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When the Bough Breaks…
BY  ASHTON  KLUTTZ ,  RVT Friday, April 24 >   j u s t b e f o r e clos-

ing time, we receive a call about a baby 
golden eagle that had fallen from its nest 
and is being brought to us to be exam-
ined. This is a first! While we’ve had 
juvenile golden eagles in our care before, 
we’ve never had a baby. The finders de-
scribed seeing the nest, high up in a eu-
calyptus tree on their property, fall apart, 
sending the baby eagle inside tumbling 
to the ground. Luckily, they had been 
watching the eaglet’s parents tending to 
their chick in the days leading up to the 
accident and rescued the baby immedi-
ately. Because of their vigilance, we know 
the eaglet is exactly two weeks old. 

When the bird arrives at the Bird 
Rescue Center (BRC), our staff immedi-
ately performs a medical exam and finds 
that it has a mid-shaft ulna fracture with 
“good placement.” In terms of breaks, 
that’s the best kind to have because it’s 
easy to reset and is fast healing. We give 
the eaglet pain medication, which will 
also reduce inflammation. Although  
we regularly fix broken bones in birds, 
since this is a “high profile” patient, we 
ask our consulting veterinarian, Dave 
Rupiper, DVM, to reset the bone early the 
next day to ensure perfect alignment. We 
then begin calling all the eagle experts 
we know to start making plans for re-
nesting the eaglet and reuniting it with 
its parents. 

Saturday >  b e f o r e t h e p r o c e d u r e, 
a hood is placed over the eaglet’s head, 
which has a calming effect. Since the bird 
could have suffered bruised lungs from 
its fall, anesthesia is contraindicated.  
But it takes Rupiper less than 5 seconds 
to reset the eaglet’s broken ulna. He  
then wraps the wing to stabilize the 
fracture. He recommends nutritional 
supplements to reduce healing time so 
that the baby can be re-nested as soon as 
possible. While the eaglet is recovering, 
our staff will keep interactions with it to a 

A CARDINAL RULE OF WILDLIFE RESCUE IS:  
KEEP WILD FAMILIES TOGETHER, WHENEVER  
POSSIBLE. THIS IS THE REMARKABLE STORY  

OF HOW THE BIRD RESCUE CENTER OF  
SONOMA COUNTY, CALIFORNIA, REUNITED  

AN UNLUCKY BABY GOLDEN EAGLE  
WITH ITS PARENTS.

The golden eagle chick upon being admitted  
to the Bird Rescue Center, left, and after its  
broken wing was reset, below. At 14-days-old,  
he is able to sit, but not yet stand. 
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minimum and take other precautions to 
prevent it from imprinting on humans.

Birds heal very quickly, baby birds even 
faster. An injured adult bird will have a 
completely mended bone in two weeks; 
a baby can have a fully healed bone in as 
little as three days, since all it’s doing is 
eating and growing feathers and bones.
The clock starts ticking. Can we heal this 
bone fully and quickly enough so that 
the parents will still be around when we 
return their baby to them?

Monday >   o u r r a p t o r t e a m  gets to 
work doing nest reconnaissance. They 
assess the situation—the height and spe-
cies of the tree where the reconstructed 
nest will be placed, parent activity, and 
the conditions of the surrounding area—
to determine how we can safely put the 
baby back up in the nest. The original 
nest was situated 80 feet high in the tree, 
so restoring it will be tricky. We enlist 
the help of Merlin Schlumberger and 
Seamus Quinn of Merlin Arborist Group, 
who volunteer as climbers for BRC 
whenever we need to re-nest raptors. 

Meanwhile, we learn from our friends 
at Golden Gate Raptor Observatory 
that a rattan papasan chair is similar in 
structure and size to an eagle’s nest and 
will make a suitable substitute. We call 
on local furniture stores and explain the 
eaglet’s dire situation, and we send out  
a notice to our community. We end up 
with three chairs being donated.

Tuesday >   t h e e a g l e t is eating well, 
and the fracture is being checked every 
36 hours to assess healing.

Plans for re-nesting the chick are com-
ing together quickly, too, but we don’t 
have definitive information about how 
long an adult pair of golden eagles might 
stay in the area after their nest and baby 
are gone. The finders report that this 
couple has built nests in the surrounding 
trees and in the same tree in previous 
years. The Raptor Team reaches out to 
other wildlife rehabilitation organizations 
with eaglet experience and discovers that 
re-nesting is possible within a week but 
that it could take more than 24 hours for 

the parents to return. There are no guar-
antees, however. The finders monitor the 
parents each day and keep us apprised of 
their activity.

 
Wednesday >   w e h a d p l a n n e d  to in-
stall the new nest this morning, however, 
the eaglet is only 90% healed and just 
beginning to use his wings as crutches to 
get around. We weigh the risks: Do we 
move ahead or hold off one more day? 
The parents would be further detached, 
but the baby would be 100% healed. We 
decide to wait.

Thursday >   j u s t o n e d ay  has made 
all the difference in the baby’s recovery, 
and we proceed with installing the new 
nest. We use material from the fallen 
nest to fill in the papasan chair and to 
provide support for the eaglet. Merlin 
and Seamus hoist the nest up into the 
tree and position it where the previous 
nest had been. They place food—dead 
rodents, mostly—in the nest, in the hope 
of attracting the parents, and to provide 
the chick with nourishment, in case the 
parents don’t return soon.

Merlin then climbs the tree with the 
eaglet in tow, securely contained in a box. 
We are all anxious to see if mama eagle 
might swoop in and how she will react 
once her baby is back in the nest begging 
for food. Would the parents even return? 
Would they accept their baby back? All 
we could do was wait and see.

At 6:30 p.m. we receive the best text we 
could have hoped for from the finders: 
“The eagle has landed!” they wrote. As 
it happened, the parents had been out 
hunting and returned to the nest with 
some fresh food for their baby. The find-
ers witnessed mama ripping up food and 
feeding the little one. She then rear-
ranged the nest material to her satisfac-
tion. We had worried the baby would have 
to brave the cold night and predators 
alone, but we had allowed the parents to 
do their job, and they did it admirably.

This is why I love The Bird Rescue 
Center. Seeing birds we’ve rehabilitated 
returned to nature—especially babies re-
united with their families—is the ultimate 

reminder that the hard work and long 
hours are absolutely worth it. Had we not 
been there for this baby eaglet, he would 
not have had the chance to live into 
adulthood, and the world would have 
one less eagle in it.

EPILOGUE
t h e f i n d e r s r e p o rt e d  towards the 
end of May that the eaglet had either 
jumped or fallen out of the nest a few 
weeks before he was ready for flight and 
was grounded, again. They wrote: “The 
parents were circling, so we walked to the 
south side of the hill and saw the eaglet 
two-thirds of the way up. It’s very steep 
there. He would walk up, rest 10 minutes 
or so, then walk higher. The parents 
landed next to him, urging him on. Then 
they left. He walked a little higher, turned 
and glided, wings flapping, and landed 
in the trees. We lost sight of him, but he 
chirped some more, possibly climbing 
higher in the trees.” 

Since early June, about the time the 
eagle turned nine weeks old, the finders 
have spotted him on several occasions, 
fully airborne: “He’s like a teenager 
who just got his license. You don’t know 
where he is going to be.” wh

Visit birdrescuecenter.org to learn how you can support  

the efforts of The Bird Rescue Center of Sonoma County.

Clockwise from top left:  
The eaglet on re-nesting day. 
Material from the original nest  
is woven into the bowl of a  
papasan chair. The new nest  
is hoisted up into the eucalyptus 
tree and placed where the  
first nest had been. Merlin  
Schlumberger climbs the tree  
with the baby eagle secured  
in a box. The eaglet in its  
new nest. Far right: The eagle,  
now 9-weeks-old.
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