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Dedication

I dedicate this book to Emma, my long suffering partner, and the children, in age order: Leah, Marc, Tom, Zac and Finn, each one of them very capable and knowledgeable about the natural world.




Preface

It began, as it so often does on the Somerset Levels, with rain. Downpour after winter downpour that filled the drainage ditches and left the familiar fields so flooded that they resembled hedged lakes. It would be months before barn owl chicks hatched, whether in natural sites or the nest boxes we had erected in the trees overlooking these waterlogged fields. But their chances of survival were already being weighed on nature’s scales, the gulls and crows that stalked the fields portending danger for birds that had not yet been born.

They were looking for a creature that will play an important role in this story: the short-tailed vole, a humble rodent with an essential purpose. This is the prey of choice for several owls and many other species, largely because it breeds rapidly, producing plentiful numbers to scurry through the thick grasslands they call home. I have spent countless hours studying the habits of these rodents, for the simple reason that if we don’t have voles, we can’t support a viable population of barn owls. One thing I knew for sure is that there is no such thing as a field vole that thrives underwater. They had drowned and now the corvids and gulls were circling to pick off the corpses. Only the minority that had found shelter on higher ground would survive these rains. That was our first problem.

The second came with spring. When March arrived, the floodwater finally draining away and the fields becoming recognisable again, the rain relented but the cold remained. Seeing pale, early morning sunshine through the window, I would think T-shirt, before having to rush straight back inside for my coat. The frost felt relentless, not as bad as a decade before when it had persisted until May, but enough to make a bad run of weather worse. If the rain had attacked the voles, the cold was doing for the grass, delaying its recovery and stemming its growth. With it went my hope that the voles would breed voraciously enough through early spring to support the owlets that would soon be hatching in the nests above. For these rodents, the grass is life: a canopy of protection from their long queue of predators, and a source of food. They live in the grass or they die without it.

By the end of April, I was combing through the fields on all fours, conducting one of my perennial springtime rituals. With my hands I parted the thick grass, looking for burrowing tracks, evidence of grass being torn away, and the little hidden piles of hay that the voles deposit as food stores – routinely having bitten more out of the grass than they can consume in one go. But in field after field, the grass looked almost pristine. As I worked, the wind pounded in from the north-east, bringing more rain and compounding the cold. We – the grass, the voles, the owls – needed the gentler, milder currents that come from the south-west. But the weather was dealing only bad cards, and it was getting too late for fortunes to change.

Up in the nest, a triangular box that had been installed for them and equipped with a webcam, the barn owls were hostage to all of this. Once they have established nesting sites, a mating pair will not move from their home range of a few circular kilometres. They are stuck with that environment whether it provides for them or not. This pair was now in its third breeding season (or at least the male was) and their behaviour indicated that they had sensed trouble. In both previous years the female had laid her eggs in March. Now they were waiting, hoping for conditions to improve and the food supply to stabilise.

By the time four of her five eggs hatched, between 20 and 28 May, there was little evidence it had. Come the evening, at around 7 p.m., the male heads out to hunt. Down he swoops from the tree, white undersides of his golden-topped wings flashing in the early evening light. The wings beat serenely, silently, powering a circular flight that will take him low over the grasslands, hunting with his ears, which crane forward to detect whispers of movement or vocalising rodents. Then comes the hover and pounce, talons outstretched to pierce through flesh before the beak finishes the job. The first kill he takes for himself. Then back to the nest he comes, a dead vole drooping down from his mouth, caught on camera. His reward from the waiting female and owlets is to be sent straight out again in search of another. He will carry on for about two hours, longer if it is warm and the pickings aren’t so good.

With a plentiful food supply, he can be expected to deliver a new prey item every four to eight minutes. The mother and her young will feed sufficiently well that they can afford to stack up a food store around them. This spring was a very different story: barely one vole taken back to the nest per day. Since I first saw those flooded fields back in winter, I had been fearing this.

Nature had created an imbalance and now nature would correct it. The presence of the webcam meant that no detail of this would be spared. It is only in the latter period of my life and career as a naturalist that we have been able to observe owls like this, watching every detail of their life in the nest – mating, laying, brooding, hatching, feeding, fledging and preening. For decades I knew only as much as I could see with the benefit of binoculars, or by getting as close to a nest as I could without the owls realising I was there. I have spent what feels like half my life perched on ladders, hidden in haystacks and flat on my stomach in fields, holding my breath and watching.

I love observing wildlife like this, the way I have been doing since childhood. But I am also in awe of what we have learned through technology, which gets us closer than ever to the hidden worlds of these creatures. Until I saw it on a webcam, I never knew how a mother owl sometimes tries to manage her young at feeding time, using her wings to hold the larger chicks back so she can shield her youngest and feed it directly from her own beak, favouring the weak over the strong. Not something I ever would have guessed.

When there is food to go around, she can help to control how it is distributed. But this brooding season, there was almost none. The webcam would reveal what happened next – what had to happen. The male had returned after another fruitless trip, but he was not done hunting. With a flash of those gold-tinted wings in the confined space of the box, he attacked: claws then beak tearing into the youngest of his brood, a chick that had hatched from its egg only five days earlier. It had lived the entirety of its short life being kept warm by the mother’s body, as she crouched in the brooding position to protect it. But now she joined in with the slaughter, helping him to divide the corpse and share it out among the three remaining young.

The environment these parents had made their home was telling them a story – too many chicks, not enough food – and they had responded. The owls had solved this grim equation in the only way they knew. A fortnight later the incident would be repeated, as they cannibalised a second owlet to feed the other young. I feared that a third would follow, but the food supply picked up just enough for them to scrape by. Two of the original four hatchlings survived to fledge, fly and, in due course, to leave the nest for good.

Our webcam streams live to a public audience around the clock, so this brutal episode did not go unnoticed. Why, some asked, had we not intervened? We were already monitoring this nest, so why not supply food ourselves to make up nature’s shortfall? I was not conflicted. These are wild birds and our role as conservationists has clear limits: we observe, monitor and intervene in ways that can support habitat creation and development – whether by installing boxes in which the owls can nest or encouraging farmers to grow long grass at the edges of fields that helps voles to thrive. But we do not fight against the dynamics of the natural world in ways that blur the line between wildlife and captivity. To have fed those birds in the nest would simply have delayed the point at which it became unsustainable for them to feed themselves as mature adults.

If I have learned anything in more than half a century watching and living alongside the natural world, it is that we must respect it, doing what we can to observe and support wildlife without seeking to remake its fundamental rules in our own image. Since I was six years old I have lived by that threshold, knowing before I had the words to express it that there is a line you do not cross.

No animal better symbolises the desire to get closer and the need to respect distance than the owl. These remarkable creatures are both among and apart from us: sharing the same environments but carrying a sense of mystique as they beat their wings low over the fields where they hunt, or swoop up and around to their nest, high in a tree or haystack. There is something ethereal, awe- and fear-inspiring about the appearance and movement of this bird: graceful, distinctive, almost otherworldly. It is not hard to see why observers long ago watched the owl and deemed it a visitor from another place, with either a great or terrible message to impart.

That allure has inspired fascination in these birds for millennia: superstitions read into the deep, dark pools of their eyes, and supernatural powers attributed to their nocturnal flights, long migrations and haunting calls. For poets, from Ancient Rome to Victorian England, the owl has been a fertile source of symbolism and metaphor: a messenger, a portent, sometimes a punishment for those said to have been transformed into owls. And in folklore, in almost any civilisation you choose to name, the owl has carried resonance, often representing death, divinity and everything that hides in the dark. Humanity has forever been caught between the desire to know and understand the owl and the belief that it may be better to keep it away. Conservationists face a similar quandary: getting as close as we can to observe the owl, without alerting it to our presence or disturbing its routines.

I have spent my life studying the owl – from a young boy in the 1960s who knew only what he had read in The Observer’s Book of Birds, to a conservationist involved in nationwide efforts to understand the owl and to develop habitats in which it can thrive. First, I simply marvelled at the appearance of them: the huge heads, enchanting eyes and the hypnotic rhythm of their beating wings. Quickly I was sucked into the mysteries: the nocturnality of many owl species, the mechanics of how they can be such stealthy predators, and their choices about where to live, when to breed, and how to raise their young. Later I would work with owls in my professional capacity, studying their habits and working with others to try and restore their natural habitats – ensuring that these remarkable and important creatures have a future.

Around the world, there are over two hundred species of owl, but in the UK we have just five established in the wild – the barn owl, tawny owl, long-eared owl and short-eared owl, which are native, and the little owl, which was introduced. In my part of the world we will see short-eared owls, but only during winter when they fly south to escape the cold, before returning to their native north to breed. In this book, I focus largely on my experience with the four owl species that we see breeding in Somerset, as well as a diversion to the eagle owl, which I have visited in Europe as well as following its occasional progress into UK habitats.

Owls pulled me deeper into the natural world, which had been an obsession from the moment I could toddle outside into the garden of my family home. I have loved, studied and worked with many species, but something about the owl stands apart and continues to compel me. Proximity and familiarity have done nothing to diminish its allure. However much you come to know these creatures, there is some sense of mystery that is never fully satisfied, and a feeling of wonder that can never be dispelled. Even after almost sixty years of watching owls, I am still learning about them, still finding questions I hadn’t thought to ask or haven’t been able to answer.

Every time I watch a barn owl hunt I am taken back to the day, aged eleven, when I first saw one in flight, so caught up in the slow, majestic beating of the wings, the trance-like circles it traces through the air, that for several seconds I simply forgot to breathe. Every call of a tawny returns me to my parents’ garden where I heard a distant hoot that I recognised as the owl’s, as if it had been produced for my ears alone. The owl gripped its talons deep into my imagination and has never relinquished that hold.

Every encounter with an owl is special, somehow new, and stands alone even as it helps you to understand patterns and connections. It’s why I never tire of hiding out in a freezing field to watch them hunt, always have my ears open to hear them call and don’t even mind spending the afternoon digging through their pellets to see what they have been eating. Whatever part of my work I am doing, a part of me remains that child, asking what is happening, what it means, what I can do to help. Of the many animals I have studied in my life, none carries quite the same appeal or urgency to discover as the owl. As they soar silently above or issue a lingering call from a distant field, I get the same feeling in my stomach every time. I have to follow. And to find out.
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Training

It was dark in the barn when the male returned from what must have been his sixth or seventh hunting trip of the evening. I had been observing this pair of barn owls for long enough to know their routine. Straight to the nest at the top of a haystack he would go, presenting the rodent he had brought to the female, as much mating ritual as meal. It was getting late; there might be one more trip left that night, or perhaps he would feel that he had done his duty for another day.

From my hiding place I watched him approach, with that gentle glide of the wings unmistakeable even against a night sky. The male was on urgent business, and I was not accustomed to seeing him delay. But now he did so, flying around his home – a Dutch-style barn open on both sides – with a wary circle in place of his usual beeline. Settling on a perch, he turned his head almost mechanically to the left and then right, taking in the scene. Something different. Something wrong. In the gloaming the white feathers on his face appeared grey. So close was he that I could almost have counted the dark markings on his feathers as he showed me one side of his head and then the other. Could have reached out and grabbed the vole that dangled from his beak, swinging almost comically as an afterthought to his movements, undermining the impression of sleek elegance.

In my hide, haystacks arranged to provide a peephole through which I could see but prayed not to be seen, I could suddenly feel the discomfort of hours spent lying in this prone position. My back and neck were demanding relief. Hay flea bites were begging to be scratched. The rustling of the rats that shared the space with me now felt deafening. But I could not move. The sensory organs that the owl uses to hunt – its forward-facing ears, the eyes with oversized retinas that allow it to work at night – were trained in my direction. Even a faint rustle would be heard like a klaxon. I took shallow breaths, feeling as vulnerable as a vole cowering under a canopy of grass. The fate I risked was not to be attacked but revealed as an intruder. I would know I had been spotted if the tense silence was broken by the male’s scream, a warning to his mate that would see them both abandon the nest site, for how long I didn’t know. While almost everything about the barn owl is stunningly smooth and rhythmical, the one exception is its call, an abrasive screech that comes from deep within, as if crudeness had suddenly possessed this most elegant of creatures. No haunting hoot or far-distant echo here, just a cheesegrating scream that makes you want to cover your ears rather than strain them to hear. Replicating this call is one of the tasks I relish least, requiring air to be thrust from the back of the throat to the top of the jaw, hammering into the back of the two front teeth and leaving the lips feel like they have been through a hurricane.

In the barn it was mercifully quiet, as I strained to avoid detection. Now in early spring, I had been studying this pair for months. Each night I watched the barn from a distance until the male was out hunting and the female had left the nest to relieve herself. In warmer weather this might permit ten or more minutes to climb the ladder and secrete myself in the hide to get a good look at them. On a cold evening it would only be a handful. Then, after a few hours of watching the male come back and forth, I would either have to seize on another window when both had temporarily left the nest, or wait until they were settled in for the night to make my exit.

As the days grew longer and the snap of winter faded, this pair were warming to their work, preparing to breed. The male was hunting more prey items than they needed and the noise of their copulation had become more consistent. Had I been able to look inside the box, I would have seen a little food store of rodents and the nest lined with fur that the female had painstakingly pulled from her and her mate’s pellets – the regurgitated part of the meal that the owl cannot digest to defecate. Soon she would be laying her eggs and, once those chicks had hatched and fledged, I would be able to move to a more comfortable observation point, watching from a nearby building as the young owlets took their first test flights and explored the world outside the barn.

It was a comforting thought, but first I had to get out of the hide without being spotted. I kept my eyes down as the male used his to scan the barn. Then I looked up and he had gone, a flight I could not hear taking him back to the nest to drop off his latest offering. I lingered for longer than necessary, making sure that he was not going to come out again, before wriggling backwards over the hay, using my feet to find the ladder, each step feeling like it risked a landmine. As I crept out of the barn, the heavy silence told me that, for another night, I had got away with it.

A week is a long time in the life of a newborn owl. In a typical barn owl brood, about this much time separates the hatching of the first egg from the last. Three, four, five or even six chicks will emerge around a day or two apart from each other, their naked bodies unprotected by anything until they grow the first straggly coat of down – a prequel to the soft, thick feathers that will in time develop, covering the skin and muffling the noise of their flight.

The final chick to hatch becomes the most exposed of an already imperilled group: the last to come out from under its mother’s wing and the protective heat of her body, at the back of the nightly queue to be fed unless she intervenes and the latest to emerge from the relative safety of the nest into the world of dangers that awaits beyond it.

These owlets are acutely vulnerable – unable to maintain their own body temperature in the first two weeks of life without the mother brooding them – but in an unforgiving environment they must also be quick developers. Even from within the egg they can hear and make their first calls, a faint mewling noise to which the mother responds, beckoning them to hatch. By the time they have grown a thick covering of the fluffy white down that resembles candyfloss, they have the freedom of the nest, which they hop and jump around in preparation for bigger leaps ahead.

Independence is imposed on the owlet at the earliest possible stage. At around four weeks the parents leave behind the nest as a dwelling, seeking a quiet space free from the begging calls of their young. The owlets are getting noisy and, like any parents, the mature owls probably want some peace. They do not go far, retreating only to a nearby perch or an adjacent tree, close enough to keep an eye and to continue bringing the nightly drops of food. In areas where we have installed nesting boxes, we will often put two close together for this reason. The parents have not quite abandoned their young, but the message is clear: the owlets will soon be on their own. They must develop the skills for survival, and they must do so quickly.

That development is carefully encouraged in the weeks that follow. The owlets might find a vole is no longer dropped into the heart of the nest but at its edge, encouraging them to climb out and consider exploring further, also saving the parents time and the fuss of being surrounded by a scrum of offspring. By this point the owlets are pogoing around the nest. They can see the outside world, its light flooding through the opening of the box. But only they can propel themselves to reach it.

Along with food that’s harder to reach are meals that are not yet ready to eat. Past a certain point, some of the prey items brought back to the nest may not yet be dead, letting the owlets put their talons and beak to good use. Observing such moments, I cannot be sure whether this is a deliberate tactic or a simple oversight. Is the mother being cunning or simply careless? These are the questions that make conservation and wildlife work so rewarding. Even after decades of watching these species, there is always the opportunity to notice something new, and then spend the rest of the day wondering what it means.

Whatever the case, the pattern is clear enough. The parents are training their young, putting them through an unavoidably harsh school. Getting the owlets to fetch and kill their own supper is just the beginning. Soon the focus of this work turns to the one skill that no owl can live for long without – hunting.

Watching a mature barn owl hunt is one of the natural world’s great gifts. Your entire world comes to a halt as you watch her circling, wings beating inevitably, a motion so languid that it seems almost too slow to maintain flight. Around she comes, gliding low, all of a sudden twisting to a stop. The wings beat faster into a hover. Eyes and ears lean down low over the grass. Down she goes, diving towards what she has seen and heard, emerging either with a vole dangling or, if it was a false alarm, empty-beaked.

Perhaps the only sight more remarkable than this is that of the owl instructing her young to do the same. I first saw this on Westhay Moor, south of the Mendip Hills, where a tiny cottage sat in the middle of a field, home to a mating pair of barn owls. It was the mid-1980s and I had been meeting and encountering owls for years now, but this was the first time I truly got to know a pair, studying their habits and learning their ways. Of the many discoveries I made in those months, the most breathtaking was an insight into how the mother would train her young to hunt. Back to the nest she would come with a vole, but this would not simply be hurled inside for the owlets to consume. By now eight to nine weeks old, they had fledged, developing the feathers that enabled them to make their first experimental flights. They were about to be put to the test. Once she was in sight of the nest, vole dangling from her beak, the mother swept back out and into the field, an invitation to follow. Behind her they streamed, a pursuit that took them first away from and then back towards my observation point, coming to a stop when she hovered, high up above. In the declining light of the early evening I could see the vole drop from her mouth and into the deep grass. The owlets did not hesitate. Down they plunged, four snow-covered pine cones falling to earth. They already knew the meaning of this lesson. Only the one capable of exercising its hunting muscles would be enjoying this meal.

As a naturalist, you crave these moments. Sightings of something beautiful, fascinating or shocking justify hours spent out in the cold and dark. Each is unique but all are connected: they call back to each other, the significance of one moment transporting you into another, spurring a memory or confirming a trend.

I recalled that Westhay Moor moment a few years later, when observing an unusually large brood at one of the most important nesting sites I have helped to nurture, at Royal Portbury Dock near the mouth of the Avon. From nine eggs, eight owlets had hatched and all had survived to fledge. Now their outdoor training had begun and I was in position one evening as the mother led her young on the familiar merry dance, luring them out of the nest with a dangling vole. As she came to a halt, the octet of owlets followed suit. For seconds that felt endless, I watched as a perfect pyramid of owls hovered in the air, sixteen pitch-black eyes staring upwards, a magical structure that held its form until she let go of the prize and they plunged in unison.

These supervised expeditions are just the beginning of the young owl’s exploration of the world outside the nest. It must also discover what it means to hunt independently and how, out in the big bad world, it can be prey as well as predator. In its appearance the fast-maturing owlet still shows signs of its juvenile status, frizzy tufts of down poking out around the legs and chest and crowning its head. But it is starting to resemble an adult barn owl – the distinctive heart-shape face has now developed, nut-brown fringing around the pale white feathers that surround the eyes. The wings have feathered, picking up the distinctive colours of white mottled with brown and slate grey. Darker feathers around the face identify a female, while the male’s underside will typically be pure white without a covering of dark spots.

The owlet is ready to fly but must first learn how. It strives and stumbles, making little test flights in the vicinity of the nest, with furious flapping of wings that have not yet gained the art of silence. These initial forays are closer to triple jumping than flying, with the owl rarely airborne for long, but the confidence to go further for longer soon develops. With it comes fresh danger, for the eight- or nine-week-old owl is half toddler, half teenager – both learning how its body works for the first time and increasingly tempted to pursue ideas that put it at risk. It might decide to take an overground ramble through the field next to the tree or barn where it nests, making it vulnerable to a passing fox. Or, having soiled its wings in the muddy grass, it could opt to take a bath in one of the deep troughs the farmer has installed for their sheep and cattle to drink from. If no ramp has been installed to help them, an owlet that flies into the trough’s deep water is unlikely ever to make it out. Even the anonymous-seeming fields and trees that constitute its universe can be full of danger for the owl that is still learning how to fly, hunt and protect itself.

As its flight improves, the owlet turns its attention to the question of food. It has watched its parents hunt and witnessed the mechanics of swoop, hover and pounce that amount to a successful kill. But the juvenile owl is, to put it bluntly, a pretty awful predator: too slow, too loud and insufficiently aware of its surroundings. ‘They are bloody stupid at that age,’ as a fellow conservationist once put it to me.

It has to learn and, if it can avoid the worst, it does. Lots of trial and error, ‘play pouncing’ off the branches of the tree that houses its nest, going after stray twigs or blades of grass that have been caught in the wind, all serve to sharpen its method. With the mother’s help, and some healthy competition with its siblings, it is soon up to speed, flying respectable distances and capable of catching and killing its own prey.

As it becomes accustomed to the routine of flying, hunting and killing that will become its daily life, the owl has one thing in its favour. There are some skills it seems to possess without being shown how, instincts embedded in its nature. I learned as much when handling a captive eagle owl, its irises bright amber and its juvenile down not white but camo-brown. I was holding it on a buckskin glove, an owl just fourteen weeks old that I knew had never caused harm to anything, let alone killed to eat. I wondered what would happen when I pursed my lips together to make the peeping noise of a rodent in distress, mimicking the sound of prey. Instantly I had my answer as two sets of talons squeezed down hard on the glove, testing the double thickness of the leather. I no longer doubted that the predatory instinct is part of the owl from its very beginning, even when its fluffy coat makes it appear more cuddly toy than killer. The young owl may have a lot to learn. But some things it was clearly born to do.

‘You’re not going to see any ghosts, you know.’

My mother’s half-affectionate, half-resigned call would follow me as I carried my telescope out into the most important place I knew, the gigantic back garden to our council house in Portishead. I was only five or six, but she already knew better than to try and stop me stargazing. Nor would she a few years later, as my exploration took me beyond the boundaries of home, past the posh houses on the other side of the street, through the allotments and into the fields and woods beyond. There I would have my first close encounter with a tawny owl.

The youngest by far of three brothers, my wildlife obsession was treated by my parents as a curiosity, neither encouraged nor prevented, at least not until I brought it indoors, unleashing black and red ants I had collected across the kitchen floor, inciting Mum to chase me around the house wielding another of her stock phrases: ‘I’ll swing for you.’

It meant that I taught myself about the natural world, eventually with books but first and most importantly through the use of my eyes and ears, in the long grass that surrounded my parents’ lovingly maintained lawn, and the thick privet hedge that bordered the garden. In these fringes all the most promising wildlife was clustered – an early lesson that good things happen where nature is left untended. I would sit in the thicker grass and become immersed in the screeching sound that grasshoppers make as they rub their hind legs against their wing cases, like insect guitarists. Nearby was an odd clump of blackcurrant bushes: source of my mother’s prized homemade jam. Concealing myself in the grass, I would pluck and eat the fruits once ripe, an illicit activity that I knew would provoke more shouting from the kitchen window if spotted.

I learned by getting as close as possible to all the things that fascinated me – sometimes too close. In one of my earliest memories I am bawling in the garden, so loud that my parents have come out to tend to me. I had seen something, tried to touch it, and now I knew what a bee was, and that it could sting me. If I was deterred, it wasn’t for long. The knowledge that wildlife had boundaries only made me more eager to explore them, to see how much I could understand, how much
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