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Turkey Vultures 
by: Alan Holzer 
Spring migration brings warblers, waterfowl, and other birds that brighten 
the muddy landscape with their bold colors or complex songs. Along with 
this burst of brilliance comes another bird that is nearly silent, with dull 
colors and a grim reputation—the turkey vulture. While vultures are usually 
not what we think of as harbingers of the season, they are an essential part 
of the ecosystem, and their return should bring joy to any ecologist’s heart. 

 
Unique Life History 
Turkey vultures are scavengers. They eat all kinds of dead animals, but 
particularly mammals. Their preference is for freshly dead animals, but 
because they use their strong sense of smell in addition to their eyesight to 
find their food, an animal often has to be dead for a while for them to find 
it. This garbage-collector role is not glamorous, but is extremely important. 
While other organisms such as bacteria and invertebrates can decompose 
dead animals, it can take a lot of time. A turkey vulture, on the other hand, 
cleans up quickly, keeping diseases from spreading into the environment. 

 
How can they do this without getting sick themselves? Turkey vultures 
have stomach acid that is many times more acidic that ours, which kills 
just about any bacteria, parasite, or virus that they ingest. 

 
Continued on page 2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Love Affair with Birds: 
The Life of Thomas 

Sadler Roberts 
by Sue Leaf 

THIS MONTH' S BOOK CLUB 
RECOMENDATION COMES 

FROM VOLUNTEER 
DEB LEWIS. 

 
“As we celebrate the 
Big Year of Birds at 

Three Rivers Parks, it is 
the perfect time to read 

about the father of 
Minnesota ornithology. 
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Turkey Vultures 
Continued 
Other scavengers aren’t as well-equipped, making vultures that much more 
important in their cleansing role. Strong stomach acid does not, however, protect 
them from poisons. Vultures are vulnerable to poisoning from lead and other 
toxic materials in the environment, and were negatively affected by DDT in the 
1950’s and 60’s. Now, though, their populations are doing well, and a soaring 
vulture is a common summer sight in Minnesota. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other Adaptations 
Turkey vultures have no feathers on their heads. Because they eat a lot of rotting 
meat, feathers would trap bacteria and other general “ick.” With a bald head, any 
grossness that sticks on it will dry up and flake off easily. They will also vomit 
when threatened, essentially using their stomach acid as a weapon against 
predators. 

 
How To Spot Them 
Turkey vultures are large birds, somewhere between a hawk and an eagle, and 
are overall dark brown except for their heads (which are featherless and red) and 
the underside of their wings, which appear partly silver from below. We have 
turkey vultures over most of Minnesota, but especially along the Mississippi 
bluffs and St. Croix River. Turkey vultures soar with their wings held at an upward 
angle (like a V, think “V” for vulture!) and often rock back and forth. They rarely 
flap, but instead rely on rising warm air to lift them high into the sky. They will 
circle around and around to stay within the column of rising air for as long as 
possible. Pilots have reported observing turkey vultures riding on air currents as 
high as 20,000 ft (about twice the height of Mount St. Helens)! 

 
As you enjoy the coming of spring this year, take a moment to scan the skies for 
the first turkey vulture of the season, and to say a little “thank you” for the 
thankless job they perform. 

 
The parts of the book I found 

most fascinating were the 
abundance of birds found in 
the Twin Cities in the 1800s, 
the methods of collection and 

preservation of species, 
Roberts’ alarm at vanishing 
bird populations ( and this 

was 100 years ago!) and the 
real ized dream of the Bell 

Museum of Natural History. 
 

The book also has many 
photographs of early 

Minneapolis , and includes 
several prominent people who 
connected with Roberts such 

as Walter Breckenridge, 
Francis Lee Jaques , and 

James Ford Bell.” 
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Volunteer Appreciation Event 
SAVE THE DATE 
In the past we have had our Volunteer Appreciation Dinner in February or 
March. This year we have decided to push it back so that we can celebrate 
outside in warmer weather. Please add it to your calendars now, with more 
details and invitations to come closer to the date! 

Wednesday June 8, 6–8 PM 

 

Outstanding Volunteer Award 
As I'm sure many of us know one of our volunteers, Gene Lau, reached the 
incredible milestone of 10,000 volunteer hours about a year ago. 

Well, we have more exciting news to follow up on that. Gene has been selected 
as a recipient of a 2022 NACPRO (National Association of County Park and 
Recreation Officials) Award in the Outstanding Volunteer category. He will be 
receiving the award this summer, possibly at the NACPRO summer meeting in 
Valdosta, Georgia. 

Congratulations Gene! It is well deserved! 
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Volunteering Opportunities 
Wood Working Project 
We are looking for a volunteer that would be willing to cut out many bunnies from 
plywood. A template and plywood will be supplied for you. 

 
Painting Project 
Once we have bunnies cut out (see the opportunity above) we will be looking for a 
volunteer to paint those bunnies in many different colors and patterns. 

 
Animal Care 
We are looking for more animal care volunteers! Being an animal care volunteer 
includes feeding some of our reptile and amphibian animal ambassadors, cleaning their 
enclosures, and doing some enrichment activities. A commitment of coming weekly, 
on the same day, for 1-2 hours, while the building is open, is required for this 
opportunity. We are currently looking for volunteers on several weekdays and possibly 
on weekends. 

 
Dragonfly Monitoring Community Science 
This community science project is focused on catching, identifying, and recording 
species of dragonflies and damselflies. The training will take place on Wednesday May 
4th, 5:30-7:30 PM. The project itself will take place May-September. If you are 
interested in participating, please sign up for the training that is listed in the email that 
this newsletter was sent. If you have any questions or concerns, please contact 
Michelle (Michelle.Bierma@ThreeRiversParks.org) or Alan 
(Alan.Holzer@ThreeRiversParks.org) directly. 

 

Weekend and Evening Program Support 
Volunteers are needed for a variety of weekend and evening programs. There is a link 
with more information in the same email that this newsletter was sent, as well as dates, 
times and sign-up information. 

 
School Programs – Pond 
Our Pond programs are coming up, and we need help! Assisting with these programs 
will include helping students get into boots, help engage them in collecting critters in 
our pond, and helping the naturalists maintain a safe learning environment. There is a 
link with more information in the email that this newsletter was sent, as well as dates, 
times, and sign-up information. 

 
Park Ambassador 
We would love to have more Park Host volunteers to add to our team! Being 
a Park Host entails going out into the park and engaging with the public, being available 
to answer general questions, and being a welcoming presence for 
our visitors. 

 
 
If you have interest in any of these opportunities, please contact 
Ashley at Ashley.Smith@ThreeRiversParks.org. 

"Changing 
the world 

always 
needs 

volunteers." 
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