
A Turkey Vulture Rescue Special
Cathartes aura: The Purifier

By Alex Godbe
Director, Hungry Owl Project

Turkey Vultures are nature’s garbage 
disposal crew. Being scavengers with 
highly acidic digestive juices, they are 

able to eat rotting flesh that carries toxic 
bacteria. Despite this very beneficial 
work, Turkey Vultures are regarded by 
most as loathsome undertakers of the 
bird world. But having the honor of 
knowing them personally, through both 
training and handling birds that can’t be 

released, I can say that they are both 
fascinating and charismatic, with heaps 
of personality. Expressive eyes reveal 
their intelligence and curiosity. Their 
beauty might be less obvious, but the 
more I know them, the more I see their 
iridescent feathers reflecting blues, 
purples and greens. I am endeared by the 
special way they tilt their heads to look 
up at the sky and awed by the majestic 
way they spread their wings and backs 
to the sun, absorbing warmth on cold 
mornings. They can be tough. Turkey 
Vulture social order demands it. That 
can mean a nasty bite with a little extra 
twist on the delicate human flesh of a 
handler. From my perspective, though, 
I’d say they are lovable rogues who 
deserve our utmost respect.

Unusual in birds, these New World 
Vultures, related to Condors, have an 
acute sense of smell. Although their 
eyesight is keen, they mostly rely on 
their sense of smell to find food, often 
from great distances. It is thought that 
they can smell food from as far away as 
5 miles.

...continued on Page 6
Taking a morning sunbath - WildCare Ambassador Turkey Vulture Vlad with handler 
and HOP Director Alex Godbe.
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Letter 
from the 
Director
Dear Friends of the Owls,

I remember hearing a story 
that touched me deeply. A 

man took his young son to the beach one day, to find the shore was 
just littered with thousands of washed up starfish. The son, 
distressed, immediately ran to pick up a starfish and threw it back 
into the ocean. The man exclaimed “son, look at all the thousands 
of starfish left, you’ll never save them all” … “Yes, but I saved that 
one!”

Mankind has the power to create a heaven or hell right here on 
earth. I don’t know about you, but right now I’m feeling the heat! 
The time has come for our species to understand the vital 
importance of maintaining a delicate balance of nature, to ask 
ourselves not what we can take from the earth, but what we can 
give back. I believe that every act of kindness and compassion can 
make a difference in the big scheme of things. Giving meaning to 
bird rescued can make a difference because every bird, every 
creature, every living thing and every human counts.

A wise man once said, of changing the odds for our uncertain 
future, that it would take a revolution… a revolution of the heart! I 
do believe that our future really does depend on our ability to have 
compassion and respect for the world we share with other living 
beings.

Sincerely,

Alex Godbe
Executive Director
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An Interview With Jim Cairnes, 
Raptor Rescue Tree Climber

Jim Cairnes is a Marin County based 
arborist. He owns Small World Tree 
Company, a premier full service tree 
care provider serving Marin County and 
the surrounding areas. Jim has been 
volunteering with the Hungry Owl 
Project’s Raptor Rescue & Reunite 
program since HOP started. We caught 
up with Jim to talk about what it’s like 
climbing trees to reunite raptor chicks 
with their families, how he got involved 
with HOP and more.
 
HOP: How and when did you first get 
involved with HOP?

Jim: I was called up by Alex to help as a 
climbing volunteer as I am a 
professional arborist. We got on from 
the very start and soon I was working a 
lot in the busy spring months with raptor 
reunites and installing Barn Owl Boxes. 
This was 17 years ago. 

HOP: Why do you volunteer to help 
with raptor reunites? Do you feel the 
work is important? Why?

Jim: I have always had a fascination 
with raptors since I was taken to a bird 
hide in Scotland as a kid to glimpse an 
Osprey, a very rare sight then as they 

came back from DDT poisoning in the 
'70's. 

I find it very rewarding work and a way 
to learn about the raptors in a up close 
and personal way that few people get a 
chance to experience. My work as an 
arborist sometimes leads to habitat loss 

and this is a great way to give back and 
give nature a second chance.

I feel this work is very important as the 
raptors are high on the food chain and 
with more and more pressure on their 
habitat and more pesticides in the food 
chain, their loss has a huge impact on all 
species below them. 

HOP: What is it like being up high in 
the trees with the birds?

Jim: To be up high in the trees with 
these birds is an experience few people 
will ever know. It is always a little tense 
trying to spot the parents who 
sometimes fly in close to try and scare 
off this big cumbersome predator 
heading to their nest full of chicks. Calls 
from the rescue crew below warn of a 
swooping parent. 

The key is moving slow and calmly and 
to relax and take in their environment as 
you edge closer to the nest. 

HOP: Is it ever dangerous? Can you 
share a rescue story that stands out to 
you?

Jim: In all these years of handling 
raptors and climbing to their nests I have 
only had two times that things got a little 

hairy and only one physical contact. The 
close call was a Cooper's Hawk in a park 
in Oakland swoop in so close I thought it 
was all over and the other was a Spotted 
Owl in Fairfax. I had come across two 
Spotted Owls on a reunite in Mill Valley 
when both parents let me climb right by 
them, less than 10 feet from either of 
them on separate trees. I was confident 
that they were mellow and would leave 
me alone as I headed up the Redwood to 
the nest. Then the parents took turns to 
swoop at me, I was still under the 'these 
guys are mellow' guise when I was hit 
by one in the back of the neck. They 
dive bomb you with talons not out so no 
harm was done.  The parent then landed 
just above me and sat and stared - 
“Come on up if you like”.

We all decided that a wicker basket nest 
just there would be perfect!

HOP: Do you have any funny stories 
to tell?

Jim: The Great Horned Owl is the most 
feared raptor and the time I was first 
introduced to them was at San 
Domenico School when I didn't have my 
usual helmet  and gear handy so I 
grabbed a spare climbing set and the 
only protection I had was my dirt biking 
helmet and chest protector so the kids at 

By Alex Gobe & Joe Fox

the school had a rare sight, I'm sure there 
were some good stories that day.
 
HOP: Would you recommend this 
work to other tree climbers?

Jim: People ask me why I do this work 
and I tell them I do it for the chicks. This 
is kinda true as I met my long time 
girlfriend Alison from WildCare who 
was filming a reunite 7 years ago :)

HOP does amazing work and I urge all 
climbers to come and offer their skills in 
helping this worthwhile cause. 

  
To make a donation to HOP in honor of 
Jim, use the supplied envelope or visit: 
www.hungryowl.org

Need a great arborist? Contact Small 
World Tree Service at:
415-455-0909 •  worldtreeservice.comJim climbing a wind turbine during a rescue scenario where Barn Owls were nesting 

in an unsafe location.

Jim Cairnes, high up in a tree, 
returning an owl to its nest.
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Generally considered one of the more friendly owls, a Northern Spotted Owl parent 
keeps a watchful eye on rescuers. Photo by George Eade

Northern Spotted Owl Chick, returned 
to its family.

White Tailed Kite in substitute wicker 
basket nest. Photo by George Eade
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...Continued from page 1
Cathartes aura: The Purifier

Kids love to know that they eat dead 
things, they have a perforated septum 
so you can see through their noses, 
they poop down their legs to cool off, 
and they can produce foul smelling 
projectile vomit! Not everyone might 
want to take one home for tea.

Because they’re shy and secretive, we 
only see a couple of young vultures 
each year. Laying 1-3 eggs, they nest 
mainly on the ground in dark spaces 
such as hollow logs, caves, abandoned 
buildings, and under thick shrubs. So, 
to our surprise, this year WildCare 

called to ask us to return a 5 week old 
vulture that had fallen out of its 20 
foot high nest in a large tree hollow. 
Inside the hollow, crouched down and 
pressed up against the back of the tree 
hollow, was a young sibling. Because 
of the height, we needed a tree climber 
to put our wayward youngster back in 
the nest. We called our intrepid 
volunteer tree climber Jim Cairnes, 
our very own Indiana Jones, from the 
Small World Tree Company. Jim has 
had years of experience risking life 
and limb putting hawks and owls  back 
into their nests, but when I  told him 
this would be a Turkey Vulture reunite 
he looked a little concerned. “The 
good news, Jim, is that Turkey 
Vultures don’t have sharp talons, but 
they can bite! …oh, and they can 
project vomit up to 10 feet.”
 
Jim climbed the side of the tree away 
from the tree hollow, not wanting to 
disturb the sibling. The last thing we 
needed was to chase down two very 
mobile youngsters around this urban 
neighborhood.  But with Jim’s usual 

sensitivity, all went well. An update 
from the neighbors found both young 
ones in the tree with the parents 
attending to their needs However, only 
a short time later, one youngster was 
missing and then the second one. At 
this stage of development it is very 
normal for them to start exploring the 
world on foot. A couple of weeks 

away from being able to fly and 
unable to get back to the nest, this is a 
vulnerable time and it often spells 
trouble.

2014 was the year we reunited a single 
Turkey Vulture in a similar situation. 
It was found in a built-up residential 
area and the nest was in a tree hollow. 

By Alex Gobe & Joe Fox

Vlad - WildCare Ambassador Turkey Vulture.  
Photo by Mary Blake

The sibling Turkey Vulture
Photo by George Eade

That time the hollow was only 5 feet 
off the ground. I spent much of two 
weeks being called out to rescue this 
little fella from various locations, 
having left his nest yet again. His 
favorite spot was on a porch, where 
the neighborhood kids named him 
Bradley Pooper for the copious 
amount of poop he’d leave behind. 
Each of the many times I was called 
out I‘d pick Bradley up, stuff him back 
into his tree hollow with the words 
“now stay there and behave yourself“. 
But Bradley didn’t behave himself 
until one day, after being removed 
from a garbage can for the third time, 
he actually started to climb the tree. 
When I left, he was about 15 feet up 
the tree. The next day he was 30 feet 
up and then a report came in that he 
was at the top of the tree with a full 
crop, having received a breakfast of 
regurgitated flesh from a parent! 
Bradley would soon be soaring on the 
thermals.

I expected concerned calls with our 
current reunite situation, too. Now 
there were two of them and the tree 
hollow was too high up to put them 
them back in the hollow without help 
from Jim. We heard nothing for a 
couple of weeks, but weren’t too 
worried, knowing there were plenty of 
places to hide. We finally got an 
excited call from a neighbor. They’d 
seen a youngster up in a tree, looking 
much more mature with less white 
baby fluff. Surviving is against the 
odds for most wild creatures. Since 
then, only one has been seen back in 
the nest tree. We can’t be certain about 
the other one, but we’re so glad to 
know at least one made it! 

  
Please consider making a tax 
deductible donation of any amount to 
help the Hungry Owl Project continue 
its important work. You can use the 
supplied envelope or visit:

www.hungryowl.org
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Photo by George Eade

The young Turkey Vulture, back in its tree.
Photo by George Eade
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All About Owl Ears
By Mary Blake, HOP Ambassador Owl Handler

Most of us don’t get to see a bird’s ears. 
They’re just a bit behind their eyes and 
protected by feathers. It might even look 
like they can’t possibly hear very well 
with all those feathers muffling the 
sound. But good hearing is essential to 
most birds, especially to owls who hunt 
under cover of darkness and use keen 
sight and hearing to locate their prey.

Instead of visible ears like ours, owls 
have facial disks. The feathers of their 
face form what looks a bit like a satellite 
disk, with stiffer feathers at the outside 
of the disk. In other words, though it 

might look like owls don’t have ears, in 
fact their whole face is shaped to bring 
sounds directly into their sensitive ears. 
Even their beaks are pointed down so 
they don’t block sound.

Though people and owls hear a similar 
range of sounds, when it comes to higher 
frequency noises (like the sound of a 
mouse) the owl’s hearing is up to 10 
times more sensitive than ours.

You and I can tell whether a sound is 
coming from the left or the right because 
we have ears on opposite sides of our 
heads. Sounds coming from the right get 
to the right ear slightly sooner so we 

know the sound is coming from the right, 
and the same for sounds from the left. 
Some owls also have one ear higher than 
the other, so they can also tell up vs. 
down! 

And to make their powerful hearing even 
more effective, owls that hunt at night 
fly silently. That makes it harder for their 
dinner to hear the owl coming, but it also 
means the sound of their wings doesn’t 
drown out the sounds of their dinner.

A Great Horned Owl with what we 
often call “ear” tufts. But they aren’t 
ears at all. About one fifth of all owl 
species have ear tufts. They’re thought 
to be used for camouflage, courtship, 
and communicating emotion. 
Photo by Mary Blake

The Barn Owl facial disk, with stiffer 
feathers around outside of the disk and 
beak lowered so it doesn’t block any 
sound. Photo by Mary Blake

Boreal Owl with offset ears. 
Photo by Jim Williams

Photo by Don Sutherland
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