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Introduction: A Feathered Mystery


Owls have been capturing the human imagination for thousands of years. With their big forward-facing eyes, round heads, and ability to twist their necks in the most surprising directions, they don’t just look different from other birds—they act differently too. While robins sing in gardens and magpies hop across rooftops in plain sight, owls keep to the shadows. Most of the time, they’re awake when we’re asleep. They fly without making a sound. And even when you do spot one, there’s something about an owl’s steady stare that makes you feel like you’re the one being studied. 

In the UK, owls are all around us—on farms, in woods, even near towns—but we rarely see them. Instead, we catch glimpses: a sudden shape crossing the road in the headlights, a flash of white over a field at dusk, or a distant hoot echoing across the trees on a cold winter night. Because owls are so quiet and so well hidden, they can feel almost magical. In fact, they’ve often been linked to myths and legends, with stories saying they’re messengers, guardians, witches, or wise old watchers of the night. But behind the mystery is a real bird, with real habits, needs, and challenges—and that’s what this book is about.

Before we get started, let’s take a moment to answer one very simple question: what exactly is an owl?

Owls belong to a group of birds called Strigiformes, which includes more than 200 species around the world. They live on every continent except Antarctica, and they come in many shapes and sizes—from the tiny elf owl of North America (only 13 cm tall) to the huge Eurasian eagle owl, which has a wingspan of over 180 cm. Some are built for tropical rainforests, some for deserts, and some for frozen tundra. But they all have certain features in common: large eyes that face forward, strong hooked beaks, sharp talons, and feathers adapted for silent flight.

Unlike most birds, which have eyes on the sides of their heads, owls have front-facing eyes. This gives them binocular vision, which helps them judge distance accurately—a handy trick when you’re trying to swoop down on a scurrying mouse. But their eyes can’t move like ours. Instead, owls move their entire heads to look around. And they’re very good at it. An owl can turn its head up to 270 degrees, almost all the way around. This ability is made possible by a clever arrangement of neck bones and blood vessels that prevents injury, even with all that twisting.

Then there’s their hearing. Some owls can hear a mouse moving under snow or leaves just by the sound of its footsteps. Many species have one ear slightly higher than the other, so sounds reach each ear at a different time. This lets them work out exactly where a noise is coming from—up, down, left, right—even in total darkness. Some owls, like the barn owl, have a face shaped like a satellite dish to help funnel sound to their ears. The feathers around the face form a special shape called a facial disc, and it acts like a radar dish, helping them hunt by sound alone.

And then there’s their flight. Owl feathers are specially adapted with soft, comb-like edges that muffle the sound of air passing over them. This means an owl can fly without being heard, even by the prey it’s about to catch. Scientists testing owl feathers in wind tunnels have been amazed at just how quiet they are. Compared to a pigeon or a hawk, an owl’s flight is like a whisper. In fact, it’s so quiet that some engineers are trying to design aeroplane wings and wind turbines using the same principle.

So, we’ve got silent flight, laser-sharp hearing, and enormous unblinking eyes. No wonder owls seem a bit spooky. But they’re also fascinating—and they’re much more common than you might think. In fact, there are six species of owl found in the wild across the UK today, each with its own habits, habitat, and personality. Let’s meet them briefly now, because you’ll be seeing a lot more of them throughout this book.

The tawny owl (Strix aluco) is probably the owl most people in Britain think of when they imagine that classic “twit-twoo” sound in the night. Although, fun fact: the “twit” and the “twoo” actually come from two tawny owls calling to each other, not one. Tawnies are stocky, medium-sized owls with a rounded face and big black eyes. They like woodlands, parks, and large gardens, and they rarely stray far from home. In fact, they’re one of the most territorial birds in the UK. If you hear a hoot in the woods in autumn, it’s probably a tawny defending its patch.

Next is the barn owl (Tyto alba), famous for its ghostly white face and graceful flight. With heart-shaped facial discs and golden-and-white feathers, barn owls look quite different from other UK owls. They’re also one of the most widely distributed owl species in the world. Barn owls prefer open farmland and grassland where they can hunt for small mammals like field voles and shrews. They don’t hoot—they make a long, eerie screech that can surprise you if you’re not expecting it. Despite being popular in folklore and conservation campaigns, barn owl numbers dropped in the 20th century due to changes in farming and loss of old buildings where they used to nest.

The little owl (Athene noctua) is, as you might guess, our smallest owl. Originally introduced to the UK in the late 19th century, it has become a regular feature in lowland England and Wales. Little owls are just over 20 cm tall and have a rather stern expression, thanks to their flat-topped heads and yellow eyes. Unlike most other owls, they are often active during the day, especially at dawn and dusk. They bob their heads when alarmed and often perch in the open. Farmers sometimes spot them standing on fence posts or even running along the ground after beetles and worms.

The long-eared owl (Asio otus) is a secretive bird, hard to see and easy to overlook. It has long ear tufts (which aren’t ears at all, just feathers), and prefers dense woodland near open areas for hunting. Long-eared owls are very shy during the day, but in winter they sometimes roost communally in groups, hidden in conifer trees. Their call is a low “oo” sound that carries for long distances, but you’re more likely to spot their pellets or droppings than the bird itself.

Then there’s the short-eared owl (Asio flammeus), which is quite different in its behaviour. Short-eared owls hunt in the daytime as well as at night, especially in winter. They favour moorland, marshes, and rough grassland, and are often seen flying low with a moth-like, flappy wingbeat. Unlike long-eared owls, they don’t use woods for roosting and nesting—they usually nest on the ground. Short-eared owls are one of the few owl species that migrate to the UK in large numbers from northern Europe during the colder months, so you’re more likely to see them in winter.

Last, and least common of all, is the snowy owl (Bubo scandiacus). Made famous by the Harry Potter series, snowy owls are native to the Arctic and only visit the UK occasionally. These large, striking white owls with yellow eyes are built for cold climates and are rarely seen here except during harsh northern winters, when some individuals wander further south. Their visits are called irruptions, and birdwatchers get very excited when one turns up on a Scottish island or a northern moorland. Snowy owls are among the heaviest owls in the world and are known to hunt during the day.

So that’s your UK owl line-up: tawny, barn, little, long-eared, short-eared, and (if you're very lucky) snowy. Over the coming chapters, we’ll explore each of them in more detail, along with how they hunt, breed, raise their young, and interact with their environment. You’ll learn how to recognise owl calls, how to search for owl pellets, what owls eat, and why some of them share hunting grounds without ever meeting. We’ll also look at the challenges owls face in a changing world—from climate shifts and habitat loss to road traffic and rodent poisons.

Along the way, there’ll be plenty of interesting facts you may never have come across before. Did you know, for example, that owl eggs hatch at different times so the oldest chick is always bigger than the others? Or that an owl’s eye is not a ball like ours but more of a tube, held in place by bones? Or that some owls can fly in heavy rain while others can’t, because of the way their feathers are built?

You’ll also discover that not all owls are solitary. Some species roost in groups. Others will share a nesting site with jackdaws or kestrels, so long as there’s enough room. And while most owls are strict hunters, a few are known to scavenge when times are hard—something that surprised even the scientists who study them.

By the time you finish this book, you’ll have a much better idea of what owls are really like—and how to spot the signs of their presence, even when you can’t see the birds themselves. You’ll also understand why owls are such good indicators of how healthy our countryside is. When owl numbers fall, it often means something’s gone wrong in the wider environment. And when owl numbers rise, it’s a sign that things are improving.

But most of all, this book will show you that the owl’s world is not just mysterious—it’s full of surprising detail, clever adaptations, and quiet drama. Whether they’re nesting in a barn beam, gliding over a misty field, or calling from deep inside a wood, owls have secrets worth discovering. All you need is a bit of patience, a sharp ear, and a willingness to look beyond the obvious. Because in the secret life of owls, there’s always more going on than meets the eye—or the ear.







  
  
Meet the Owls


Britain is home to six different species of wild owls. Some are residents you might hear calling from your garden on a still night. Others live in more remote areas or only visit during the winter. Some are seen often, others only very rarely. But each one is unique in its own way, with its own shape, call, hunting style, and favourite kind of habitat. In this chapter, we’ll take a close look at each of the six owls found in the UK, so you can learn how to tell them apart and understand where they live, what they eat, and when you’re most likely to spot them. 

Let’s begin with the most familiar owl in Britain, the tawny owl. Tawny owls are the ones most likely to be heard hooting in the woods, parks, or even large gardens. They are medium-sized birds with a rounded body and head, no ear tufts, and dark brown or greyish-brown plumage that helps them blend in with tree bark. Their eyes are large and black, giving them a very striking face. The classic "twit-twoo" sound often associated with owls is actually made by two tawny owls calling to each other—the male makes the "twoo" and the female responds with the sharper "twit."

Tawny owls live mostly in woodlands but can also be found in suburban areas where there are mature trees. They are strongly territorial and often stay in the same patch of woodland for many years. They prefer to nest in tree holes, but will use nest boxes or old buildings if available. Tawny owls are active mainly at night, and because they are so well camouflaged during the day, they can be hard to spot. However, their pellets and white droppings under roosting trees can give away their presence.

Next is the barn owl, known for its beautiful pale feathers and heart-shaped face. Barn owls are slender and elegant, with a wingspan of around 85 to 93 cm. Their upper parts are golden-buff with grey markings, while the underparts are white or very pale. They have dark eyes set in their distinctive white facial disc, which is shaped like a heart. Barn owls are sometimes called "ghost owls" because of their silent flight and pale appearance.

Barn owls are most often found in open countryside—especially farmland, grassland, and marshes. They like to hunt over fields at dusk and dawn, often flying low in search of small mammals such as field voles, shrews, and mice. Barn owls don’t hoot like tawny owls; instead, they make a long, rasping screech that can sound quite eerie at night. During the day, they roost in quiet places like old barns, church towers, or hollow trees. Sadly, barn owl numbers fell sharply during the 20th century due to loss of nesting sites, changes in farming, and road traffic. Conservation work, including nest box schemes and habitat protection, has helped their numbers recover in many areas.

Now let’s meet the little owl. Despite the name, little owls are not chicks or babies—they are a separate species entirely. They are small and stocky, about the size of a blackbird, with a flat-topped head and fierce-looking yellow eyes. Their feathers are brown with pale spots, and they often appear to be frowning, which gives them a rather grumpy expression. Little owls were introduced to Britain from mainland Europe in the late 1800s and have since become established in England and parts of Wales.
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