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INTRODUCTION TO
THE NOCTURNAL
HUNTER

When twilight
descends and the
forest falls silent, a
distinct, low hooting
often breaks the calm
air. This sound, a deep
and rhythmic four-note
call, belongs to one of
North America’s most
formidable and
widespread raptors:
the great horned owl.
Known scientifically as
Bubo virginianus, this
bird of prey is a master
of the night sky. For
those seeking reliable

The Great Horned
owl Facts,
understanding this
creature means looking
beyond its iconic
"horns" (which are
actually feather tufts
called plumicorns) and
into its remarkable
adaptations that make
it a supreme predator.
This article will explore
the life, habits, and
ecological importance
of this magnificent
bird, offering a
comprehensive look at
what makes it one of
the most successful
owls on the continent.

PHYSICAL
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Size and
Appearan
ce

The great horned owl is
a large and powerful
bird. Adults typically
weigh between 2 and

5.5 pounds, with
females being
significantly larger

than males—a common
trait among birds of
prey. Their wingspan
can stretch from 3.3 to
4.8 feet, allowing for
silent, buoyant flight.
The plumage is a
mottled mix of browns,
grays, blacks, and
whites, providing
exceptional

camouflage against
tree bark. The most
distinguishing feature

head, which resemble
horns or ears. These
tufts are not related to
hearing; instead, they
are thought to play a
role in visual
communication,
helping the owl
express aggression or
appear larger to rivals
or predators.

Exception
al Senses

To understand The
Great Horned Owl
Facts regarding
hunting, one must
appreciate their
sensory biology. Their
eyes are large and
forward-facing, giving
them exceptional
binocular vision for
depth perception in low
light. While they
cannot move their eyes
within the sockets,
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they can rotate their
heads up to 270
degrees to scan their
surroundings. More
critical is their hearing.
The owl’s facial disc, a
concave arrangement
of feathers, acts like a
satellite dish, funneling
sound waves to
asymmetrically placed
ear openings. This
asymmetry, where one
ear is higher than the
other, allows the owl to
pinpoint the exact
vertical and horizontal
location of a sound,
enabling it to hunt
effectively in complete
darkness.

HABITAT AND
RANGE: MASTERS
OF ADAPTATION

One of the most
compelling The Great
Horned Owl Facts is
their incredible
adaptability. These
owls are found across
the entire North

American continent,
from the Arctic treeline
to the tropical
rainforests of Central
and South America.
They thrive in a
staggering variety of
habitats, including:

e Deciduous and
coniferous
forests

e Deserts and
scrublands

e Swamps and
wetlands

e Urban and
suburban parks

e Agricultural fields
and open
grasslands

They do not build their
own nests. Instead,
they will often take
over abandoned nests
from other large birds,
such as red-tailed
hawks, crows, or
herons. They also use
natural cavities in
trees, cliff ledges, and
even man-made



structures like barns
and church steeples.
This willingness to use
available real estate is
a key reason for their
widespread success.

DIET AND
HUNTING: THE
APEX PREDATOR
OF THE NIGHT

A Varied
Menu

The great horned owl is
an opportunistic and
ferocious predator. Its
diet is one of the most
diverse of any North
American raptor. While
they primarily hunt
small mammals, they
are known for taking
surprisingly large prey.
Their typical menu
includes:

* Rodents: Mice,
voles, rats, and
squirrels (a

staple food)

e Lagomorphs:
Rabbits and
hares

e Birds: From
small songbirds
to larger species
like ducks,
grouse, and even
other raptors,
including
peregrine falcons
and ospreys

e Reptiles and
Amphibians:
Snakes, lizards,
frogs, and toads

* Invertebrates:
Large insects
and scorpions

Perhaps the most
astonishing The Great
Horned Owl Facts
regarding diet is their
ability to take prey
larger than
themselves. They are
one of the few
predators that
regularly kills and eats
skunks. The owl lacks a
well-developed sense
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of smell, making it
immune to the skunk’s
primary defense. They
will also prey on
domestic cats and
small dogs if the
opportunity arises.

Hunting
Techniqu
e

Hunting begins at
dusk. The owl uses its
exceptional hearing
and vision to locate
prey from a perch.
Once a target is
identified, it swoops
down silently. The
primary feathers of an
owl have a soft, fringed
edge that breaks up
turbulence and muffles
the sound of flight. This
silent approach allows
the owl to get within
striking distance
without alerting its

quarry. The Kkill is
delivered with powerful
talons that exert
tremendous crushing
pressure, often
severing the spine of
the prey. Prey is
typically swallowed
whole or in large
pieces, and indigestible
parts (fur, bones,
teeth) are later
regurgitated as a
compact pellet.

BEHAVIOR AND
REPRODUCTION:
LIFE CYCLE OF THE
HORNED OWL

Breeding
Season

Breeding season
begins very early in the
year, often in late
January or February,
even in regions where
snow is still on the
ground. This early start
gives the young a long




summer to grow and
learn to hunt before
their first winter. The
male performs
courtship displays,
calling to the female
and offering food. Pairs
are monogamous and
often mate for life,
using the same nesting
territory year after
year.

Nesting
and
Develop
ment

The female lays a
clutch of 1 to 4 eggs,
which she incubates for
about 30 to 37 days.
During this period, the
male provides all the
food for the female.
The eggs hatch
asynchronously,

meaning the oldest

chick may be several
days larger than the
youngest. This can be
a brutal survival
strateqgy; if food is
scarce, the smallest
chick may not survive.
The young, called
owlets, are covered in
soft down and are
helpless at birth. They
leave the nest (fledge)
at about 6 to 8 weeks
but remain dependent
on their parents for
food for several more
months as they perfect
their hunting skills.

VOCALIZATIONS:
THE VOICE OF THE
WILD

The iconic call of the
great horned owl is a
series of five to eight
deep, resonant hoots:
"Who’s awake? Me
too!" or "Hoo-h'HOOO-
HOOO-hoo." This call is
used primarily for
territorial defense and
to attract a mate. Both

6 The Great Horned Owl Facts 2023-10-27



The Great Horned Owl Facts 7

males and females call,
though the female’s
voice is higher in pitch.
Beyond the classic
hoot, they produce a
variety of other
sounds, including shrill
whistles, barks, and a
loud, screeching hiss
used when threatened.
Learning to identify
these calls is one of the
most rewarding ways
to confirm The Great

Horned Owl Facts in
your local
environment.
CONSERVATION
STATUS AND
THREATS

A Stable
Populatio
n

According to The
Great Horned Owl
Facts from

conservation

organizations like the
Cornell Lab of
Ornithology and the
IUCN Red List, the
great horned owl is one
of the most common
and stable owl species
in North America. Their
population is estimated
to be in the millions,
and they are listed as a

species of "Least
Concern." Their
adaptability has

allowed them to thrive
even in areas where
other raptors have
declined.

Human-

Related
Threats

Despite their success,
they are not without
threats. The primary
dangers include:

¢ Vehicle



collisions: Owls
often hunt along
roadsides, where
they can be
struck by cars.

¢ Pesticide
poisoning:
Consuming
rodents that
have ingested
rodenticides can
be fatal.

e Electrocution:
Perching on
power lines can
lead to
electrocution.

e Habitat loss:
While adaptable,
large-scale
deforestation can
reduce nesting
sites and prey
availability.

e Window
strikes: Like
many birds, they
can be killed by
flying into
windows.

One of the lesser-
known The Great

Horned Owl Facts
regarding threats is the
impact of crows. Crows
will aggressively mob
great horned owls

during the day,
harassing them
relentlessly. While

rarely lethal, this stress
can negatively impact
the owl's health and
nesting success.

CULTURAL
SIGNIFICANCE AND
MYTHS

The great horned owl
has a rich cultural
presence. In many
Native American
traditions, the owl is
seen as a symbol of
wisdom, patience, and
the power of the night,
but also as a
messenger of omens or
a guardian of the
underworld. Its
imposing appearance
and nocturnal habits
have also led to
superstitions. The
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"horns" are often
associated with the
devil in some European
folklore, giving the bird
an unfairly sinister
reputation. In modern
times, the great
horned owl is a popular
emblem for
conservation groups,
literature, and as a
mascot for schools and
sports teams. |Its
steady gaze and silent
flight  continue to
capture the human
imagination.

CONCLUSION: A
MASTER OF THE
NIGHT SKY

The great horned owl
stands as a testament
to the power of
evolution and
adaptation. From its

silent flight and
crushing talons to its
ability to thrive in
environments ranging
from the deep woods
to suburban backyards,
this raptor is a true
survivor.,
Understanding The
Great Horned Owl
Facts gives us a
deeper appreciation for
the complex web of life
that exists around us,
often just beyond the
reach of our senses.
The next time you hear
a deep, rhythmic
hooting in the dark,
you will now know that
you are in the
presence of one of
nature’s most efficient
and awe-inspiring
predators—a silent
sentinel of the night.



