California Condors

A Saga of Natural History and Their Life in the Wild


Although California condors are large, carnivorous vultures, there are still numerous threats that have lead to its endangerment. Pesticides, DDT, lead, shootings, poisoning with bait intended for coyotes, harassment by humans, food scarcity, and habitat destruction are only a few of the dangers. Luckily, many bird sanctuaries and other protective sites have been set up for these condors.


The California condor’s habitat is mainly made up of large areas of remote country, canyons, open grassland, and the foothills of mountains. They range from California to Arizona, remaining mainly in the mountains of Southern California, the Big Sur, and near the Grand Canyon in Arizona. As carnivores and scavengers, they primarily eat deceased red meat and salmon, but also consume small birds and mammals when necessary. Because of the plentiful food, they can live up to sixty years in the wild.


The California condor is the largest flying bird in North America. It weighs sixteen to twenty-three pounds, has a body length of forty-six to fifty-five inches, and can have a wingspan of over ten feet. At hatch, the chicks have light pink-colored skin and are covered in off white down, which is quickly replaced by gray down. Juvenile birds have dusky black heads and bodies, but lack under-wing linings. Mature condors have mostly bald heads and necks along with extensive white under-wing linings.


California condors reach sexual maturity at five to seven years of age. When courting, the male condors perform highly ritualized courtship displays in front of female condors. The couples usually mate for life unless one dies. At that point, the condor will find a new partner. Every other year, the couples produce a single pale or aqua-colored egg that weighs about ten ounces and measures 110 by 67 millimeters. If this egg is lost or broken, the pair will often produce a replacement egg in four to five weeks. The chick will usually hatch about fifty-six days after incubation. 


There are many organizations that have helped the California condor after its decline in numbers throughout the mid to late 1900s. In 1987, there were only nineteen left in the world. The Sisquoc sanctuary, the Sespe sanctuary, obtaining fully protected status under California Fish and Game Code, and placement on California’s first endangered species list by the federal government are only four of the hundreds of reasons that the California condor is not extinct to this day. People, like Noel Snyder, have helped profoundly throughout history as well with protecting California condors.


California condors have many unique traits and abilities. They can reveal their emotions by changing their skin color to shades of pink, red, orange, yellow, and blue. Because California condors do not have vocal chords, they force air through their body to make hissing and grunting noises when communicating. Condors will also regurgitate their stomach contents when they are startled or excited. Some other facts about condors are that they will sometimes fly one hundred fifty miles a day at speeds of up to fifty-five miles per hour and at altitudes of fifteen thousand feet in search of food. Each time they eat, they can consume three to four pounds of meat. Their well-adapted beaks are so strong that they can pierce the hide of a horse. California condors are also extremely intelligent and social birds and will often entertain themselves at length with feathers, sticks, and grass by playing tug-of-war, tossing, chasing, and retrieving the objects. This behavior is especially pronounced around water holes. There are many other distinct qualities of the California condor.


I believe that the California condor should be protected, as it is now, until the population starts to increase at a steady rate. The California condor is part of the delicate balance of life that is nature’s ecosystem. Not to mention, the sight of a condor soaring is awe-inspiring and inspirational. The bird is a sign of strength and persistence when in flight. The California condor is definitely a national treasure that deserves to be shared. Hopefully, the California condor will soon fully recover.
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