
V
ultures! Some people turn
up their noses at the very
word. Yet vultures are an

intriguing and invaluable species.
I’m a senior living on Pender

Island. I’ve been an amateur
birder for over fifty years, often
ambling about for hours
outdoors in search of my
feathered friends. Vultures did
not interest me much, until
recently, when I happened upon
something astonishing: a vulture
chick, hunched down in its dark
nest cave. It hissed at me. From that moment, I was
captivated by Cathartes aura.

This little chick (pictured on page 8), a bundle of fuzzy
white with black eyes, was a Turkey Vulture, the only vulture
found in BC. It gets its name from its red featherless head,
which resembles that of a wild turkey. 

Most of the adults arrive in our area in March, so we shall
see them in the skies soon—a harbinger of spring. When
nesting starts, the female usually lays two eggs and both
parents taking turns incubating them. The chicks hatch in
early summer, and by late summer they are flying. 

Turkey Vultures have keen eyesight and are one of the
only birds in North America with a highly developed sense
of smell. They primarily eat carrion—dead animals. They
have strong stomach acids that kill harmful bacteria and
viruses found in rotting carcasses. In this way they help
decrease the spread of disease through air and groundwater
pollution. They can quickly dispose of dead livestock, deer,

and other animals. They are
instant garbage collectors
without the dump site! They
are gentle and non-
aggressive. They have no
voice box, so won’t disturb
your afternoon nap. They are
soaring masters, gliding
effortlessly overhead. What a
treat to just lie back and watch
them.

From time to time I visited
my little friend at its nest. As
it grew, its colour changed

from white to dark brown. Before it could fly, it hopped
about on boulders, awaiting food deliveries. The parents,
who mate for life, brought food daily. The youngster would
put its beak right down into the throat of the parent to get its
meal via regurgitation.

Eventually the day came when the fully grown chick
made its first awkward flight attempt from a rock to a nearby
branch of an arbutus tree. Days later, it made its first official
victorious flight up and out from its nest site area, to soar
with mom and dad high overhead. 

By October, most vultures have left my island and our
Canadian West Coast, migrating to Central and South
America for the winter. Infrequently, some winter over in
our area. Usually, however, I must wait for the following
spring to witness the return of the Turkey Vultures. The wait
is worth it. Spring and summer would not be the same
without them. 0 
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