
BARN OV.TJ, 

r There is not a tumble-down barn i n the c ountry, ~11at i 

does not shelter good material for a naturalist's n ote-book . Take 
it all in all, the oldest shacks are the most productive . If 
they are not bored full Of fli cker holes, you wilJ f ind swnllows 

nesting in the eaves . If there is a hole and · a snug corner some 
wren or bluebird has likely cli:1nbed in and built a home . It' it 
be near town, some Engl i s h sparrow has perhaps been living there 
all winter , and at the first indication of Spring hE $ ~ egun carry-
ing in grass and sticks . 

Years ago, our nearest neighbor got a pair of pigeons , 
sawed two holes up i n the co~ner of his bn rn and nailed up a 

J -~ soap box . The pigeons disappeared one day and the next Spring a 

I 

pair of barn owls moved in . That was seven of eight years ago, 
but the old dusty box in the gable is still rented to the same 
pair . I have no doubt the tenants will remain as long as the 
barn lasts . 

l 
/ Now, the barn owl is a que nr looking tenant . No one 

/: Ch-V 
' is particularly fond o~ owl . More than t hat, his actions are 
against him . Its natural that we havent much sympath y for a 

l fellow, who is up and s ne<:..king around all n i£,h t a nd s Jeeping 

I through the day . There is always some suspicion attB c ~ ed to a l night prowler , whether he be b i rd, 1man or beast . However, I 

rJ\ *'. 1 ofte'.l watched t h e b a rn owl and s t ud t ed h i s ho.bi ts, I am sat is-
~. fied he paid our neighbor more in one ni~ht than the pigeons, 

......................... _~~--...--



r· . ) I /""' 
ls:ralJ ows and wrens) did in a month . '· {!!9t in sin~!ng ,-~ercy no ! 

~oever heard a song coming from a hooked biJl? But in re<. l 

service about the farm, the se ··vice of a watchman or policeman 

t r ri d t ne place .of i ~1 .j uri ous roden ts . 

It was not an easy mntter to picture thes P barn owls, 

situated as they were in the very peak of the old barn . ( The 

r .,,,.(fni"'nute we approached the nest-box, the old ovrl pl tched h ead.lorcg 
u &.J . 
' out the hole and landed in the willovr tree opposi t~ We had 

to ·cJ irnb a ladder and s-.·ri:::t[; into the r a f t ers to recc cli the nest . 

From such a posit ion we could J1ardl y ha ndle a camera . The re was 

not even a loft to work from, so we secu-ed a long ladder, and 

nailed a couple of cross-pieces strong enou~h to h old a board . 

Crawlin.:; up in r-.~ stooped position, we took the back out of the 

nest-box and arranged it so it would drop down and show the in-

terior, or could be fastened up at will . 

A month later, we crawled up i n the snb1e-e:nd of the 

y jf barn, and pulled out three or the funniest, fuzziest t mon1rny-faced 

little brats that it has ever been my privilege to set eyes up on . 

They blinked, snapped their bills a nd h issed like a box-full of 

snakes . We tool< them to the ground anl doubled up in lauL)1 ter at 

their queer antics . They hobbed and screwed around in more 

funn:/ attitudes in a minvt ~3 t ian any c011t,orti onist I ever saw . 

~e found · hem graded in size and hei~ht as carefully 

6~.* as a carpenter builds the steps of n stair-case . They were the 



lumpiest looking birds I ever saw . I t looked like some amateur 

t axide'"mist l1ad taken them in hand u.nd rammed the cotton in, wad 

at a time with a stick , till he had the youngsters bulging out 

in knobs all over . 

from a 

The eldest, we called the colonel, bu+ looking at him 
!I 

humanized stnrx ·oin+, it seamed to me , he had bean put to-

i:;ether wrong , for :11s chest 'nad slipp'.'°d clenr arouni on his back . 

At times, he was a peacaLJe lool:ing citiz·::m, but he vms ah.rays 

wary and suspicious . He turned his back on the camera in dise;ust 

or sat in a soured state of silence , but one eye was always open 

7 ../(- and watching every movement we made . 

We crept out one night and hid in a brush heap b? the 

barn . I t was not lonlj before tJie scratchinc and soft hissing 

of the owls told us their b··eakfast time had come . The curtain 

ot' the ni~_;ht had fallen . The day creatures were at rest . Sud-

denly, a shadow flared across the diM-lit sky; a soundless sweep-

ing of wings as the shadow winnowed back again . The young owls , 

by some unmistakable preception, knew o·· the approach of -i-·ood , 

for there wc.~s a sudden out--burst in the soap- box Jike the whistle 

of escapinB steam • I t was answered by an unearthly , rasping , 

wi tchi:ug screech . Again and again, the shadow came and went . 

Then, I crept into the barn, felt my way up and 0 clged alone, the 
,r 

rafters to the hen-roosty clc.l Lox . Silently , I wait<~cl 0nd listen-

ed to a nasal conce-t that was as pleasing as . a cage fulJ of 



rnusice.l snakes . The minute foocl was brn1c,11t , I f1n.s!1ed a match 

and saw one of t.he 1itt.1e " monl;:ey-facFs " tenrine:, the 11Anrl. f"om 

the body of a younB gopher . 

The j ex+ tif.,e , I clirnbe<l the cob-webbed r aft e r s to 

photograph the youni; owls , I cautiously thrust in. my hand to 

y;ull out the uearest nest.lint, . I n a twinkling , he fell flat on 

his Lack c...nd clutcriecl rr1e ·;;i ... h beth claws . Of n.11 the brips I 

ever felt , tirnt WP .. s most like a neeu.1e-toothed steel - trap . I 

f elt the twinge of pain as t .. e sharp talons sRnk i!1to th 0 flesh . 

I cri.nt'.,ed und the Grip ti:.)1tened . The slie,htest move~nent v:2s 

the signal for a tenser grn.sp . I t vms the clutch thnt 1·astens 

in the prey and never relaxes till the stilJness of de;.t h follows . 

I hung to the rafters anl gri ttecl my teetl1 ti1J I could wedge in 

·q 7f . Cllid pry the claws loose . 

_. ~ The yo11ng owls were hardly old ericugh to t'Jy , but tney 

',) ~19:-,raise t.Leir winss and. run Jike a cat for the darkest corner . 

We llacl never tried the car~1era on s<~cl1 a ferocious lot o;· birds . 

They knew tl:e art of self- defense like a ·-rofessional prize 

fi.i_,hter . Approach one , nnd he was nn his gunrcl. . he vrnul,-_ turn 

on his back in A.n ink1 ing and throw up these clm-:s . " Corne on! 

I'm ready ," he seemed to say, ancl ws kept our cl 1 stance. 

IP 
The oldest one hud u villianous temper he was as much 

OpposeJ to havins his picture t: ken as a superstious Indian . 

GeneralJy, he sat, with his chin restiLg on his chest , like a 



broken down lawyer . ( once when the photographer was least ex-

( ~ecting it, he dropped on his trowser • s leB as lLGh tly as a 
I 
\ featlier , t1·t with a strength and tenacity or a mad LulJ pup . 
I 
l The claws sank through to bed- rock, 2nd before they could be 

I pried loose , they had drnwn blood in three places • 
..,. "/JONT c;;:·.- THI! IN'PRfS..! D'N 

But/) 1.he young ovvls were always in sucJ·i a savat:;e 

mood . They may greet strangers in a feroci < us manner, especially 

wtien di~-;t 1 1•~bed while they are asleep during the day . If left 
WE Ri:- NND F1/i 1 fHs./.. f:, 

alone by themselves , they~:s..'"80J.'n t o -b:e as tame Ao.s pet pussies . 

I t is well ki,own tc orn ithologists, that 2 1] birds of 

prey swallow a good deal of indigestible matter, such as hair, 

bone <~ncl feathers or r odents and birds . This is formed into 

balls in thF stomach and vomited up . By exarn :'.. nati r n of t.l1ese 

pellets , scientists are able to tell exactly what the hawks and 

owls J 1 ve on . 
::..;r()u-:.:;>R'* -Jr.-t.f·.f t... '"'r--M4-R-i'~-I' ·_i...,,~ 
l A pair of barn 07 ls occupied 

-"!'" 4'! N 1:. -+¥-117-1 
one of the towers of 

the Smi thonian I ns ti tut~~-Washingt-onJ When the young were 

half grown the floor wc.s strewn with pellets . An examination 

of two hundred of these showed a total or four hundred and fifty-

four skulls . Four hundred a nd twelve of these were mice , twenty 

rats, twenty shrews, one mole and one vesper sparrow . 

:,.1f l ~ .. * A family of young barn or;l·; will number from three 

Hr-ruTW6;~ to seven birds . I t is incredible what an amount of v e rmin a 
-p~.~ tc ~ i) 
~J ........ v,1'•~ family of mvls will c onsume . An old owl will capture as much 
fjifl.dv Nt1,# 



or more food t han a dozen cc. ts i n a ni c,h t . The owlets are always 

hungry; they will ea t their own wei ght i n food every ni~h t, 

and more ~ r they can get it . A case is on record wl. ere a half-

grown owl wLs gi vt·n1 all the mice it could eat . It swa llowed eight 
in rapid succession . Tl1e ninth followed all but t11e tai1, wh i ch 

JS ..:/: which for some time hung out or the b ~ rds mouth . 
'\.. ' 

The rapid digest-
~~· 

ion of the rapt ores is shown b y the f a ct t hat .in t h ree h nur s 

the little glutton was ready for a second me ~l nnd s wa lJowed 

four additional mi ce . If t h i s is t be performance or a s i~11~, 1e 

bird, the effect that a whole nest fulJ of owls would have on 

\~* the ve rmin of a c ommunity is self evident . 

I wondered at t /J e cha ni;e s in the owl -:-·aces a s they 

grew older . When I first saw them in white down, I thought the 

face wa s that of a sheep, and then a monkey, and then I didn ' t 
J (' ~ know just what it resembled . The third time we visited the nest, 

ea.ch youngster he.d a face that surely looked like some old Branny 

ltc * 
I have seen dressed in a night dap . Later on, ~hen we saw t hem 

full-frown, they got to be more owl-like and dignified. 

An owl spreads terror among the small ground folk, 

as a ghost amo rcg _.egroes . It is the owl ' s shadow-silent wings, 
his sharpest s ound-catching esr, and his nigh t-piercing eyes that 
make him the superior of the mouse, the mole, the gopher and the 

squirrel . He~ans over the field with an ominous screech that 

/ 1 * sets a mou&e scampering to hi~hole, but his ear has caubht the 
I 



I 

footstep, t h ose wLl2,s a re swi f't, those s te e 1-t ' 'ap cl a ws aJ wa~'s 

r eady; his drop if s u re, h i s grip i ~ de Pth . 

From un ec onomic standpo i nt, it would be d iff icult 

to point out a more useful b : r el in [L Y farrnini_:, c omrnun i t y . J i k e 

many other Lirds, t he ba:~n owl deservs s t :rn t'ullest prc t ecti cn . 
cF'll,. 

Man is A ~iall.:y its worst enemy • 

. 
•·' f),.,~ l ~. 

I 
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