Ohio Division of Wildlife

Life History Notes

Great Horned Owl

Scientific Name: Bubo virginianus

Introduction

The great horned owl is the largest of Ohio’s
resident owls and the largest “eared” owl in
North America. Once abundant in the state,
great horned owl numbers have declined with
the development of Ohio. This owl will eat a
tfremendous variety of animals and is a tal-
ented hunter; these attributes have allowed it
to adapt to nearly all types of habitat where it
can find suitable nest sites.

Throughout the world, owls have been
associated with a variety of myths and supersti-
tions, good and bad, that run the gamut from
being a symbol of witchcraft, evil occurrences,
impending death, wisdom, good luck and
victory. Many of the stories that have been
fabricated around owls likely have their roots in
attempts to explain owls’ nocturnal behavior
and their vocalizations, many of which sound
human. The great horned owl has a variety of
calls or notes it sounds including a five- or six-
note hoot, shrieks, barks, growls, and a scream
that sends a chili down many spines.

The great horned owl is considered the top
bird of prey, fearing no other creature but man.

Description

The great horned owl has a mixture of brown
and varying shades of black and buff feathers.
A considerable number of feathers show white,
especially under the chin where there is a
conspicuous throat patch. The breast is heavily
barred--the variation in feather colors gives the
impression of bars running across the body.
Two large tufts of longer feathers come off
either side of the great horned owl’s head.

OHIO
w1 OF NATURA(
@V‘(\\!\& 5.90(//?0

DIVISION OF

WILDLIFE

Publication 182
(1099)

Male and female great horned owls are
identical in appearance, but the female is
noticeably larger.

Owl feathers are described as “soft and
flexible”; the edges are fringed. This allows owls
to fly nearly silently and to approach their prey
without warning. Most owls have 12 tail feath-
ers.

The eyes are yellow and highlighted by a
black facial rim. They are also very large; and
this adaptation helps the owl be an effective
predator. The size of its eyes allows the owl fo
gather sufficient light to permit it to see well
and function in low light conditions. The great
horned owl has a sharp beak and claws, also
excellent qids in hunting prey. Its talons are
curved and thick and there is a soft covering
of feathers over the tfoes down to the base of
the nails. Its ears are placed on the top sides
of its head, and its hearing is acute. The great
horned owl’s hearing, like that of other owls,
picks up the most minute sounds o the point
that it can take prey in complete darkness.

Great horned owils are generally 21 1o 23
inches in height. Their weight varies greatly, but
they can weigh as much as 4.5 pounds. The
male’s wingspan is 50 to 55 inches and the
female’s 50 to 62 inches.

Great horned owls have an extensive range-
-throughout the Americas from the Arcftic to
the Straits of Magellan, less the West Indies.
There are 10 subspecies of great horned owls
within this range. Coloratfion patterns vary
somewhat among the subspecies, but their
general appearance is consistent with the






