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1
 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 proceeded 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 captive-breeding 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
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AFTERWORD


THREE CONDORS SWOOP low over the volcanic peaks of Pinnacles National Park, weaving their way across a winter sky. It’s January 2023, and my son and I are hiking the familiar Condor Gulch Trail, the air fragrant with chaparral and rain-dampened earth. It’s so quiet I can feel my pulse, which quickens a bit at the sight of these regal fliers.


As I watch the condors, I feel a tug of nostalgia. It was here on a blustery day two decades ago that I came to report on the first Pinnacles condor release, one of the early stories I wrote about the bird. Reintroducing condors at Pinnacles was a milestone in the recovery program, and since then many more condors have been released here.


We take our time as we hike skyward toward the rugged spires, delighting in the presence of the three birds. Crafting those early condor stories ignited my passion for these extraordinary beings and the humans trying to save them and led to the writing of this book. Since then, I’ve continued covering the condor’s recovery, and I’m happy to report that these days nearly 350 condors fly free over western North America. When you add in the additional condors in captivity, the total population now approaches 560 birds. That’s nearly double the number of condors that existed in the world when this book was first published in 2006.


Yet despite the increasing population and other positive advances, the condor remains critically endangered, and challenges on several fronts continue. Join me as we look at recent developments in the remarkable saga of the return of the condor.
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As the sun dawns on the otherworldly landscape of Zion National Park, it illuminates towering sandstone cliffs that greet the day with a symphony of colors. In May 2019 in a small cave on one of these radiant cliff faces, a pair of condors hatched a chick. Although wild-born chicks are now an annual occurrence, this one was special. That little ball of fluff the parent birds were cuddling and feeding was the 1,000th bird hatched since the beginning of the California Condor Recovery Program four decades earlier, a time when the future of the condor hung in the balance.


It’s striking to contemplate that in 1987, when biologist Jan Hamber helped capture AC9, the last free-flying wild bird, California condors had never been bred in captivity. When the recovery program began, the prospects of any births—much less 1,000 of them—were far from certain. Jan told me recently, “At the time, so much was unknown about the species. And it was an open question whether the condor could be saved.”


The birth of Condor 1K, as he was named, was yet another landmark in the decades-long effort toward reestablishing self-sustaining wild condor populations. Rather than becoming a museum relic, these marvelous birds are still riding the thermals over western skies.
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Of the original twenty-seven wild California condors at the heart of the do-or-die captive-breeding effort, the best-known and most studied was AC9. His story wove its way through this book’s narrative, from the first page to the last. After the cannon net exploded over him on Easter morning in 1987, he spent fifteen years in captivity until his release back to the canyons and crags of his youth. He soon found a mate, and they nested together eight times in Southern California until she died in 2015. In the next breeding season AC9 paired with a new female, and in 2016 they were raising their first chick together.


Then AC9 went missing.


The first hint of trouble came when biologists tracking AC9 via his GPS transmitter noticed that, at a time when he should have been making long foraging flights to find food for his chick, his movements suddenly became limited to a remote canyon in the Sespe Wilderness.


On June 30, all transmissions ceased.


Worried biologists searched the area of AC9’s last GPS signals, but it proved fruitless. On July 8 they entered his nest site located in a small cave. His mate and chick were in good health, but the biologists found no sign of AC9. Images from a game camera installed in the nesting cavity showed that two weeks had passed since AC9’s last visit, confirming their worst fears.


If they don’t find a body, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service lets a year pass with no sightings or transmissions before officially declaring a bird lost. The silent months drifted past and on July 11, 2017, the sad announcement was made, prompting an outpouring of grief. It was the end of an era.


We will never know for sure how AC9 died. At age thirty-six, he still had the potential for many more years of life. Perhaps he suffered an injury, or maybe—like so many condors—he succumbed to lead poisoning. Whatever the cause, AC9 holds a unique place in condor history, the bird who flew solo in an empty sky— the last wild condor, winging his way toward an uncertain future.
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These days, you don’t have to talk with a condor biologist very long before you’re likely to hear the words lead poisoning. The single biggest limiting factor to the condor’s recovery comes from the birds inadvertently ingesting spent lead bullet fragments. That was true when I wrote this book and, sadly, it is still true today. What has changed is additional research that gives us an even better understanding of the deleterious effects of spent lead ammunition on condors, other wildlife, and humans.


From 1992—when the first captive-bred condors were released—through the end of 2020, lead poisoning has killed 50 percent of all birds with a known cause of death. Moreover, it’s only the constant testing and treating of condors for lead poisoning that keeps the toll from rising even higher. With the ongoing losses from lead, releasing captive-bred birds from zoos is helping replenish the wild population.


A comprehensive study in 2012 found that poisoning in condors from lead ammunition is of “epidemic proportion.” The continual exposure to harmful levels of lead requires costly and continuous intensive management efforts. The study’s primary author, Myra Finkelstein, a research toxicologist at the University of California, Santa Cruz, said, “We will never have a self-sustaining wild condor population if we don’t solve this problem.”


The condor’s slow reproduction rate—usually only one chick every other year—makes it challenging for the species to rebound from the unnatural number of deaths caused by lead poisoning. But many other birds and animals suffer as well. A 2022 nationwide study of lead poisoning in bald eagles and golden eagles found nearly 50 percent of the birds sampled showed evidence of repeated exposure to lead, which is impacting the populations of these iconic birds. The eagles sometimes scavenge on carrion, and lead poisoning typically occurs when a bird inadvertently eats lead bullet fragments. Lead poisoning affects more than 100 other species, and each year takes an indiscriminate and needless toll on wildlife.


Furthermore, there has been a growing recognition of the danger humans face when eating wild game shot with lead bullets. I reported on the story of North Dakota physician and hunter William Cornatzer, whose concern over how lead bullets shattered and spread widely in game animals and their deadly consequences for condors led to critical new discoveries. He wondered: Are people who eat hunter-shot game also at risk? Cornatzer radiographed packages of venison donated to food banks and found many of them laced with deadly lead fragments that were so small a person would not know they were eating them. His discovery led to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention conducting a study showing a link between people who ate hunter-shot wild game and higher blood-lead levels. Other research from around the world has shown similar results. The World Health Organization has made clear the danger, stating that no known level of lead exposure is considered safe—and young children and pregnant women are particularly vulnerable.


In 2013, thirty leading scientific experts issued a consensus statement describing lead ammunition as the “greatest, largely unregulated source of lead knowingly discharged into the environment.” The statement describes the risks of lead-based ammunition to wildlife and humans and calls for its reduction and eventual elimination.


Fortunately, solid copper bullets offer an excellent alternative. Because copper bullets don’t shatter into hundreds of toxic fragments like lead bullets, they don’t kill twice. With a solution at hand, conservation, hunting, and public health constituencies have mounted efforts to transition to nonlead ammunition. This had been done before with the successful 1991 nationwide ban of lead shot for waterfowl hunting that was poisoning millions of birds.


The push for nonlead bullets has taken two approaches. The first is voluntary cooperation. For years, condor recovery program partners and others have operated education and outreach efforts and even given away free copper bullets to encourage hunters and ranchers to make the switch. The second strategy is through legislation and regulation. California has taken the lead, first banning hunting with lead bullets in regions where condors had been released, and a few years later extending the ban statewide, which took full effect in 2019.


Thus far, neither approach has been a panacea. Asking for voluntary compliance depends on most hunters and ranchers understanding the problem and making the switch, something that remains a work in progress. On the other hand, laws banning lead are hard to enforce over vast public wild areas and on private lands where condors roam but wildlife officers don’t. Unfortunately, both approaches have been hampered by a lack of availability of copper ammunition. Meanwhile, lead bullets remain legal for target practice and are easily obtainable.


The California legislation is still relatively new, and its rollout was complicated when the pandemic, which arrived just months after the law took effect, spiked the demand for guns and ammunition, leaving store shelves empty of any kind of bullets and compounding the copper bullet supply chain issues.


While transitioning away from lead is taking time and is exacerbated by the shortage of copper bullets, it’s important to underscore that a significant and growing number of hunters have willingly made the switch. The reasons that others have not yet transitioned to copper vary. Some hunters are unaware of the perils of lead, while others don’t believe the science or think that switching from lead threatens their hunting traditions.


Nevertheless—someday—just as gasoline and paint containing lead are no more, lead bullets will also be a somber memory. But for now, the recovery program is playing a long game toward a lead-free future. Until the day arrives that lead bullets are no longer in use, they remain an ongoing danger to condors, other wildlife, and humans.


Condor biologists are also monitoring other environmental hazards including microtrash and DDT. Parent condors sometimes still bring microtrash to nest sites that can potentially cause problems if young chicks ingest it. And a new threat from DDT emerged that I covered in 2010. The source of the now-banned pesticide is a dump site off the Southern California coast that still contaminates ocean waters. The DDT accumulates in the food chain and can cause eggshell thinning in some condors feeding on marine mammals. That said, poisoning from spent lead ammunition remains the primary obstacle to the condor’s full recovery.
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On a May morning in 2022, two condors took flight from a new release site in Northern California that’s a partnership between the Yurok Tribe and Redwood National Park. The release of the condors marked the first time in more than a century that America’s largest bird has flown over the region’s giant coast redwoods, the world’s tallest trees. Located near the Oregon border, the site is working toward restoring condors to Yurok Ancestral Territory and the Pacific Northwest.


For thousands of years the fog-shrouded forests and salmon-filled rivers of this area have been the Yurok homeland. In 2003, tribal elders singled out the condor— prey-go-neesh in the Yurok language—as the highest-priority land-based animal to return to Yurok Ancestral Territory. The condor plays a significant role in the tribe’s origin narrative as well as in the Yurok world renewal ceremonies that make use of the bird’s feathers and songs. The Yurok Tribe partnered with Redwood National Park and lobbied and planned for years to develop the release site, which joins the previously established sites in Central and Southern California, Arizona, and Baja.


Later in 2022, the first pair of birds were joined by several more. Those condors sailing effortlessly above the lofty redwoods are a living manifestation of the Yurok’s deep cultural bond to the birds. They represent another step toward restoring the biodiversity that prevailed before the Euro-American colonization of the area. Moreover, returning the condor to its role in maintaining intact ecosystems in the Pacific Northwest also enhances the spiritual lifeways of the region’s tribes, who view the condor with reverence.
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When I finished writing this Afterword early in 2023, I didn’t imagine there would soon be another story to tell. But in the spring, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service reported concerning news: the first known cases of avian influenza in condors had killed three birds in Arizona. In addition, tests were being conducted on the bodies of five more condors also suspected of dying from the virus. And several sick condors were in quarantine and receiving medical care.


As we go to press at the beginning of June, here is what has happened thus far in the avian flu outbreak.


The first sign of trouble came in March when biologists observed a distressed female condor acting disoriented and lethargic. Initially, they presumed it was the usual culprit: lead poisoning. But when the bird died and they recovered her body, tests showed she had succumbed to Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI— pronounced “H-pie”).


Avian influenza has infected North American domestic poultry as well as wild bird populations in the past. However, in January 2022 an especially contagious HPAI strain was identified in North American wild birds. Within a year it had spread across the continent, causing the largest avian flu outbreak on record.


Domestic poultry operations were also hit hard; to date, nearly 60 million farmed birds have died. Although HPAI mostly affects birds, the virus has also been found in some mammal species. Fortunately, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention says that the currently circulating HPAI strain does not spread easily to people and the risk to humans is low.


Meanwhile, the number of infected Arizona condors mounted. Within days of the first confirmed cases, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service established an HPAI Incident Command Team to coordinate the response. In just over a month, twenty-one birds died, a loss of nearly 20 percent of the Arizona/Utah condor flock.


To everyone’s relief, in mid-April the wave of condor infections in Arizona abated. However, recovery program partners remain on high alert. To date, there have been no cases in California or Baja, but preparations are underway if additional outbreaks occur, and the birds are being monitored closely for signs of illness.


Along with a pause in new infections, in May there was hopeful news from federal officials who granted emergency approval for an avian flu vaccine for condors. A trial to evaluate the vaccine’s safety and effectiveness began immediately on black vultures, a relative of the condor. Assuming a good result, a second vaccine trial will then be conducted on a group of captive condors. If that trial also proves successful, vaccinations of wild and captive condors could begin.


No matter where this avian flu story leads, it accentuates the condor’s vulnerability because of its small population and spotlights the urgency in finding a permanent solution to continual lead poisoning that is thwarting the bird’s progress. A healthy wild condor population, unimpeded by these avoidable deaths from lead, helps clear the way for this remarkable species to better handle unexpected adversity and achieve full recovery.
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In recent years, advances in technology have been a game changer. Improved wing-mounted GPS transmitters reveal more detailed information on where the birds are going and can even help in targeting nonlead outreach efforts. GPS tracking also shows the astonishing distances condors travel, with some birds clocking more than 1,500 miles in a single month.


In addition, with the now ubiquitous use of teleconferencing platforms such as Zoom, anyone can view a multitude of online offerings from different recovery program partners, chat with condor biologists, watch releases of new birds, stay up to date on condor news, and observe aspects of condor life that in the past only a few humans had been privileged to see.


My favorite technology is the wireless webcam. These small, solar-powered cameras livestream high-definition video and clear sound from remote condor nests and release pens. Early in 2020, the Ventana Wildlife Society installed a “condor cam” in a cavity in a huge redwood tree where their most experienced and productive Big Sur condor pair were likely to nest. Sure enough, in the spring the birds produced an egg, and the webcam allowed scientists and the public an intimate look at the two condors raising their chick.


With much of life shut down by the pandemic, I spent many happy hours in my writing studio in the company of those two condors caring for their baby chick, which I viewed on a separate monitor as I worked. Watching little Iniko, a Nigerian name meaning “born in troubled times,” opened a window into another world. The tenderness between the birds as the baby nuzzled and played with her parents was palpable. You could hear the rustle of feathers while songbirds chattered nearby and feel the unhurried pace of the days as the birds followed the ancient rhythms of condor time.


But as spring turned to summer, wildfires started ravaging drought-stricken California. In August, with Iniko not yet able to fly, a blaze ignited in Big Sur and burned for weeks. One terrible night, webcams showed the conflagration raging through the condor sanctuary, engulfing the release pen and research facility. The video of the livesteam from Iniko’s nest is hard to watch. You can hear the crackle and roar of the approaching flames, the fire casting flickering shadows in the redwood cavity as Iniko frantically flaps her wings in alarm. Embers sail through the night air. Then the video goes black, the webcam consumed by the inferno.


Two weeks passed before biologists could safely hike to Iniko’s remote nest, hoping against hope for her survival. Iniko’s redwood tree still stood amid the devastation, but the trunk had been scorched to within a few feet of the nest cavity. When biologists managed to peek inside, there she was, alive and well—a feathered miracle. Tragically, other birds were not so lucky. Eleven condors were lost to the flames that night, including one of Iniko’s parents.


Increasingly frequent and destructive wildfires highlight the condor’s consummate challenge: the turmoil from human-caused climate change, habitat destruction, and extinctions ravaging the planet. Global temperatures continue to arc relentlessly higher, with atmospheric CO2 levels from burning fossil fuels now 50 percent above preindustrial times. In 2021, UN Secretary-General António Guterres called it “a code red for humanity.”


When I wrote this book, the climate crisis appeared as a formidable but still distant storm. These days, the condor’s range is beset with unprecedented droughts, heat waves, and wildfires—the sky has darkened, the climate crisis has arrived. We are living in what writer Kim Stanley Robinson calls “the emergency century.”


The condor’s struggles are echoed in the precipitous decrease in North American birdlife. Since 1970, we have lost a staggering three billion birds, more than a quarter of the continent’s entire bird population. Over half of all U.S. bird species are in decline. Plummeting bird populations underscore the urgent need to address the threats to our avian brothers and sisters and the ecosystems they inhabit.


The condor’s plight is just the tip of the feather.


Despite the daunting work that lies ahead for all of us, the condor program offers a touchstone for supporting other species as we navigate the turbulent waters of the environmental crisis.
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It’s early afternoon when we begin the return hike from the High Peaks, the chilly air punctuated by the rollicking calls of acorn woodpeckers. Condors have been an almost constant presence today—there are now five birds overhead. It’s a comfort to watch them wheel and turn with graceful majesty. Despite all the obstacles and setbacks, including the years when the bird teetered on the very brink of the extinction abyss, condors are back in the skies where they have flown for millennia, back where they belong.


These five birds are a winged manifestation of the fierce dedication of so many people and the incredible work they have done— and continue to do—to ensure the return of the condor, the return of prey-go-neesh. For those in the recovery effort, protecting these magnificent beings can be arduous: hiking into remote areas in all kinds of weather, absorbing the emotional toll of losing beloved birds to lead, and in some cases even putting their own lives at risk. This collaborative work embodies the best of humanity, an inspiration for changing our relationship with the natural world from subjugators to stewards.


As we make our way down the mountain, I’m filled with gratitude for the birds keeping us company. Eventually, the end of the trail comes into view, and I turn my eyes skyward a final time. The condors are now drifting toward the horizon, backlit by a gentle winter sun brightening the landscape with light and hope.






APPENDIX

The opportunity to view condors has never been better. As of 2023, free-flying condors can be seen in California, Arizona, and Utah as well as a remote location in Baja. Condors can also be viewed at several zoos. Here’s how to identify a free-flying condor along with a listing from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service of the various California Condor Recovery Program partners.



CONDOR VIEWING TIPS

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 also other birds as well. Phone apps such as Merlin are also useful.


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 one or both wings. The number tags are visible even when a bird is not flying. 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, triangular 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, which 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’ undersides.

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

Condors fly enormous distances. Recent GPS data show some birds traveling as much as 250 miles in a single day, and it’s not unusual for birds to explore new areas as they look for nesting sites and food sources. With that in mind, the best places to see condors can change over time and even during different seasons of the year. Your best bet for up-to-date information on where to view wild free-flying birds is to visit the websites or contact the agency or entity in the region where you are planning to look. The California Condor Recovery Program is led by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, and that’s a good source of current information. Or contact the national park or nonprofit condor program partner in the geographic region in which you are interested.

Below are the 2023 recovery program partners and government and private entities listed by the USFWS.


U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service California Condor Recovery Program Partners

The California Condor Recovery Program is an international multi-entity effort, led by the USFWS, to recover the endangered California condor. Partners in condor recovery include the Peregrine Fund, Ventana Wildlife Society, National Park Service, San Diego Zoo, Los Angeles Zoo, Oregon Zoo, Santa Barbara Zoo, Chapultepec Zoo, Arizona Game and Fish Department, California Department of Fish and Wildlife, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, the federal government of Mexico, the Yurok Tribe, and a host of other governmental and nongovernmental organizations.

U.S. National Parks where condors can be viewed include Redwood National Park, Pinnacles National Park, Grand Canyon National Park, and Zion National Park. In 2020, a group of six condors was seen for a short time in Sequoia National Park.
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