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Prologue


A wise old owl lived in an oak
The more he saw the less he spoke
The less he spoke the more he heard.
Why can’t we all be like that wise old bird?

Anonymous



Any encounter with an owl, at any time of the day or night, is always unforgettable.

The tawny owl, hooting loudly outside my home – in the middle of an autumn morning.

The barn owl, floating silently alongside me as I cycled home from a night at the local pub.

The little owl, calling so loudly from our rooftop at night that it kept my teenage son awake.

The short-eared owl, piercing yellow eyes staring back at me one snowy Christmas Eve: the only living bird I saw on my walk.

The long-eared owl, materialising out of a thick hawthorn hedgerow on a hot, bright August day, to be instantly mobbed by a flock of angry swallows.

The snowy owl, the last resident of its kind in Britain – and the only one I have ever seen – hunched down on a rocky hillside on the Shetland island of Fetlar, more than forty years ago.

And a female eagle owl – the largest member of its family in Europe – sitting on its nest like a contented cat, on a cliff face in Hungary’s Zemplen Hills.

I can remember every single one of these brief encounters – and virtually every other time I have seen an owl – for one simple reason. Owls are so elusive, so enigmatic – and just so hard to find – that whenever we chance upon one, the moment always stays in our memory.

But although we don’t see owls very often, we do hear them. Indeed, since sound is the primary form of communication for most species of owl, hearing one call is in many ways more significant than a fleeting glimpse.

For our forest-dwelling ancestors, the call of the tawny owl would have been part of the soundtrack to their lives, from autumn, through the cold winter months, and well into the following spring. When human beings first settled down to farm the land, they would have heard the discordant shrieking of the bird they knew as the ‘screech owl’, and we now call the barn owl, at dusk, and through the night. This jarring noise, along with the bird’s ghostly-pale plumage, led to the barn owl’s association with tales of spirits of long-dead souls risen from the grave.
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Owls are, by a long way, the most mysterious of all the world’s birds. Much, though not quite all, of this mystery is down to the fact that many of them only emerge at night – or at dawn and dusk – and so live in an ethereal, unknowable world far removed from our own, day-bound existence. ‘Owls inhabit the one landscape that we weak-sighted, day-loving primates still haven’t mastered,’ writes the naturalist and author Mark Cocker: ‘Night-time.’

As Reginald Bosworth Smith wrote in his 1905 book Bird Life and Bird Lore:


There is no bird which, in its strange and solitary character, its weird and hollow cries, the grotesque solemnity of its appearance, the time-honoured beliefs and superstitions which cluster round it, the large part it has played in poetry, ancient and modern, as well as its sister arts, sculpture and painting, the marvellous adaptations of its structure to its mode of life, or its mode of life to its structure … possesses so peculiar a fascination … as the various species of owl.



But there is more to our unavoidable fascination with owls. When you look directly at an owl, it appears to be staring straight back at you. That is because, unlike most other birds, they have their eyes on the front of their face, rather than at the sides, giving them binocular vision – just like us. It also, of course, gives them a very human appearance.

Since the beginnings of our civilisation, encounters with owls have given rise to more superstitions, myths and legends than any other group of birds. Owls are associated with wisdom (‘the wise old owl’), and are considered to hoot to ward off evil; at the same time, in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa owls are linked with sorcery, and as a consequence often persecuted.

The reality, though, is as improbable as the myth. Owls’ largely nocturnal lifestyle has seen them evolve a suite of unique characteristics and behaviours. The barn owl, for example, has incredibly soft feathering, allowing it to float over meadows without voles or mice being able to hear it approach. Like most owls, it has asymmetrical ears – one positioned slightly higher than the other – enabling it to pinpoint the exact whereabouts of its target, hiding somewhere in the grass below.
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There are close to 250 different species of owl, in every continent apart from Antarctica. Just seven of these can be seen in Britain (out of sixteen species found in Europe as a whole), but these ‘magnificent seven’ – tawny, little, barn, short-eared, long-eared, snowy and eagle owls – are among the best-known in the world. Scientists have studied them by night and by day, while amateur naturalists and writers, from Gilbert White and John Clare to a host of modern ‘new nature writers’, have added a further trove of remarkable tales.

I have seen all five British breeding species of owl – tawny, barn, little, short-eared and long-eared – many times; the snowy owl, just once; and although I have never seen the newcomer, the eagle owl, in Britain, I have watched this huge and fearsome bird a number of times abroad.

I have had many memorable encounters with owls around the world, too: the tiny pygmy owl in Sweden, the huge great grey owl in Belarus, the burrowing owl in Florida, Pel’s fishing owl in Botswana’s Okavango Delta, and many more (see Chapter 9).

I hope that you, too, will have had your own encounters with owls; all the more unforgettable because they are often so frustratingly brief. Whether a tawny owl calling in a city park, a barn owl drifting at dusk across a grassy field, or a plump little owl perched in an oak tree, looking more like a Russian doll than a bird, these are moments you will remember for ever.

For the quartet of biographies of British birds I’ve written so far – the Robin, Wren, Swallow and Swan – I chose our most popular species. Now I’m turning my attention to a group of birds we hardly ever see, and only occasionally hear, but which nevertheless command our attention to a disproportionate and surprising extent: the owls.

Unlike previous volumes, which have focused on a single species and its life cycle throughout the year, this book covers all seven species of owl that can be regularly seen in the British Isles. These species – along with others, such as the pygmy, scops, Tengmalm’s, Ural, hawk and great grey owls – are also found widely across continental Europe, though they may be just as difficult to find there as well!

Throughout the book, I shall examine, and try to provide answers to, the key paradox about owls: that they are both familiar, and yet at the same time enigmatic and unfamiliar.




	Tawny Owl





	Average size
	Length 37–39 cm, wingspan 99 cm, weight 420–520 gm



	Behaviour
	Almost entirely nocturnal



	Range
	Found across much of lowland England, Wales and Scotland, including cities, towns and suburbs as well as the wider countryside. Absent from upland areas, the whole of Ireland, and from most offshore islands apart from Anglesey and the Isle of Wight.



	Breeding season
	March to July



	Eggs
	2–3



	Incubation period
	30 days



	Fledging period
	35–39 days



	Hunting habits
	Ambushes prey by dropping down or gliding from perch



	Lifespan
	Average 4 years



	UK population
	50,000 pairs



	European population
	Between one and two million individuals



	How to find them
	Tawny owls are almost entirely nocturnal, and are usually discovered by listening for their famous tu-whit, tu-whoo call (actually a duet between the female and the male). During the day, they might be found at a roost in a large tree, usually when discovered by small birds who mob them noisily. Young tawnies leave the nest before they fledge and may sometimes be seen at daytime, perched together on the branch of a tree.








	Barn Owl





	Average size
	Length 34 cm, wingspan 89 cm, weight 300–360 gm



	Behaviour
	Crepuscular (seen at dawn or dusk) and nocturnal



	Range
	Found in rural parts of farmed lowland England, Wales, southern Scotland, and Ireland, though often in fairly low numbers. Absent from towns, cities and upland areas.



	Breeding season
	April to July



	Eggs
	4–6



	Incubation period
	32 days



	Fledging period
	53–61 days



	Hunting habits
	Flies low over open, grassy areas before dropping down onto prey



	Lifespan
	Average 4 years



	UK population
	10,000 to 12,000 pairs



	European population
	Between 110,000 and 230,000 pairs



	How to find them
	Barn owls do fly at night, but your best chance to see one is at dawn or dusk, when the light is low enough to hunt but bright enough for you to see them. They fly low over grassy fields, heaths and wetlands, often quartering back and forth over the same area as they search for mice and voles, before dropping down to grab their victim. They will often perch on fence posts and gates, particularly along roads, so can be seen from a bicycle or car. During the day they roost in farm buildings such as barns, where they can be easily disturbed.








	Little Owl





	Average size
	Length 21–23 cm, wingspan 54–58 cm, weight 140–220 gm



	Behaviour
	Crepuscular (seen at dawn or dusk) and diurnal



	Range
	Found in rural parts of lowland England and eastern and northern Wales, with a very few pairs in southern Scotland. Absent from towns, cities and upland areas, and not found in Ireland.



	Breeding season
	April to July



	Eggs
	3–4



	Incubation period
	29–31 days



	Fledging period
	37–40 days



	Hunting habits
	Hunts by dropping down onto its prey, often from the branch of a tree



	Lifespan
	Average 3 years



	UK population
	2,350 to 4,900 (average 3,600) pairs



	European population
	Between 560,000 and 1.3 million breeding pairs



	How to find them
	Little owls are the most diurnal of our three most common species of owl, and can often be seen during the daytime, perched on a branch of a tree, a fence or gatepost, or on top of a farm building. They are most active at the beginning or towards the end of the day.








	Long-eared Owl





	Average size
	Length 35–37 cm, wingspan 95 cm, weight 290 gm



	Behaviour
	Almost entirely nocturnal



	Range
	Breeds in woods and forests across much of central and eastern England, southern and eastern Scotland, and a few parts of Wales, western England and northern Scotland. The only species of owl that breeds in Ireland. In winter birds move further south.



	Breeding season
	March to July



	Eggs
	3–4



	Incubation period
	28 days



	Fledging period
	29–34 days



	Hunting habits
	Hunts unobtrusively in, around or on the edge of woods and forests, almost always by night



	Lifespan
	Average 4 years



	UK population
	1,800 to 6,000 (average 3,900) pairs



	European population
	Between 114,000 and 269,000 breeding pairs



	How to find them
	Long-eared owls are, like the tawny owl, birds of woodlands and, because of their almost entirely nocturnal habits, can be very hard to see. There is also a risk of disturbing them on their breeding territories, so searching for them at this time of year is not advisable. Your best chance is to visit a known winter roost, often on an official nature reserve, where the birds can be viewed during the daytime at a safe distance.








	Short-eared Owl





	Average size
	Length 37–39 cm, wingspan 102 cm, weight 330 gm



	Behaviour
	Diurnal



	Range
	In spring and summer, breeds on large areas of open moorland, mostly in upland areas of northern England, central Wales and Scotland, with highest numbers in the Western Isles and Orkney. In autumn and winter, short-eared owls head south to lowland grassland and wetland areas, often on the coast. Commoner in the east than the west of Britain, and absent from urban areas and the whole of Ireland.



	Breeding season
	April to July



	Eggs
	4–7



	Incubation period
	24–29 days



	Fledging period
	26–32 days



	Hunting habits
	Hunts low over moorlands in spring and summer, and farmland, marshes and coastal grasslands in autumn and winter



	Lifespan
	Average 3–4 years



	UK population
	620 to 2,000 (average 1,400) pairs



	European population
	Between 55,000 and 186,000 breeding pairs



	How to find them
	Short-eared owls are birds of the open countryside, preferring upland moors during the breeding season, and coastal marshes and rough grasslands for the rest of the year. Look out for a large, floppy-winged owl, appearing almost as big as a buzzard, as it covers large areas of habitat in search of voles and other prey. Occasionally seen perched on heather or on a fence post.








	Snowy Owl





	Average size
	Length 52–71 cm, wingspan 116–183 cm, weight 1.5–2.4 kg



	Behaviour
	Crepuscular; hunts by day, but usually more active at night



	Range
	A very rare visitor, with only a handful seen each year; mostly in the Scottish Highlands and Islands, but occasionally farther south, with a few records in East Anglia and the Isles of Scilly.



	Breeding season
	April to July



	Eggs
	5–11



	Incubation period
	32 days



	Fledging period
	18–25 days in nest; but still need parental care afterwards



	Hunting habits
	Ambushes prey by dropping down from perch or approaching in flight



	Lifespan
	Average 9 years



	UK population
	No regular breeding pairs



	European population
	Between 1,200 and 2,700 pairs



	How to find them
	Snowy owls are rare and irregular vagrants to Britain from the Arctic regions; you would be very lucky to find one. The best places to search are the high tops of the Cairngorms in the Scottish Highlands, and the Western Isles, including St Kilda. They can appear at any time of year, but are most likely in autumn and winter.








	Eagle Owl





	Average size
	Length up to 70 cm, wingspan 190 cm, weight 2.3–3.3 kg



	Behaviour
	Mostly nocturnal



	Range
	A very rare breeding bird, with an unknown number of birds (almost all escaped from captivity) at large in the wild; mostly in northern Britain.



	Breeding season
	March to July



	Eggs
	1–2 (occasionally 3–4)



	Incubation period
	31–36 days



	Fledging period
	35–49 days in nest



	Hunting habits
	Ambushes prey by dropping down from perch or approaching in flight



	Lifespan
	Average 9 years



	UK population
	No known regular breeding pairs, though there may be a number of escaped birds breeding in the wild



	European population
	Between 18,500 and 30,300 pairs



	How to find them
	Eagle owls are very rare in Britain, and any breeding sites are kept secret as they are at risk of being killed or the eggs stolen, so there are no public sites where you can watch these birds.
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1

What is an Owl?


Any bird of prey of the order Strigiformes … typically nocturnal and characterized by a large rounded head, raptorial beak, soft plumage, upright posture, and large eyes directed forwards and surrounded by a shallow cone of radiating feathers.

Oxford English Dictionary



The world’s 10,800 or so species of bird – classified into roughly 250 different families – are wonderfully diverse. Yet the majority of birders, ornithologists, and indeed the general public, would surely agree that owls are, quite simply, unique.

Some other bird families, including the nightjars, nighthawks, frogmouths and potoos, are, like owls, largely nocturnal, while some species in other groups are also active after dark, such as parrots (kakapo and night parrot), waders (stone-curlew and the other thick-knees), seabirds (shearwaters and petrels), night herons, kiwis, and the nightingale. And, of course, many other species of bird frequently feed or sing under cover of darkness. But owls have adapted more radically than any other group of birds to a life lived mostly at night, and this is reflected in their appearance, morphology, habits and lifestyle.

Ancient writers placed owls alongside other predatory species that have hooked beaks and powerful claws, lumping them together as ‘accipitres’, or ‘rapacious birds’, and considering them to be closely related to diurnal raptors such as hawks and falcons. More recently, it was thought that they shared an evolutionary line with another predominately nocturnal family, nightjars. But as Mike Toms reveals in his comprehensive Collins New Naturalist volume Owls, the latest molecular analysis suggests that the apparent similarity of owls to nightjars is actually the result of convergent evolution: because both groups hunt at night, using similar techniques, they have developed superficial similarities in appearance.

This new scientific analysis places owls in the supergroup Coronaves, where they do indeed sit next to day-flying birds of prey: the order Accipitriformes, which includes hawks, eagles, kites, harriers and vultures (but not falcons, which are more closely related to parrots). So by linking owls with hawks, those early ornithologists were at least partly correct.
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Nevertheless, being in their own separate order, Strigiformes, owls are sufficiently different to have their own unique and special features. They have a characteristically upright posture when perched, a large, broad head, extremely good hearing, powerful night vision and very soft, dense feathers that allow them to fly almost silently – and very slowly – when hunting their prey. As the eighteenth-century naturalist and vicar Gilbert White observed, ‘Owls move in a buoyant manner, as if lighter than the air; they seem to want ballast.’

Other key features, which owls mostly share with other predators, include forward-facing eyes, giving them binocular vision; sharp talons, enabling them to seize and hold their prey without it escaping; and a sharp, down-curved, hooked bill. Typically, they are solitary (except when breeding) and mostly – though not always – nocturnal.

Unlike most diurnal raptors, however, owls often have a mottled, camouflaged plumage, mimicking both the colour and texture of their surroundings; this enables them to blend in very well with their background, and thus avoid being seen. That is even true of the most superficially obvious of owls, the snowy owl, whose bright white plumage, sometimes speckled with black, fits in surprisingly well with its typical surroundings of snow, and lichen-covered rocks and boulders.

If you are lucky enough to get a close-up view of an owl – perhaps at a daytime roost – you will notice that although overall the plumage is cryptic, some species have distinctive markings on their faces, brightly-coloured irises in their eyes (often yellow or orange) or, as with the long-eared and short-eared owls, distinctive ear tufts. All these features are used, especially by those birds that live in more open and less forested habitats such as moorland or grassland, to signal to one another at dawn or dusk.
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They are, as noted by the nineteenth-century ornithologist Robert Mudie, author of The Feathered Tribes of the British Isles, surprisingly light, despite ‘the apparent bulk of their bodies. An owl, in its plumage, looks a thick, stout, and even clumsy bird; but strip off the feathers, and it is really nothing.’

Mudie goes on to point out that ‘The great owl Strix bubo [i.e. eagle owl], the size of which has been compared to that of the eagle, is not one-fourth of the weight.’ Although this is an exaggeration – typically an eagle owl weighs about half as much as a golden eagle – his general point holds: owls are indeed much lighter than you might expect, as anyone who has ever had a captive barn owl perch on their wrist will know.

Although all owls are in the order Strigiformes, they have been subdivided into two different families: Strigidae (the true or typical owls), and Tytonidae (barn, masked and grass owls). The vast majority of species – well over 200 – are in the former group, with only about twenty in the latter, including our own familiar barn owl.

Owls are among the most widespread and adaptable of all the world’s birds, found in all the world’s geographical and ecological regions apart from a handful of remote, oceanic islands. Although mainly sedentary, roughly one in ten species are prone to wandering; indeed, a recent authoritative study, Vagrancy in Birds by Alexander Lees and James Gilroy, suggests that the difficulty in locating vagrant owls might be masking the true extent of their global travels.

As owls have, over time, spread around the world, they have managed to colonise a very wide variety of habitats, including dense tropical, temperate broad-leaved and northern boreal forests, grasslands and farmlands, coastal estuaries, freshwater marshes, Arctic tundra, islands and even the busy heart of our cities – I have occasionally heard tawny owls hooting even in the middle of London. In the process of successfully exploiting so many different habitats, they have adapted to survive and thrive in many different ways, although still remaining recognisably owls in their appearance, lifestyle and behaviour.
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The world’s two largest species of owl – Blakiston’s fish owl and the marginally smaller Eurasian eagle owl – are huge and daunting predators: female Blakiston’s fish owls can grow to 72 cm (28.3 inches) long, with a 180-cm (71-inch) wingspan, and weigh as much as 4.6 gm (over 10 lb). This is more than five times longer, and almost 150 times heavier, than the world’s smallest species, the elf owl of North America, which at 13.5 cm (a shade over 5 inches), and weighing just 31 gm (barely more than one ounce), is actually smaller and lighter than the house sparrow. Two other very small species are the Tamaulipas pygmy owl, endemic to the mountain forests of north-eastern Mexico, and the long-whiskered owlet, which is restricted to a tiny area of the Andes cloud forests in northern Peru.

Large or small, one thing that unites owls, certainly compared with many other bird families, is their fairly uniform body shape and appearance – what scientists call their anatomy. One of their most characteristic features – although not easy to see unless you are looking at an owl’s skeleton – is that they have a very broad skull, with a flat front.

This unique feature gives owls two major advantages: first, it allows room for large, round eyes that face more directly forward than those of other birds, including diurnal birds of prey. Second, the broad skull means that owls’ ears are placed further apart than in other birds; so that sounds reach their ears at slightly different times.
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Unlike on other birds, their eyes are tubular rather than round, which, along with a higher proportion of light-sensitive rods, rather than colour-sensitive cones, gives them the ability to see well after dark. However, these adaptations also mean that owls are long-sighted, and so are unable to focus on close objects, and less good at distinguishing between colours.

In strong sunlight they can struggle to see at all, so they try to avoid being exposed to this whenever possible. As Gilbert White’s contemporary, Thomas Bewick, observed, ‘Unable to bear the brighter light of the sun, it retires to some lonely retreat, where it passes the day in silence and obscurity.’

When an owl is hunting – often under cover of darkness, when it is usually unable to use sight to find its prey – it will rely on its hearing. That is also often true during daylight hours, as many of the species targeted by a hunting owl, especially small mammals, do not normally show themselves, but instead hide away in long grass, dense leaves or heavy snow.

But using its ears to locate prey poses another problem: how will the owl hear the target over the sound of the air rushing through its wings? To reduce this extraneous noise to almost zero, owls have a series of small hooks and barbs on the edges of their flight feathers, which break up the air as it flows over the front edge of their wings, and channel it along their wings to the ends. This has the effect of reducing turbulence, and allows the birds to fly almost completely silently, as another early writer on birds, the Scottish ornithologist William MacGillivray, explained:


In accordance with the nocturnal habits of the Owls, a peculiarly noiseless and silent flight was necessary, to enable them to steal unawares upon a timid and vigilant [victim], and hover with ease while searching for a concealed or lurking prey … So gentle is the motion of their downy wings, that one is not by hearing rendered sensible of their immediate presence.
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As well as this remarkable adaptation for silent flight, owls have developed another unique modification to their hearing. Some species, including the barn owls, as we have seen, and the Tengmalm’s (also known as boreal) owl of northern Europe, have ears placed asymmetrically, one slightly higher than the other, to enable the bird to pinpoint the exact origin of a sound. This means that their skulls are lopsided.

These two species, along with others, including the Ural, great grey and saw-whet owls, have a very obvious, heart-shaped facial disk, which acts rather like a wildlife sound recordist’s parabolic reflector, focusing and concentrating distant sounds into their ears. Try cupping your hands behind your ears when you listen to birdsong, and you’ll appreciate the genuine improvement it brings in volume and clarity. This adaptation gives owls a real advantage when hunting, as it enables them to locate the rustle of a mouse or vole precisely. They also have a well-developed medulla, the part of the brain which enables a creature to aurally ‘map’ an area around itself, and in this further refine the owl’s targeting of its prey.

Because a hunting owl hears the sound of its prey through its asymmetrical ears at slightly different times, it turns its head until the sounds arrive simultaneously, at which point it knows it is heading in the right direction. As the owl approaches its target, at the last moment it changes its body configuration, extending the talons out in front of its body, before striking quickly and efficiently to grab the unfortunate victim.

Once an owl has successfully caught its prey, it uses its short, curved bill, with that hooked tip and serrated edges, to tear apart its victim so it can feed. The bill is noticeably different in shape from that of diurnal raptors: instead of protruding in front of the bird, it faces downwards, and is closely tucked into the owl’s face. When an owl is hunting, this gives it a clear field of vision, and avoids deflecting any incoming sound waves away from the facial disk.

Owls do, of course, use their eyesight, both for hunting, and to avoid predators – especially important for smaller species such as the little owl of Britain and Europe and the elf owl of North America. But this is where their front-facing eyes put them at a slight disadvantage, as they are unable to swivel them to look from side to side, as we can.

They have solved this problem by evolving the ability to rotate their necks and heads up to 270 degrees – three-quarters of an entire circle. They are able to do so because they have twice as many neck vertebrae as us – fourteen compared with just seven for humans – and other adaptations, which prevent the blood being cut off to their brain when they twist their head around.

Owls feed on a wide range of different prey, although for the majority of species the main items are small mammals, including rodents, such as rats, mice, voles and lemmings; lagomorphs (rabbits and hares); and insectivores (shrews, moles and occasionally hedgehogs); while the larger species of owl may also take medium-sized mammals such as foxes.
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In general, much of the mammalian prey on which owls feed comes under the category often termed ‘vermin’ or ‘pests’, which led the Victorian author (and Bishop of Norwich) Edward Stanley to commend them for their usefulness to mankind: ‘We may say a more useful race of birds does not exist; since … their food consists entirely of vermin very prejudicial to our crops, and which, but for these nocturnal hunters, might do serious mischief.’

Most species of owl will take birds when they are available, the eagle owls even hunting down other avian predators such as buzzards, hawks and falcons. Smaller species, such as scops and screech owls, feed mostly on insects such as worms, moths and beetles; while others, including several Asian and African species, like Blakiston’s fish owl of Japan and Pel’s fishing owl of sub-Saharan Africa, specialise in hunting fish.

Even our own familiar tawny and barn owls will occasionally choose an aquatic diet: the Victorian explorer and early conservationist Charles Waterton was watching a barn owl hunting on a fine July evening, when ‘all of a sudden she dropt perpendicularly into the water.’ Thinking she had come to some harm, he continued to observe, and then ‘I saw the owl rise out of the water with a fish in her claws, and take it to the nest.’

We know more about the diet of owls not just by observing them hunt – which can be tricky, given their mostly nocturnal habits – but also because, like many other birds, they regurgitate ‘pellets’. These are spherical or oblong objects, a few centimetres in diameter, which contain all the material the owl has eaten but cannot digest, such as the fur, feathers, bones, claws and teeth from their victims. Typically, an owl will expel one pellet a couple of hours after each meal, and will not be able to feed again until it has done so.

Studying these pellets, usually by delicately pulling them apart and examining the contents with a magnifying glass, allows scientists to get a very clear idea of what a particular bird, or population of birds, is eating. With owls, pellets are fairly easy to find, often by searching beneath the trees or bushes where the birds roost. Looking at the contents can produce some unexpected surprises: for example, bird rings, which are accidentally consumed by any
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