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“Owls have been both feared and venerated, despised and admired, considered wise and foolish, and associated with witchcraft and medicine, the weather, and births and deaths—and have even found their way into haute cuisine.”


—Heimo Mikkola
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Long-eared Owl
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Introduction


Mysterious Birds of the Night


Owls intrigue us. In a way, they even look like us, with those big, bright, round eyes that stare straight ahead, seeming to penetrate our very souls. Their after-hours lifestyles have long made owls difficult to study. They remain mysterious in many ways, and scientists routinely make new discoveries about them.


Because owls are creatures of the night, at least in popular perception if not always in reality, and because so many of them share that stern, studious appearance and utter exotic and eerie calls, these iconic birds have been both vilified and lionized throughout history. Some cultures venerated owls, while others considered them abominations, even witches and evil spirits. In the Americas, among Native American cultures, owls serve a variety of mythological roles. They can be harbingers of bad news or even death, messengers from or escorts to the spirit world, warrior spirits, evil spirits, even guardians and guides; their calls can serve as warnings or bad omens. In some Native oral traditions, certain owls are feared and some even mocked. Native stories about owls are numerous and diverse, as varied as the indigenous cultures of the Americas—and given that the New World has been occupied by humans for more than 20,000 years based on the latest archeological evidence, just imagine how many tantalizing, perhaps terrifying owl tales, carried on only through oral traditions, have been lost to time.


In all cases, superstitions about owls were slow to surrender to the discoveries of science. In the Old World, by the time the printing press was ubiquitous at the end of the late Middle Ages, Renaissance thinkers were already examining many old superstitions. Sir Thomas Browne, for example, compiled a vast list of fallacies in his Pseudodoxia Epidemica: Or, Enquiries Into Very Many Received Tenents, and Commonly Presumed Truths (1646), including persistent old myths about owls as harbingers of doom (pseudodoxia means erroneous beliefs, and epidemica means widespread). Voices of reason continued to make inroads over the next few centuries, such as in 1874 when Alexander Young, in an article titled “Birds of Ill Omen” in the influential Atlantic Monthly, assured readers, “The owl has had to bear a good deal of unmerited abuse because of his nocturnal habits and unmelodious notes.”


But old fears and falsehoods dissipate begrudgingly, and in some parts of the world owls are still persecuted in the name of deeply held delusions. On the Indian subcontinent, for example, the five-day Diwali—the festival of lights—is not so festive for owls. They are still illegally killed, and captured and tormented, in substantial numbers to fulfill a variety of religious and cultural beliefs.


In much of the world, such persecution, often in the name of mythology, has waned substantially, but even as superstitions about owls slowly yielded to a better understanding of these enigmatic birds, another antiquated prejudice came to the forefront. The idea that killing predators helps preserve populations of game animals for hunters dates back centuries, but in the United States this practice reached cruel extremes in the 19th and 20th centuries. As state and federal agencies began taking active roles in promoting hunting and fishing, wildlife managers, frequently influenced by private clubs and associations, embraced old ideas about controlling predators to benefit game species. The irony was hardly considered: they were killing animals so that hunters could kill other animals. Owls were on the chopping block because of the mistaken impression that they eat too many game birds.


An early naturalist, Gene Stratton-Porter (1863‒1924) lent a pioneering voice advocating for ecology in general, and for her favorite birds, owls. In the mid-1920s, she wrote a series of “Tales You Won’t Believe” stories for Good Housekeeping, one of which was titled “The Bird that Needs a Champion.”


“From Time immemorial it has been the custom to consider the owl a bird of evil omen,” wrote Stratton-Porter. “Pliny, Aristotle, and Aristophanes each said so. Attar, the old Persian poet, shared these prejudices. . . . I was reared on these ancient pronouncements against the owl, yet so soon as I could walk alone I constituted myself the personal champion of these birds.”


Through various writings, Stratton-Porter captured the attention of at least some hunters in influential positions. At the time, owls, hawks, and numerous mammalian predators were systematically killed in the name of game management, and Stratton-Porter’s advocacy for owls was repulsive to the likes of G.H. Corsan, who in the October 1923 issue of the Game Breeder and Sportsman, opined, “Gene Stratton Porter defends the owls and in my last game notes I mentioned this and criticized her for doing so. Now I like Nature lovers to be balanced and I cannot see anything lovely in the vicious destructive nature of the screech owl nor the great horned owls. Their most hideous noise is truly indicative of their hideous natures.”


Although scientific studies were already proving that most owls prey primarily on rodents and other small mammals, owls and other raptors were still seen as vermin. Even the groundbreaking Migratory Bird Treaty Act, signed into law in 1918, offered no protection for raptors. Astonishingly, more than half a century would pass before birds of prey were afforded full protection by a 1972 amendment to the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Today, all raptors in North America are protected by law, yet here and around the world, many owls face dire futures from habitat loss and other threats.


Some species of owls have gone extinct within the past few centuries, generally because of humans altering habitat and by the inevitable rats, cats, and dogs that accompanied seafaring Polynesian and European explorers and settlers. Many of the planet’s 250-odd species of owls are in severe decline, with several on the brink of extinction.


However, extinction—oblivion—is not inevitable, even for the rarest species. Saving them requires concern, recognition, and action. But first comes understanding, the foundation of wisdom, and with this book I hope we can all learn a little more about these amazing birds that haunt the night.









[image: Image]

Great Gray Owls
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Owls


Fun Facts and Farcical Fictions




I like their big, wise eyes, surrounded by symmetrical reflectors such as no other birds have. I like the exquisite markings and the colourings of their plumage; I am forever marveling at the velvet softness of their flight through the mystery of the night hours. I think their strange power to intensify their vision according to their requirements is miraculous. I even like their wavering courting calls in the forests of later winter.


—Gene Stratton-Porter, 1924





The discomfort of bitter cold was no impediment to fun in my childhood when we lived atop a hill, over a mile high, in a rural neighborhood in southeast Idaho. Unrelenting windblown snow welcomed us during our first winter on “the hill,” but for us kids—my sister and brother and our friends who lived there, in houses that sat on multi-acre lots—the snow was joyous. Snow meant sledding, and tunneling, and igloo-building, and—of course—snowball fights! We hardly noticed the cold, even as our parents bundled us in bulky layers and galoshes, mittens, and knit caps.
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This Native American petroglyph in Utah probably depicts a Great Horned Owl.






In February of our first winter on the hill, we began hearing the deep, haunting hoots of an owl somewhere nearby. Each night, not long after the early wintertime dusk of the Northern Rockies, the hooting began. Mom told us it was a Great Horned Owl. Dad set about trying to find it.


The open landscape presented few perches for owls—scattered junipers, a grove of aspens half a mile distant, tangled alders along a small creek off to the north. But this owl was nearby. Armed with his big trusty flashlight, Dad bundled up and headed out into a steady, relentless snowstorm. He was gone mere minutes, returning to fetch all of us. We donned warm clothes and shuffled out into the snow, huddling against a bitter breeze. Dad led us quietly up to where our driveway met the gravel road and then, with the beam of his flashlight, traced the outline of a wooden power pole upward into the slanting snow.


And there he was: a Great Horned Owl perched atop the power pole, gently illuminated through the puffy snowflakes, his breast feathers dancing in the wind. He turned first toward us, then away, then back again. We could just barely make out his penetrating yellow eyes. I was hooked on owls.


Haunting the Night for Eons


In the seesaw game of predator versus prey, animals wage an eons-long battle of evolutionary one-upmanship, and deciphering why organisms adapt certain traits is a daunting task for evolutionary biologists. Owls provide an excellent example when we ask the fundamental question: why do most owls hunt in the dark hours between dusk and dawn? For an owl, an animal physiologically equipped for hunting in the dark, the cover of night proffers some advantages: lack of competition for finite prey from day-hunting species; the opportunity to hunt prey that is only active at night, using the cloak of darkness to avoid becoming prey instead of predator; and the luxury of nocturnal secrecy from small birds that—during the day—loudly raise the alarm when they happen upon an owl trying to sleep. Other reasons may also come into play. But ruling the night requires certain tools, and owls are well-adapted to the task with their superb low-light visual acuity, excellent hearing, and feathers that are structured to minimize flight noise.


Because of their nocturnal habits, owls have been associated with dark spirits, sorcery, witchcraft, and other evils since time immemorial, and their spine-tingling calls, piercing eyes, and silent flight serve to reinforce fears and superstitions. Not surprisingly, many religions tend to treat owls unkindly; in the Bible, in Leviticus, for example, the owl is an abomination, an unclean animal to be detested.


Historically, when religions gain ascendency, their burgeoning popularity tends to suppress other belief systems, and when the spread of Christianity hastened the demise of many deities from other cultures, the reputation of owls suffered. One example is the Baltic goddess Ragana, often associated with the owl, who was demoted as her followers were converted to Christianity. Once demonized she became little more than a mythical witch in league with owls, both creatures haunting the night.


Cultures the world over, across thousands of years, stigmatized the owl, and deeply held anxieties spread easily in the days before science began demystifying these enigmatic birds. In one old tale from America’s colonial period, as retold in The Animal Kingdom (1844), a party of Scotsmen had looted the tomb of a Native American, then camped nearby for the night, but “hearing at intervals the dismal cry of the Horned Owl, endured an agony of fear, supposing it to be the moaning of the departed spirit of the Indian, whose tomb they had taken to pieces.”


As was (and still is) the case on every continent, owls are treated differently by various cultural groups. Among the myriad Native American cultures, owls served many different roles in myth and folklore. A Delaware Tribal story recalls a time of food shortage that led a warrior to capture an old white owl to feed to the maiden to whom he was betrothed. The wise owl dissuaded the warrior, however, by offering to serve as the man’s ever-watchful guardian. In return, the owl’s life was spared, allowing him to feed his own wife and children and attend his daughter’s wedding. Upon agreeing to the owl’s bargain, the warrior soon found a herd of deer and was able to avert impending starvation. The old white owl performed his task as guardian thereafter, culminating in saving his adopted people from ambush by another tribe by loudly announcing their furtive approach.


Some tribes even invoked owls to frighten young children into being quiet. The Kutenai (aka Kootenay) of the Northern Rockies, for example, used the threat of kidnapping by an owl to quiet noisy or crying children, and their oral tradition includes the story of the Coyote and the Owl. In this tale, the kidnapping owl is finally outwitted by the coyote, who returns the abducted children to their parents by changing himself into a human child and crying loudly; the owl comes for him, and he allows himself to be carried off. At the owl’s lair he turns himself back into his true form and kills the owl. The story varies considerably with the telling, as preserved versions attest, but in all accounts the owl is clearly a threat to children who don’t obey when told to be quiet.


All in the Families


Scientists divide owls into two taxonomic families: the “true” (or “typical”) owls (Strigidae), and the Barn Owls (Tytonidae). Strigidae includes more than 200 species, grouped into two dozen genera. Members of this diverse family are found everywhere on the globe except Antarctica, and their size range is remarkable. The largest owl is the Blakiston’s Fish Owl, which can weigh 10 pounds and typically weighs 6 to 8 pounds—nearly as heavy as an average Bald Eagle. It’s a real heavyweight compared to the aptly named Elf Owl, which is the size of a sparrow, at about 5.5 inches in length. The family name, Strigidae, recalls ancient superstitions about owls: striges is the plural form of the ancient Greek word strix, which at various times and places referred to a mythological bird of ill omen and to a witch.


Tytonidae, meanwhile, comprises about 16 species, including the familiar Barn Owl and its many similar relatives, along with the Oriental Bay-Owl and the Sri Lanka Bay-Owl. Members of the Barn Owl family are found over much of the globe—and differ in shade, markings, and size—but they share a family resemblance characterized by a heart-shaped face, long legs, and streamlined appearance. And only one is called Barn Owl. Though all are similar, Tyto also includes Sooty Owls, grass-owls, masked-owls, and others.


Owls are carnivorous, with sharp claws (talons) and hooked bills, like other birds of prey, such as hawks, eagles, and falcons. All these predatory birds, including owls, are called raptors, a word that derives from the Latin rapere, meaning to seize and carry off by force, but the owl’s precise evolutionary path and kinship to other raptors remains under study. For a long time, scientists thought owls were most closely related to the family of birds collectively known as nightjars (Caprimulgidae), which includes such familiar species as the Eastern Whip-poor-will and Common Nighthawk. Like owls, these birds are active in the dim hours; some are nocturnal and others are crepuscular, active around dawn and/or dusk. But their relationship to owls may end there, and scientists continue to refine what we know about owls and their lineages. Owl evolutionary history, along with owl taxonomy (especially within the Barn Owl family) remains controversial and under study.
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Barn Owl






Puzzling, Perplexing Pygmies


Speaking of controversial and under study, Barn Owls and their Tyto kin got nuthin’ on pygmy-owls. About 17 species of these little mighty mites inhabit the Americas alone—“about” because scientists aren’t sure how many species and how many subspecies make up this taxonomic conundrum. Ornithologists trying to work it all out might well relate to 19th-century British author Francis Francis, who upon visiting Grantown-on-Spey in Scotland found himself flummoxed, saying, “Grantown is very properly so named, being in the heart of the Grant country; and every other man’s name in the place—to judge by the shops, etc.—is Grant; and how the dickens they manage to indicate this Alexander Grant from that Alexander Grant, or that one from t’other, and t’other from another one, and another one from some other one, and so on, would puzzle any stranger.”
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Northern Pygmy-Owl






Late in the 19th century, the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) ordained one species and a subspecies for the pygmy-owls of the United States and Canada: we had Glaucidium gnoma, the Pygmy-Owl, and its Pacific Coast version, G. gnoma californicum, the Pacific Pygmy-Owl. But not everyone agreed that the Pacific Pygmy-Owl was a mere subspecies. Moreover, some researchers of the mid-20th century recognized up to seven subspecies. In the 1990s, a taxonomic revision resulted in the Northern Pygmy-Owl (G. californicum) and the Mountain Pygmy-Owl (G. gnoma). Then a few years later, the AOU (now the American Ornithological Society) decided on lumping rather than splitting, and suddenly the Northern Pygmy-Owl comprised not two, but four subspecies when G. cobanense (Guatemalan Pygmy-Owl) and G. hoskinsii (Baja Pygmy-Owl) were brought into the fold to form one big happy pygmy-owl family.


But we’re nowhere near the end of this plus-size problem with pint-size pygmies. Various organizations and ornithologists abide by the idea that G. californicum is the Northern Pygmy-Owl, and G. gnoma is the Mountain Pygmy-Owl; others maintain that G. gnoma is the Northern Pygmy-Owl and a batch of the others are subspecies. The lab cats will eventually work it all out and tell us which pygmy-owls get to be full species, which are subspecies, and which are which. Maybe. Meantime, Cornell University’s Birds of the World experts, with a firm handle on understatement, say “the situation remains unclear.” And remember those dozen-plus other pygmy-owls of the Americas? Yeah, they’re part of this taxonomic jigsaw puzzle, too, and Birds of the World admits, “Taxonomy unresolved. Phylogenetic analysis using vocalizations, morphology, and molecular data for entire Glaucidium genus and entire gnoma complex still needed.”


If you’re lucky enough to get a close-up view of a pygmy-owl, its adorable cuteness will probably override any concerns you have about addressing it by its proper Latin name. The songbirds and rodents these tiny raptors eat may not agree with this sentiment, but pygmy-owls are cool. And so is the fact that they are still taxonomically mysterious.


Holding Court?


We have a gaggle of geese and a covey of partridge, even a murmuration of starlings and an unkindness of ravens. These oft-farcical names for congregations of creatures derive from Middle Age English terms of venery. In those days, venery referred to the lexicon of hunting, and as journalist Nelson Handel explained in a story for Los Angeles magazine, “the first outbreak of venereal terms appeared in the so-called Books of Courtesy, social primers that strove to codify manners at court.” Today we associate the word “court” with legal proceedings, but in those bygone days of English high society, the books of courtesy taught people of privilege how to act and speak in polite company of their peers and peeresses—people holding inherited or honorary titles. Books of courtesy, which also appeared in France, Germany, and other medieval feudal societies, instructed courtiers in etiquette, morals, social graces, and more.
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A Parliament of Owls, by Terry Wing.






Hunting was a major pastime among the elite of the Middle Ages, and subject to its own protocols and decorum, so not surprisingly, the art of the hunt—pursuing stags (deer), fox, or hares (usually with hounds), hawking (hunting hares or game birds with falcons), and fowling (hunting game birds)—was addressed in some books of courtesy. The first manners book in England was the Book of the Civilized Man by Daniel of Beccles, which appeared early in the 13th century, but dozens more followed, the best-known being The Book of Saint Albans (1486). This book popularized terms of aggregations (for animals and people) owing to an exhaustive list therein. Most of these archaic, obscure, and enigmatic terms are little used now (and probably then, too), popping up only in trite Internet trivia lists and the like. Some remain common in the lexicon of both wild and domestic animals, such as a pride of lions, a flock of sheep, and a swarm of bees. But dozens upon dozens of others from the list are cryptic, at least to our 21st-century viewpoint. For example, why a sleuth of bears and an ostentation of peacocks?


Owls, however, don’t appear in “Compaynys of beestys and fowlys” from The Book of Saint Albans, an omission that is unsurprising given that owls are solitary birds. A few species, such as the Short-eared Owl and Long-eared Owl, occasionally roost communally in areas with a dearth of good roosting sites, but usually only owl families—fledglings and parents—form congregations. And yet, modern-day trivia lists of funny names for congregations of a single species almost always include the perplexing term “a parliament of owls.” The oft-given rationalization for this odd idiom is that it derives from the association of owls and wisdom, which has persisted for centuries and is avouched by the still-common phrase “wise old owl.”


Yet “parliament of owls” may not be a Middle Ages term at all: in the 1950s, C .S. Lewis coined the quirky phrase in his classic and popular series The Chronicles of Narnia, in which a council of owls convenes at night to discuss goings-on in Narnia. Lewis’s masterpiece was so influential that “parliament of owls” quickly took hold as the de facto designation for a group of owls (regardless of whether they form groups). If the term did predate Lewis, then it likely derives from mistaken pronunciation of the homophonous title of a 1380s Geoffrey Chaucer poem that inspired Lewis’s council of Narnian owls: Parliament of Fowls.


Of Owls and Gods


“That Owls should be in such esteem at learned Athens, as to stamp their pictures on their coyn, to me is strange,” opined Alexander Ross in 1647. Ross, labeled “the vigilant watchdog of conservatism and orthodoxy” by 20th-century writer Richard S. Westfall, still clung to the ages-old loathing of owls, born of misunderstanding.


But more than 2,000 years before Ross wrote Mystagogus Poeticus, or The Muses’ Interpreter, the Greeks had indeed depicted owls on coins honoring the sagacity of Athena, their goddess of wisdom and war. The Little Owl, a widespread old-world species, was idolized, especially in Athens, and legend says that on the eve of the Battle of Marathon in 490 BCE, the Owl of Athena appeared in the sky, a harbinger of victory for the Athenian armies under Miltiades against the invading Persian forces. A decade later, according to Greek mythology, the sight (or call) of Athena’s owl likewise foretold ill fate for the Persian fleet at the Battle of Salamis. Some decades later, the Greek coin (called a tetradrachm) bearing a likeness of Athena on one side and her owl on the other was in widespread circulation.
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The Greek goddess Athena on terra-cotta, circa 485 BCE, held by the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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The Little Owl, a widespread species in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, was revered by the ancient Romans and Greeks. This Greek coin depicts the Little Owl, which was associated with the goddess Athena.






And despite Roman aversion to owls—at least the large species, such as the Eurasian Eagle-Owl—they, like the ancient Greeks, revered owls associated with Athena’s Roman incarnation, Minerva. The Little Owl constantly accompanies her in Roman legend, Minerva took pity on the shunned Nyctimene, daughter of King Epopeus, and transformed her into an owl. When science began to supersede superstition, the Little Owl earned the Latin name Strix noctua in 1769. But in 1822, German zoologist Friedrich Boie successfully changed the name to Athene noctua to honor the Greek goddess.


Virtually every religion evokes the owl in some form, either vile or virtuous, or often both, depending on context. In Hinduism, for example, owls are generally reviled, but many Hindus in Bengal revere the Barn Owl for accompanying both Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth and prosperity, and her opposite form, Alakshmi, the goddess of inauspiciousness. Named Uluka, the owl, always white in its depictions, becomes Lakshmi’s vahana (vehicle) when the prosperity she provides to humans is turned to adharmic (immoral) vices. Uluka also serves as a symbol reminding people to use wealth wisely and justly.
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A mother Burrowing Owl delivers an insect to a hungry chick.






The Ole Honey Bucket Trick


The Burrowing Owl is unique, the only owl that lives underground. Across most of their range in the Americas, these fascinating birds commandeer burrows made by ground squirrels and other animals, make improvements as needed by scratching and digging with their feet and bills, and use the burrows for nesting, rearing young, roosting, and life in general; in some places, especially Florida and the Caribbean islands, they typically dig their own burrows. The iconic photo of this species depicts the owls standing upright on their long legs near their burrow. They eat a variety of prey, including small mammals, small birds, reptiles, and—significantly—insects.


Beetles are especially yummy to these little owls, and they use a clever trick to make beetle-eating easier. In many places, Burrowing Owls collect scraps of mammal dung and scatter it around their burrows, attracting dung beetles and other beetles, a behavior that puzzled scientists for a long time. Finally in the early 2000s, scientists from the University of Florida in Gainesville discovered that attracting beetles was precisely the point of stockpiling poop. Zoologist and lead author of the study, Douglas J. Levey, likened the strategy to an angler casting a line into the water to lure fish.


A form of tool-using by an animal, this evolved predatory strategy was first posited as a means of helping protect nestling owls by masking their scent, as poo is apt to do, but experiments soon disproved that theory. So, the researchers designed additional experiments to test the fishing-for-a-feast idea and found that the owls at the study colonies ate 10 times as many dung beetles when their burrows were surrounded by cow manure.


Hand in the Cookie Jar


Nesting underground has its potential pitfalls. Burrowing Owls, especially juveniles, are squarely in the sights of the same cunning creatures that target the rodents that dig burrows, and a baby owl whose parents commandeered the burrow is a fine snack for a hungry predator. As Michael Aranda of SciShow says, “A burrow is kind of like a cookie jar—an easy-to-open container with a tasty treat at the bottom.”
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Burrowing Owl






Badgers, coyotes, bobcats, and foxes are happy to dine on ground squirrels or young owls, given the chance, so how do Burrowing Owls avoid unwanted dinner guests that might make them the dinner? Simple: sound like something a predator wants to avoid, in this case a rattlesnake. Burrowing Owls have evolved a drawn-out hissing call that sounds remarkably like a rattling rattlesnake—a creature that most mammalian predators want no part of, especially if the snake has taken shelter in a hole in the ground. Any predator that sticks a foot or a face in that hole might just meet the business end of a venomous snake, so Burrowing Owls use a snakelike sound to fool would-be party-spoilers.


In the 1980s, researchers published the results of a study that demonstrated that the Burrowing Owl’s hiss is a case of acoustic Batesian mimicry. Acoustic, of course, refers to sound; the rest of that mouthful—Batesian mimicry—refers to a defense mechanism in which a harmless species evolves the ability to imitate warning signals of a dangerous species as a means of fooling potential predators. The name derives from English naturalist Henry Walter Bates, who studied such mimicry in Brazilian butterflies.
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The Long-eared Owl is one of the many species of owls with prominent ear tufts.






Fall on Deaf Ears


Does a Long-eared Owl have long ears? Does a Great Horned Owl have horns? At first glance it might seem so. These are just two of the many owl species with tufts of feathers on their heads that look like upright ears, or horns. But these adornments serve no sensory purpose—they are not ears at all (or horns). So why do dozens of owl species have ear tufts? That question continues to inspire researchers, who have posited several theories.


One line of reasoning is that an owl’s ear tufts may help the bird communicate with members of its own species and with other species—perhaps even functioning to make the bird appear more menacing to potential predators. Owls can raise and lower their ear tufts, and when fully raised, these tufts are distinct and well defined in most “eared” species. Pairs or families of owls may use ear angles (lowered or raised) to communicate and keep track of one another. They may also serve to make the bird look bigger and more fearsome to predators, but if that were the case, why don’t all or even most owls have ear tufts?


A more widely accepted theory is that ear tufts serve to help camouflage a roosting owl. The reasoning is that a smooth, rounded head stands out more amid tree trunks and branches, whereas that set of feather tufts aids in making the owl’s head look more like a broken limb top. The camouflage theory would predict that owls with ear tufts are forest/shrub inhabitants (owls that roost in trees) rather than open-country owls, and that they are nocturnal, because diurnal owls that roost at night enjoy the cover of darkness to conceal them when they are roosting. Sure enough, none of the diurnal and mostly-diurnal owls have well-developed ear tufts, and all the chiefly nocturnal owls with ear tufts are denizens of wooded habitats.


Problem solved?


Not so fast. If better camouflage for forest-dwelling nocturnal owls explains ear tufts, then why don’t all forest-dwelling nocturnal owls have conspicuous ear tufts? In fact, a majority do not. That’s why researcher Michael Perrone Jr., after examining various theories on the matter of owl ear tufts, concluded that “the only proposal concerning the function of ear tufts that finds support from my tests is that of camouflage. However, the camouflage hypothesis does not fully explain the occurrence of tufts either, since more than half of the nocturnal, forest-dwelling owls lack tufts, despite the advantage these structures presumably confer. A firmer conclusion awaits field observations of perching and roosting behavior of owls, including site preferences and postures.”
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An owl’s facial disc—the rim of narrow feathers that frames the bird’s face, such as on this Ural Owl (a Eurasian species)—acts like a radar dish that helps channel sound to the ears.






Hear Ye, Hear Ye


An owl’s real ears are slits hidden by feathers, located on the sides of the head behind the eyes, and owls have larger eardrums relative to body size than most birds. Owl hearing is so efficient at zeroing in on sounds made by prey that various owl species have been observed pouncing into the snow and emerging with a rodent that the bird could not possibly have seen.


Additionally, an owl’s face is structured to enhance the bird’s hearing. Most owls have a well-defined facial disc—the narrow rim of small but prominent feathers that form a border around the face, making the entire face something akin to a radar dish. These specially-structured feathers help channel sound to the ears.


Moreover, in a remarkable adaptation for hunting by sound, many owl species have ears that are asymmetrical in their placement—the right ear is slightly higher on the head than the left ear, and the two are also slightly misaligned on the vertical plane. This means that a sound, such as a vole scurrying in the grass, reaches one ear ever so slightly before the other, which helps the bird pinpoint the location where the sound emanates from—like a sophisticated form of triangulation. Once the sound registers in the owl’s neural system, the bird can then use interaural time difference (ITD) and interaural level difference (ILD) to pinpoint both the location and elevation of the source of the sound—typically the animal they are hunting.


Combined with exceptional vision, an owl’s ability to locate prey by sound makes them near-perfect crepuscular killing machines and formidable nocturnal hunters. Not only can they use sound to locate prey hidden by snow or vegetation, but they can zero in on these slight noises so effectively that the unwitting victim has little chance of escape.


We Need You, Woody!


“Eco-engineers” and “keystones species”—those are two epithets sometimes used to describe woodpeckers because these avian excavators are critical cogs in the ecosystem. Woodpeckers chisel out holes in trees to build their nesting cavities and to hunt for food, and in so doing inadvertently create nesting and hiding habitat for many other creatures, including numerous species of owls. For example, all but one of the small owl species found in North America nest in tree cavities (the exception being the Burrowing Owl), and several medium-size species will nest in woodpecker holes of the right size and location. Small owls also routinely use woodpecker holes for roosting. This critical connection between woodpeckers and cavity-nesting owls (and other cavity-nesting birds) is called a symbiotic relationship: without the woodpeckers, owls would suffer a severe shortage of nesting cavities. That’s why trees, and more to the point—forests—are so critical to owls worldwide.


The largest North American woodpecker is the crow-size Pileated Woodpecker, found throughout the eastern United States, most of Canada, the Pacific Northwest, and much of California. These giants of the woodpecker world are especially fond of carpenter ants and wood-boring beetles and hunt for them by literally tearing trees apart, especially dead, decaying trees (where carpenter ants thrive). For nesting, Pileated Woodpeckers excavate large holes, usually in dead or dying trees, which often have hollow or rotting cores that make the bird’s job easier. They also excavate roosting sites, often in live but decaying trees, and they chisel out multiple entrance/exit holes in nesting and roosting cavities. Woodpecker woodworking on such a massive scale means lots of cavities for owls.
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The Pileated Woodpecker is a critical habitat creator.
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A Red-bellied Woodpecker checks out an Eastern Screech-Owl. Small owls often nest in cavities excavated by woodpeckers.






Sporting a prominent red crest and flashy black-and-white plumage, the Pileated Woodpecker might seem like the obvious inspiration for Woody Woodpecker of cartoon fame, but legend says that an altogether different species—the Acorn Woodpecker of the Far West—led to animator/producer Walter Lantz creating his iconic laughing woodpecker character.


In addition to the Pileated Woodpecker, North America’s other large woodpeckers are equally critical to small owls. Among the most widespread, the Northern Flicker creates holes and cavities in woodlands throughout the continent, as does the somewhat smaller Hairy Woodpecker. The Northern Flicker’s Sonoran Desert cousin, the Gilded Flicker, is especially important for providing nest holes for Elf Owls, often in saguaro cacti. In fact, in the Desert Southwest, several small species of owls rely heavily on cavities excavated by a variety of woodpeckers found only in that region, including the Golden-fronted Woodpecker, Gila Woodpecker, and Arizona Woodpecker. In the East, alongside the wide-ranging Hairy Woodpecker, colorful Red-headed Woodpeckers and Red-bellied Woodpeckers provide cavities repurposed by small owls.


The Eyes Have It


You won’t prevail in a stare-down with an owl. They seem to see through you, right into your very soul. A face-to-face encounter with one of the big, yellow-eyed owls—a Great Horned, Great Gray, or Snowy Owl—is unnerving to some, deeply moving to others. “A volume could be written on the eyes of an owl,” said the duly impressed American author and naturalist Gene Stratton-Porter. She was understandably mesmerized by the unflinching wide-eyed gaze of her favorite type of bird and keen to appreciate the things that make owl eyes so special.


Most owls hunt in dim light or darkness, using their specialized ears and excellent night vision to zero in on prey. Some species are equally adept at hunting in broad daylight, when both superb hearing and exceptional vision make them efficient predators. Most birds and mammals have rounded eyes, but an owl’s eyes are tubular and locked in place by a sclerotic ring, which is a series of platelike bones. Unlike our eyes, an owl’s eyes are fixed; the bird cannot shift its gaze side to side or up and down, which largely explains that penetrating gaze. Instead, because they have twice as many cervical (neck) vertebrae as we do—14 instead of 7—owls can turn their head 270 degrees and almost completely upside down. With eyes on the front of their faces, owls have about 70 degrees of binocular vision, which allows them to see in three dimensions, able to judge distance and size like we do. In some species of owl, the eyes account for some 5 percent of body weight and 50 percent of the skull area.
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Great Horned Owl






Owl eyes are packed with rod cells—the kind of photoreceptor cells that allow for night vision. They have far fewer cone cells, which provide for discernment of colors, so where we see lots of bright shades thanks to more cone cells in our eyes, owls tend more toward seeing the world in gray tones. However, researchers continue to study how owls see their world, and new details emerge frequently. One thing we know for certain is that owls see a lot better in the dark than we do because their comparatively huge eyes are designed to gather far more light than ours.


Many owls have dark-colored irises—their entire eye appears black, although the iris is actually dark brown. But other species have bright yellow eyes (or bright orange in some parts of the world). Some of the most familiar North American owls, such as the Great Horned Owl and Eastern Screech-Owl, have piercing yellow eyes. For a long time, owl experts thought that yellow/orange eyes occurred in owls that are active during daylight, and dark eyes occurred in owls active at night. But in 2018, a team of Spanish researchers published the results of a comprehensive analysis of owl eye colors and discovered that iris color—dark versus yellow—is not as predictive of nocturnal versus diurnal activity as once thought. “The proportion of dark-eyed owl species is higher among strictly nocturnal owls than among diurnal ones,” they discovered, but the correlation is not particularly strong: lots of nocturnal owls have bright-colored irises and about three dozen diurnal/crepuscular owl species have dark irises.




Stamp of Approval


Rare birds, endangered birds, and birds we find fascinating inspire artists the world over, and our feathered friends have appeared on coins since the heyday of Greek and Roman ascendancy, testing the artistic skills of minters for centuries. But postage stamps are a much more recent invention. The first postage stamp was issued in England in 1840, and the idea was met with great enthusiasm—by 1860, 90 nations had issued postage stamps. Early in the proceedings, some nations began depicting birds on their stamps, such as the 1869 United States stamp showing an eagle with wings spread. By now, well over 10,000 different bird-theme stamps have been issued worldwide, and owls have been prominent for decades, much to the delight of many philatelists (stamp collectors). Brilliant, intricate artwork adorns many such stamps, and owls of all genera and dozens upon dozens of species have enjoyed their time in the stamp spotlight.
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Owls have graced postage stamps issued by countries from around the globe. This Hungarian stamp from 1962 depicts a Eurasian Eagle-Owl.










Silent Night, Deadly Night


Beware, little rodents: hawks that soar the daytime skies are fearsome enough, but at least you can see them. And as a last resort you can hear them. But not so the owls, come nightfall. In the darkness, owls are hard to see and, to make matters worse, they fly in silence, thanks largely to specially adapted feathers. Nocturnal hunting rewards the quiet and stealthy owl because its prey tends to have excellent hearing. Owls that hunt in the dark have evolved flight feathers with comblike leading edges, velvety texture, and wispy trailing edges (called fringes); these features work in unison to reduce turbulence and dampen sound produced by flapping and gliding.


[image: Image]

Thanks to unique feather attributes, owls are the quietest fliers in the bird world.






Moreover, silent flight not only makes flying owls hard to hear but also helps them use their own superb hearing to zero in on prey, unimpeded by noise from wing flaps. Scientists call this acoustic tracking. Night-hunting owls also tend to have larger flight feathers and wings relative to body size than most birds, an adaptation that allows them to fly slowly to further reduce noise. Many owls, such as the Barn Owl and Short-eared Owl, can fly so slowly that their flight pattern is often described as mothlike.


Testifying to the importance of silent flight in nocturnal (and crepuscular) owls, those species that primarily hunt by day, or which hunt aquatic creatures and other prey not imbued with the acute hearing of small mammals, mostly lack these silent-flight adaptations. For example, the Northern Hawk Owl, a circumpolar species at northern latitudes, hunts by day and lacks the feather adaptations for silent flight. Likewise, the three species of fishing-owls of Africa are also comparatively noisy fliers because they specialize in aquatic prey.


Hair of the Dog . . . or Egg of the Owl?


Gaius Plinius Secundus (23/24–79 CE), better known to us as Pliny the Elder, was a Roman naturalist and philosopher (and military commander) who is most famous for his sprawling, deeply detailed, 10-volume Natural History. Essentially an encyclopedia of both the natural and the human worlds and their many intersections, Natural History is a vast compilation of facts, fancies, fictions, and ideas largely from other ancient authors.
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This Italian red wine is called Cala Civetta, which translates to “Owl Cove,” a secluded beach along Italy's Mediterranean coast.






In Pliny’s Roman society, large owls were generally to be feared even while Minerva’s Little Owl was venerated. British raptor expert Robert D. Frost explains that “the Romans saw owls as omens of impending disaster. Hearing the hoot of an owl indicated an imminent death, it is thought that the deaths of many famous Romans was predicted by the hoot of an owl, including Julius Caesar, Augustus & Agrippa. While the Greeks believed that sight of an owl predicted victory for their armies, the Romans saw it as a sign of defeat. They believed that a dream of an owl could be an omen of shipwreck for sailors & of being robbed. To ward off the evil caused by an owl, it was believed that the offending owl should be killed & nailed to the door of the affected house.”


The eagle-owl, especially, was so feared that when one of these huge, horned birds was seen in Rome during the convening of the consulship of Sextus Palpellius Hister and Lucius Pedanius, the entire city was purified. In keeping with the times, Pliny related some of the old superstitions about owls. He called the eagle-owl a “funereal bird” that was “regarded as an extremely bad omen, especially in public auspices.” However, Pliny the observer also relates, “I know several cases of its having perched on the houses of private persons without fatal consequences.”


Pliny also recorded countless remedies for multitudes of ailments and disagreeable conditions. He was skeptical of some and disdainful of others, but neutrally informative on many. Evidently, he never tried an old remedy for drunkenness: “The eggs of an owlet,” he explained, “administered to drunkards three days in wine, are productive of a distaste for that liquor.”


Crack a couple hen eggs, let alone owl eggs (which are fully protected by law), into my glass for three days running and I might very well lose my appetite for wine.


 Noncommittal on the idea that owl eggs might encourage sobriety, Pliny is downright skeptical of another old tale: “They [magicians] describe, too, certain remedies made from the egg of this bird for the hair. But who, pray, has ever had the opportunity of seeing the egg of a horned owl, considering that it is so highly ominous to see the bird itself? And then besides, who has ever thought proper to make the experiment, and upon his hair more particularly? In addition to all this, the magicians go so far as to engage to make the hair curl by using the blood of the young of the horned owl.”


Dem Bones


Owls are among the many different types of birds that regurgitate undigestible leftovers from their prey—bones, fur, claws, teeth, feathers, insect exoskeletons, and more—in the form of compact pellets that often accumulate below or around favorite roosts and nesting sites. These pellets form in a bird’s gizzard—sort of an internal trash compactor—within 10 hours of the meal. Owl pellets are usually oblong, and large owls, such as Great Horned and Great Gray Owls, produce large pellets—up to 4 inches long. The smaller the owl, the smaller the pellet. Lacking acidic digestive fluids, owls produce pellets with well-preserved remnants, allowing scientists to collect and analyze them to determine owl diets, and also to gain insights into what kinds of animals live within the owl’s habitat.


Some owl pellets have even turned out to contain bird leg bands (the little metal sleeves that ornithologists place on captured and released birds of all kinds to learn more about them). Typically these bird bands come from songbirds, but not always. In 1961, wildlife biologists at Michigan’s Shiawassee National Wildlife Refuge found a Great Horned Owl pellet that contained the banded leg of an American Coot, a chickenlike waterbird as big as a medium-size duck. And in 1972, a boy dissecting a Barred Owl pellet at Mid-Fairfield County Youth Museum in Connecticut found a band that had been placed on a Mourning Dove at the museum’s banding station about a year earlier.
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Owls can’t digest bones and other hard body parts of their prey, so they regurgitate them as oblong pellets.
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Researchers dissect owl pellets to learn more about owls and the places they live.






Budding scientists can buy commercially sterilized pellets to dissect, or you can collect your own. However, pellets can retain rodent viruses and bacteria, so they should be collected with gloves and bagged, then sterilized by heat treatment. The International Owl Center (IOC) explains that pellets “should be wrapped in foil and baked in an oven to kill bacteria (40 minutes at 325°F according to some research, or 4 hours at 250°F according to Carolina Biological Supply’s methods).” Dissecting owl pellets is a fun and educational family or school activity, and the IOC (based in Minnesota) even sells inexpensive owl pellet dissection kits that come with everything you need.


Turning Heads


Most birds can rotate their heads 180 degrees side to side, but owls take turning heads to extremes . . . or at least to another 90 degrees. Owls can rotate their heads 270 degrees, which comes in handy because, like many birds, they can’t move their robust eyes. So, thanks to special anatomical adaptations, owls can literally see behind themselves. The eerie sight of an owl facing away yet staring at you with big, piercing eyes, then swiveling all the way around to look at you again from the other side gave rise to the long-persistent myth that these birds, both revered and feared throughout human history, could spin their heads all the way around like a feathered version of Linda Blair’s famous Exorcist character. In fact, according to The Encyclopedia of Superstitions (Richard Webster), an old English belief says that “If you walk around a tree containing an owl, it will turn and watch you. If you keep on circling the tree, the owl will eventually [wring] its own neck.”
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Owls, such as this Great Gray Owl, can turn their heads almost all the way rearward.
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The effect is even spookier when the owl is facing you, but looking the other way, appearing like a headless owl!






Moreover, owls can turn their heads almost upside down without moving their bodies. They have extremely flexible necks thanks to twice as many cervical vertebrae as we have: 14 instead of our 7. And owls have specially adapted arterial structures that assure no interruption in the supply of oxygen-rich blood to the brain during all that head twisting and turning . . . and bobbing. If you ever see an owl bobbing its head, maybe canting to the left or right as well, the bird is trying to get a better look at you or something else that has caught its attention. All that head movement mitigates the fact that an owl can’t shift its eyes up, down, or sideways like we can, so the bird needs to move its head to focus on objects and to help it judge distance and size.


Head-bobbing may also serve owls in other ways, such as helping them use their incredibly sensitive ears to triangulate in on prey, somewhat like we sometimes turn our heads one way or the other to hear distant or soft sounds. Owls may also bob their heads to communicate with mates, young, others of their species, or even other species. They often do a lot of head-bobbing when they vocalize with mates and family members. But accurately judging distance from and location of objects seems to be the primary purpose of head-bobbing. Scientists call this kind of location-fixing motion parallax, which is a change in position caused by the movement of the viewer. Owls (and many other birds) bob their heads to gain a slightly different view of an object, thereby helping them pinpoint its distance and precise location.


Get a Grip


Owls have extraordinarily powerful feet; their four digits (toes) are tipped with long, stout, sharp talons. But unlike most birds, which have three forward-facing toes and one rearward-facing toe, owls are zygodactyl, meaning their feet have two toes that face forward and two that face rearward. They share this trait with most woodpeckers, parrots, and a few other birds, but unlike most other zygodactyl birds, owls can pivot the outer toe forward as needed to help them grip prey and perch on branches or help them walk or climb (so perhaps semizygodactyl is more accurate). With two talon-tipped toes pointing each direction, an owl’s grasp is an inescapable death grip for whatever animal is unfortunate enough to be captured by the silent assailant.
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Owls have deadly sharp talons—these daggers belong to a Tawny Owl, a widespread species in Europe.






Thieves in the Night


Owlers go owling. In other words, owlers are people who enjoy hearing and seeing owls, and when people go afield to look or listen for owls, they are owling.


But those two terms—owlers and owling—had very different meanings beginning in the late Middle Ages in England. By the 1600s, the word owler had been coined as a pejorative term for a smuggler, specifically a smuggler of wool and sheep. Illegal exportation of wool and sheep from the British Isles to Continental Europe and other places became increasingly lucrative as a succession of English monarchs each imposed duties on wool imports, beginning with King Edward I in 1275. But wool smuggling found its stride when King Edward III implemented protectionist policies designed to aid the English woolen cloth industry in the 14th century. Taxation on wool exports severely burdened legal exportation and created a thriving black market. His successors to the crown continued apace and by the reign of Queen Elizabeth I in the latter half of the 1500s, sheep smugglers faced harsh penalties if caught: for the first offense, a smuggler would not only forfeit the goods but also be imprisoned for a year, and upon completion of that sentence have his left hand cut off in a public market at the busiest time of day, with the severed hand then nailed up where all could see. A second offense met with execution. In 1660, all export of wool was forbidden, and by then the term owler was in vogue.
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The Smugglers—a depiction of owlers (wool smugglers) in England, from Picturesque Chapters in the Story of an Ancient Craft by Charles George Harper, 1909.






Sneaking wool out of England became so potentially profitable that smuggling became big business. Historian Richard Platt, author of Smuggling in the British Isles, explained, “The centre of the trade was Kent where the wool exporters were known as ‘owlers.’ As restrictive laws strangled the owlers’ trade, they became progressively bolder, and pooled their resources, on the grounds that there’s safety in numbers. Soon an owling venture involved hundreds of armed men.”


Presumably the terms owling and owler entered standard parlance as a reference to smugglers carrying out their misdeeds under cover of night. Their vessels were called owling boats. By the middle of the 20th century, with English smugglers having long since shifted from wool to other profitable products, the word owling reemerged from a long hiatus but with an entirely different meaning. Nowadays, owling is routinely understood to describe the birding pursuit of seeking to see and hear owls.


It’s an Owl Eat Owl World Out There


Throughout most of their range, American Barn Owls are largely nocturnal, sometimes crepuscular. Even at night, they risk predation by larger, more powerful rivals, particularly the Great Horned Owl. A copse of hardwoods I visit often in eastern Oregon is a roosting site for both Barn Owls and Great Horned Owls, but they are never present at the same time—the Barn Owls vacate the premises when a deadly Great Horned Owl resides within the trees.
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