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INTRODUCTION

Bubo, a great horned owl, came into my life by accident, and I naively presumed we would soon part company. But before I knew it, he became a special owl to me, and to him I may have become a special person. In any case, he refused to leave me for a long time. We were intimately associated for most of three summers as he shared my camp in Maine and lived in the surrounding woods. Eventually he did become, like all free owls, a solitary hunter.

If his weaning process was slow, it was probably my fault. I was reluctant to provide him with live prey such as rabbits, squirrels, and other wild animals that he should have been killing himself to sharpen his hunting skills. The fact is that I also had some feelings for his prey, so at first he lived primarily on roadkills that I collected for him. To justify my emotional indulgence, I set out to learn as much as I could about his behavioral traits throughout his maturation process.

Bubo's behavior fascinated me, and to preserve it fresh in my mind I kept a detailed diary of what I saw. The chronological flow of most of my observations of his development is preserved here more or less in its original diary form, and I have sometimes added additional information to provide context.

While Bubo was weaned into independence, I also recorded most of the interactions he had with potential prey. Eventually I focused on behavior that I thought might have bearing on recognizing and capturing prey, because that was most relevant to his eventual freedom. I hope that the reader will not be offended by my descriptions of his predatory zeal. I recorded it with the knowledge that nothing would have been changed by looking the other way, but that something could be learned through observation. In addition, I hoped to learn why some birds attack, or mob, owls so vehemently.

This book is not meant to be a scientific treatise; rather, it is a close personal look at a wild animal under seminatural conditions. Though it would have been scientifically far more valuable to have made similar observations of an untamed owl from the wild, it is next to impossible to track a shy great horned owl that lives in the dense forest, from day to day, from nestling to adult. It is even more difficult to observe an animal's "wild" behavior when it knows a human observer is present. Bubo was never fully wild, but he was free to come and go as he pleased, and he often ignored me altogether.

Sometimes Bubo was a clown, sometimes a terrorist, but first and foremost he was always a very interesting animal. In this book I hope to present him as I saw him from the perspective not only of someone who became very fond of him, but also through the perceptions of a naturalist who studied him.
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ONE MAN'S OWL




I rejoice that there are owls.

—Henry David Thoreau




Wild Owls

By mid-March in Vermont, the snow from the winter storms has already become crusty as the first midday thaws refreeze during the cold nights. A solid white cap compacts the snow, and you can walk on it without breaking through to your waist. The maple sap is starting to run on warm days, and one's blood quickens.

Spring is just around the corner, and the birds act as if they know. The hairy and downy woodpeckers drum on dry branches and on the loose flakes of maple bark, and purple finches sing merrily from the spruces. This year the reedy voices of the pine siskins can be heard everywhere on the ridge where the hemlocks grow, as can the chickadees' two-note, plaintive song. Down in the bog, the first red-winged blackbirds have just returned, and they can be heard yodeling from the tops of dry cattails. Flocks of rusty blackbirds fly over in long skeins, heading north.

From where I stand at the edge of the woods overlooking Shelburne Bog, I feel a slight breeze and hear a moaning gust sweeping through the forest behind me. It is getting dark. There are eery creaking and scraping noises. Inside the pine forest it is becoming black, pitch black. The songbirds are silent. Only the sound of the wind can be heard above the distant honks of Canada geese flying below the now starry skies. Suddenly I hear a booming, hollow ‟hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo—.” The deep, resonating hoot can send a chill down any spine, as indeed it has done to peoples of many cultures. But I know what the sound is, and it gives me great pleasure.

I returned to the same woods in early April. Hepaticas were now spreading their pale blue blossoms over the damp, brown leaves. Crows were starting to build their nests in the hemlocks and pines, and the first spring peepers—tiny frogs with high shrill voices—were calling from the melting pond. For a brief moment I saw a dark silhouette glide silently over the pines at dusk; then it vanished like a ghost. But in an instant I knew I had seen a large owl, possibly the great horned owl I had heard the month before. The woods then took on a new meaning: somewhere within this wilderness a pair of the great night hunters might have a nest with downy chicks inside.

[image: ]

Of the owls, the great horned owl (Bubo virginianus) is the predator supreme. It is one of the so-called eagle owls, and among the predatory birds of North America it is exceeded in weight only by eagles. Ernest Thompson Seton, the nineteenth-century Canadian naturalist who observed these owls in captivity and in the wild, wrote in 1890: "All that I have seen of them—their untamable ferocity, their magnificent bearing, their strictly carnivorous tastes—would make one rank these winged tigers among the most pronounced and savage of the birds of prey." I saw neither savageness nor ferocity in the dark silhouette of the owl gliding by at dusk. It is a predator, to be sure; but is it any more "savage" than a swallow that eats its mosquito prey alive, or a raccoon that munches on live frogs?

The "winged tiger" vanished behind the pines, but not from my mind. I returned on April 17, hoping to see it again. By now the crows were incubating their olive-colored eggs, and the eastern bluebirds were back from their winter travels, searching for nesting holes near fields and farms. I crossed a field full of matted dead grass honeycombed with the runnels of meadow voles and entered a stand of mixed evergreens. Here, in the dark and shady glade, raccoons had left their claw marks on the furrowed bark of the thick hemlock trees. The lower branches on these trees were dead, having long since been shaded out by dense crowns. Owls would surely like to perch here in the gloom while patrolling the shady ground below. Indeed, here I found some owl pellets—the compacted undigestible fur, feathers, bones, and insect exoskeletons of past meals that owls, hawks, crows, and many other birds regurgitate. In other words, owls had been or were still here.

A great horned owl can liquefy a swallowed mouse in five minutes. Within ten minutes after that, its muscular stomach has wrung out the liquids and passed them into the small intestine, retaining the undissolved parts that will form the pellet. The process from ingestion of prey to egestion of pellet involves seven sequential steps, requiring eight to ten hours to complete. On the average, only one pellet is produced per day.

Some of us can't resist picking up an owl pellet with its bits of bone, fur, teeth, and feathers and taking it on as a puzzle. Each pellet is a mystery, and behind it is the drama of a predator that lurks in the night. Not many decades ago the analysis of owl pellets occupied a small army of biological detectives who busily collected evidence to determine whether or not certain species of birds were "vermin" or "useful." In those days, farmers kept their chickens in the open, and a vermin was a bird that had eaten chicken, partridge, or rabbit. "Useful" birds ate rodents and insects. Because owls have a less acidic stomach than hawks and thus dissolve fewer of the bones they ingest, they regularly left more evidence of their "malicious" nature. But the art of owl-pellet analysis has advanced beyond this. For example, more recently a species of rodent new to science has been discovered through its remains in an owl pellet, and fossil owl pellets have been studied in attempts to reconstruct extinct faunas.

[image: ]

I pulled the tightly compacted fur and feathers apart and recognized the crushed skullbones of rabbits, squirrels, meadow voles, and muskrats, and the feet, bills, and feathers of crows. Then, somewhere ahead, I heard loud cawing. The cawing be­came more raucous as more and more voices joined the chorus. Stalking quietly toward the commotion, I saw a group of crows perching here and there in the trees, flicking their wings and tails and making enough noise to mask the sound of my footsteps on the moist pine and hemlock needles. In their preoccupation, they either did not see me or ignored me. Through thick evergreen branches I caught a glimpse of the object of their undivided attention: a large owl with ear tufts—a great horned owl. Our eyes met over a great distance of forest, but in an instant the big bird turned and launched itself into flight, sailing over the forest, with a rapidly growing pack of excited crows trailing behind it like a ragged plume of black smoke. I was excited. Seeing an owl was better than seeing owl pellets. But finding its nest would be better still.

Dozens of nests abounded here, and any number of them could have been an owl's nest. The one that ultimately got my attention was high up in an ancient white pine. The trunk of the great tree was about three feet in diameter, and its first solid limbs were at least forty feet up. Climbing the tree to look at the nest was impossible. Still, I concluded that it was an occupied nest, as no pinpoint of light was visible through it from below. It was a nest built by crows, but the whitewash that splotched some of the branches is usually a sign of young raptors. (Crow parents always clean up the feces of their young to destroy any evidence that might attract predators.) Because hawks do not have young this early in the season, this nest was most likely being used by an owl. Furthermore, the owl was probably a great horned owl because the other local woodland owls (the saw-whet, screech, and barred owls) nest in hollow trees. Great horned owls will also nest there if they can find a large enough cavity, but these are scarce. Like their relatives who live in tree holes, great horned owls have never learned to build their own nests, so they occupy the old, ready-made nests of hawks, crows, and ravens.

The nest's surroundings bore other evidence of the presence of owls. There were pigeon feathers, a crow's and flicker's wings, a rabbit's tibia bone with the foot still attached, assorted feathers of songbirds, and pellets like the ones I had seen before, containing crushed and splintered bones of various kinds. By all accounts, I was under the nest of a powerful bird. Then, as if to confirm all my ruminations, a great horned owl sailed out of the tree, flew silently into a neighboring pine, and glared down at me.

More than ever, I longed to look into the nest, but I had reasons not to try, even if I could have climbed the giant tree. Great horned owls defend their nests fiercely. Arthur Cleveland Bent, in his Life Histories of North American Birds of Prey (1961), wrote:

The behavior of Great Horned Owls in the vicinity of their nests varies greatly with different individuals, though it is generally hostile especially when there are young in the nest.... Once I was savagely attacked, while I was climbing to a nest in which the eggs were hatching. I had hardly climbed four feet on the big pine tree, when the great brown bird glided past me and alighted in a pine beyond. There she sat, glaring at me, swaying from side to side, her wings partly spread, her plumage ruffed out, looking as big as a bushel basket, her ears erect, and snapping her bill furiously, a perfect picture of savage rage. As I continued upward her mate soon joined her.... Once, when I was not looking, I felt the swoop of wings, and a terrific blow on my shoulder, almost knocking me out of the tree, and I could feel the sharp claws strike through my clothes.... As I neared the nest, I felt a stunning blow behind my ear, which nearly dazed me ... her sharp talons had struck into my scalp, making two ugly wounds, from which the blood flowed freely. This was the limit; I did not care to be scalped, or knocked senseless to the ground, so down I came, leaving the owls the masters of the situation.

Bent's experience was not unique. Donald J. Nicholson received even rougher treatment when he climbed to within six feet of a great horned owl's nest containing eggs. He wrote in 1926: "Swiftly the old bird came straight as an arrow from behind and drove her sharp claws into my side, causing a deep dull pain and unnerving me, and no sooner had she done this than the other attacked from the front and sank his talons deep in my right arm causing blood to flow freely, and a third attack and my shirt sleeve was torn to shreds ... tearing three long, deep gashes, four inches long; also one claw went through the sinew of my arm, which about paralyzed the entire arm." And Charles R. Keyes, after receiving a blow from a great horned owl, reported: "It came absolutely unexpected and was so violent as to leave the left side of my head quite numb.... The slash which began on the left cheek and ran across the left ear was rather ugly."

I did not wish to be slashed from cheek to jowl just then, but I risked climbing a neighboring tree so I could use it for a lookout.

I was charged with adrenaline, and I needed all of it to make it up the pine, which had some disturbingly brittle limbs. Meanwhile, the crow alarm had been sounded, and crow reinforcements gathered around, quickly coming in from several directions. The owl, whom I presumed to be a female because it stayed close to the nest, paid them no visible attention. She remained menacingly close to me, continuing her wide-eyed glare while snapping her bill and hooting "hooo-hoo-hoo—," occasionally making hoarse, vehement "wac-wac" calls. When she flew to another tree, she was trailed (and, I hoped, distracted from me) by at least twenty crows who kept diving at her as if to threaten her with harm. As soon as she landed, however, the crows kept a respectful distance, which happened to be no closer than six or seven feet.

From my vantage point I could see that the old crow's nest which the owls had taken over was now in a shambles. It had already been a year old and hit hard by winter storms when the owls had selected it as their home, and they had not improved it. The nest's rim was completely battered down, and three fuzzy owlets standing on the shaky platform were fully exposed. Two of them were probably all of twelve inches tall, the third smaller. Although all three were still covered with fluff, their bills and talons looked like they could do some damage. I doubted that these chicks were in any danger of crows.

[image: ]

I saw no fresh food in the nest, only the remnants of past meals—crow wings and bare bones. To me it looked as if the hunting of these owlets' parents had not been very good. In comparison, Arthur Bent reported that an occupied great horned owl nest he had seen was stocked with a mouse, a young muskrat, two eels, four catfish, a woodcock, four ruffed grouse, one rabbit, and eleven rats, the whole provender totaling eighteen pounds.

When food is available only in limited amounts, as is commonly the case in nature, the practice among some owls is that the largest—that is, the oldest—owlet gets fed first. If the last owlet to hatch from a clutch of eggs is able to feed regardless of the competition from its stronger nestmates, it will survive; otherwise it is neglected and dies or is eaten. The opportunity for siblicide exists if the mother needs to leave the nest to hunt. Eggs in a clutch are laid on successive days or every other day, and the female starts to incubate as soon as she begins laying so that the young are hatched on different days. If push comes to shove during food competition at the nest, the first bird to hatch is soon larger than the rest and has the edge. This practice ensures that at least some of the offspring survive when food is scarce. In most other birds not subjected to extreme variations in food supply, incubation is delayed until the last egg is laid. In this way the parents prevent one offspring from getting a head start and dominating the others.

There are other means of matching the number of mouths to feed to the available food supply. For example, when food is scarce at the beginning of the breeding cycle, great horned owls do not breed at all, or, like snowy owls, they may adjust their clutch size to fit the food supply. For example, snowy owls in Barrow, Alaska, do not breed when lemmings are scarce, but will lay up to two dozen eggs per clutch in peak lemming years, and as few as two in moderate to poor conditions.

As I lingered in observing the nest, the mother owl continued to snap her bill, to call out in a hoarse gurgle, and occasionally she hooted while staring at me with her huge yellow eyes. She made no attempt to attack, and her mate did not appear at all. Apparently he had left as soon as I had come into sight, and he stayed away while the female alone kept a continuous watch. But crows kept me informed of his whereabouts.

Events showed again how much of what really makes a difference in individual lives is often a matter of random chance, in this case at least for one of the three young owls.

Two days later the skies turned dark as storm clouds drifted in from the north. The wind stopped, and in the hushed silence sticky, wet snow began to fall. It clung to the pine needles, the twigs, and the branches. And it continued to fall. Slowly the weight of the gathering whiteness depressed the branches. Lower and lower they sagged, until the stillness was shattered as brittle pine limbs, loaded with heavy snow, came crashing down. I anxiously returned to the site of the nest. It was not left unscathed. The nest tree was damaged, and tangles of branches lay beneath it in piles of snow. Miraculously, two young owls were perched on some fallen branches, and the third was mired in the snow. I was immediately compelled to save the soggy, sorry-looking bundle of misery, haplessly lying there amid the snowstorm's debris. It would be a chance once again to feel close to nature by raising a wild creature, as I had often done in my childhood. In addition, I quickly reasoned, I could perhaps study the development of its hunting behavior and determine how or whether an owl's hunting techniques had anything to do with the way crows and other birds so often mob and attack these birds of prey.

There was a problem, however. Taking an owl—or for that matter a robin, a blackbird, or a crow—from the wild is against the law, and there are many bureaucratic impediments to thwart a legal adoption. Taking an animal from the wild is something one does not do casually. It requires much time and commitment to care for another creature, and one must be prepared to provide not only for its physical needs but also for its psychological ones. With a fellow human, we can take intelligence and understanding for granted; we can verbalize our feelings or make symbolic gestures to help define our relationships. Animals, however, especially wild ones, don't always have the sense or ability to tell us what they require or want, so we have to study them closely for signs of their needs; then we must make ourselves available to minister to those needs. To keep an animal is a constant commitment. And such commitment brings obligations and responsibilities for which many of us are not suited.

I chose to make such a commitment with this owl. I cleared the appropriate paperwork through the state and federal bureaucracies and made my acquisition legal.

Because I was unable to determine its gender, I refer to the owl as "he" or "him" throughout this book out of arbitrary convenience.




An Owl in the House

Revived by the warmth of our wood-burning stove, the owlet stands up in his grass-filled box, glares at me, opens his bill, and hisses. I dangle a piece of meat in front of him but he ignores it. But when I shove it into his partially open mouth, he holds still for a few seconds, then swallows ravenously. Each succeeding piece of meat goes down faster than the one before it, and all signs of meekness begin to leave him.

Well fed and alert, he stands up tall and clacks his bill defiantly by snapping his lower mandibles against the upper. His fluffy down has dried, and he looks twice as big as before. As he spreads out his wings and raises his back feathers, he makes himself look even larger. He faces me belligerently and continues to clack his bill while rocking from side to side, missing no trick to make himself look as big and menacing as possible. All the while, his eyes do not leave me. This owl is reminding me that he is destined to become a fierce, defiant, and untamable creature.

His eyes protrude large in the front of his flat face. The eyelashes are prominent. Where one would expect a nose on a human face, he has a curved bill with a nostril on each side. Most of the bill is hidden by stiff, hairlike feathers, the rictal bristles, which might, like a cat's whiskers, serve as tactile probes in the dark. His quiet dignity, combined with occasional outbursts of ferocity, does not fit one's usual image of a bird.

Bubo, as I decided to call him in honor of his proper name, Bubo virginianus, is no longer an infant. Standing flatfooted, he is twelve and a half inches tall. But his feathers are still short. His tail, for instance, is a mere stub, with about a quarter inch of feathers at the end of the quills. His wing feathers extend less than an inch beyond the quills. The talons, in contrast, are already well developed: each is close to an inch long—and sharp. As if poking through wool socks, they extend ridiculously far beyond the ends of his toes, which are delicately clothed in cream-colored down. Hanging over the legs and extending to both sides, the long, fluffy belly feathers take on the appearance of bloomers. If clothes make the gentleman, then feathers make the owl. He does not look like a dapper gentleman to me, but he could surely pass for a caricature of a wise old man.
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