scientific research on condors (click on Research Library and then click on PDF Files of Recent Peregrine Fund Publications).

Pinnacles National Monument

http://www.nps.gov/pinn/condor/condor.htm

Complete and up-to-date information on the condors flying at Pinnacles as well as general condor facts and biology, condor population information, condors in the news, and the impact of lead on the recovery program.

San Diego Wild Animal Park

http://www.sandiegozoo.org/animalbytes/t-condor.html

Fun facts, pictures and videos, information on the recovery program, and links to news articles on the reintroduction program. For an interesting condor timeline, go directly to http://cres.sandiegozoo.org/projects/sp_condors_milestones.html

Oregon Zoo

http://www.oregonzoo.org/Condors/index.htm

Informative sections on condors including history, the recovery program, a timeline, interesting facts, condor biographies, Native American history with condors, and condor videos.

California Department of Fish and Game

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/hcpb/species/t_e_spp/tebird/condor.shtml

The California Department of Fish and Game Web site provides a useful overview of the condor program. The most interesting feature is a link at the bottom of the page called “Condor Population Status Summary” that provides regular updates on the total number of condors along with detailed information on births, deaths, and how many birds are at each release site. For the population statistics only, go directly to http://www.dfg.ca.gov/hcpb/species/t_e_spp/tebird/Condor%20Pop%20Stat.pdf

Arizona Game and Fish

http://www.gf.state.az.us/w_c/california_condor.shtml

Information on program goals, habitat, distribution, status, the future of the Arizona condor releases, plus a great list of condor links.
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