
Interesting Facts About The Great Horned Owl 1

Interesting Facts About The Great
Horned Owl

Interesting Facts About
The Great Horned Owl

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com

by Stewart & Walker

INTRODUCTION TO THE GREAT
HORNED OWL

The great horned owl is one of the most
fascinating and adaptable birds of prey
in the Americas. Known for its distinctive
ear tufts, deep hooting call, and piercing
yellow  eyes,  this  nocturnal  hunter
evokes both awe and curiosity. Whether
you  are  a  seasoned  birder  or  simply

someone  who  enjoys  learning  about
wi ldl i fe,  there  is  no  shortage  of
interesting  facts  about  the  great
horned  owl  that  can  deepen  your
appreciation for this iconic raptor. From
its  incredible  hunting  abilities  to  its
surprising  nesting  habits,  the  great
horned owl is a master of survival. In this
article,  we  wil l  explore  the  most
captivating  details  about  this  bird,
revealing why it has earned a reputation
as the “tiger of the sky.”

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Interesting Facts About The Great Horned Owl 2024-07-06

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND
UNIQUE ADAPTATIONS

The great horned owl (Bubo virginianus)
is a large, powerful bird that can weigh
between  two  and  five  pounds,  with  a
wingspan  of  up  to  five  feet.  Its  most
recognizable  feature  is  the  pair  of
prominent  feather  tufts  on  its  head,
which  resemble  horns  or  ears.  These
tufts are not actually ears or horns; they
are simply feathers used for camouflage
and communication. When the owl feels
threatened, it can raise or lower these
tufts to alter its silhouette and blend into
tree branches.

Exceptional
Vision and
Hearing
One  of  the  most  interesting  facts
about  the  great  horned  owl  is  its
extraordinary sensory abilities. Its large,
forward-facing  eyes  give  it  binocular
vision, allowing it to judge distances with
remarkable precision. The eyes are fixed
in their sockets, so the owl must turn its
head  up  to  270  degrees  to  scan  its
surroundings. A special adaptation in the
neck’s blood vessels prevents blood flow
from being cut off during these extreme
rotations.  Additionally,  its  hearing  is
incredibly acute. The owl’s facial disc – a
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concave arrangement of feathers around
the  eyes  –  funnels  sound  toward  its
asymmetrically  placed  ears.  This
asymmetry  helps  the  owl  pinpoint  the
exact location of prey, even under thick
snow or dense vegetation.

Feather
Structure and
Silent Flight
The  great  horned  owl  is  a  master  of
stealth.  Its  primary  feathers  have  a
serrated  leading  edge  that  breaks  up
turbulence, while a soft, velvety texture
on  the  wing  surface  absorbs  sound.
These  adaptations  allow  the  owl  to  fly

almost  silently,  a  crucial  advantage
when hunting small mammals that rely
on  hearing  to  detect  predators.  The
ability to approach prey undetected is a
key reason why the great horned owl is
such an effective hunter.

HABITAT AND RANGE

The great horned owl is one of the most
widely  distributed  owl  species  in  the
Western  Hemisphere.  It  can  be  found
from the  Arctic  tundra  of  Canada and
Alaska all the way down to the tropical
forests of South America. Its adaptability
is  remarkable:  it  thrives  in  deserts,
rainforests,  swamps,  grasslands,
suburban areas, and even urban parks.
This  adaptability  is  partly  due  to  its
varied diet and flexible nesting behavior.
Unlike  many  birds  that  require  specific
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habitats, the great horned owl can make
a  home  almost  anywhere  as  long  as
there  are  trees,  cliffs,  or  buildings  for
roosting  and  nesting.

Nesting
Behavior: Not a
Builder, but a
Squatter
Among  the  interesting  facts  about
the great horned owl  is that it does
not build its own nest. Instead, it takes
over  abandoned  nests  built  by  other
large  birds,  such  as  hawks,  crows,  or
herons. It will also nest in tree cavities,

on  cliff  ledges,  and  even  on  human
structures like barns and window ledges.
The  female  lines  the  nest  with  a  few
feathers  or  leaves,  but  the  owls
generally  do  little  to  improve  the
structure. They often use the same nest
site year after year, sometimes adding
their  own  debris.  Remarkably,  great
horned owls begin nesting very early in
the year – often in January or February –
long before most other birds. This early
start gives their young a head start in
learning to hunt.

DIET AND HUNTING TACTICS

The great horned owl is an opportunistic
carnivore with one of the most diverse
diets  of  any raptor.  Its  menu includes
small  mammals  such  as  mice,  voles,
rabbits, and squirrels; birds ranging from
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songbirds  to  ducks  and  even  other
raptors;  reptiles,  amphibians,  fish,  and
large  insects.  They  are  known  to  eat
skunks, which is a surprising fact given
the skunk’s defensive spray – the owl’s
sense of smell is very poor, so it does
not  mind  the  odor.  One  of  the  most
interesting  facts  about  the  great
horned owl is its ability to take down
prey much larger  than itself,  including
porcupines, house cats, and small dogs.
This  fearless  predator  attacks  with
powerful  talons  that  exert  a  crushing
grip  of  up  to  500  pounds  per  square
inch.

Hunting Strategy
Great  horned  owls  are  primari ly
nocturnal hunters, though they may also

hunt during the day in winter or when
feeding young. They employ a sit-and-
wait  strategy,  perching  on  a  high
vantage  point  and  watching  for
movement.  Their  excellent night vision
and hearing allow them to detect prey
from  great  distances.  Once  they  lock
onto  a  target,  they  drop  silently  and
swiftly,  using  their  talons  to  deliver  a
quick, fatal blow. The owl swallows small
prey  whole,  later  regurgitating  pellets
containing  bones,  fur,  and  other
indigestible parts. Studying these pellets
provides scientists with valuable insight
into the owl’s diet and local ecosystem
health.

LIFE CYCLE AND REPRODUCTION

Breeding season for great horned owls
begins as early as late autumn in some
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regions,  but  peaks  in  January  and
February.  Pairs  are  monogamous  and
often remain together for  many years,
sometimes for  life.  The male performs
courtship  displays,  including  bowing,
calling, and offering food to the female.

Eggs and Chicks
The female  lays  one to  four  eggs per
clutch,  with  the  average being two or
three. She incubates the eggs for about
30 to 37 days,  during which the male
provides  her  with  food.  The  eggs  are
white and spherical, laid at intervals of a
few  days.  Because  incubation  begins
with  the  first  egg,  the  chicks  hatch
asynchronously  –  meaning  the  oldest
chick can be several days larger than the
youngest.  This  size  difference  often

leads  to  the  youngest  chick  receiving
less food, and it may not survive in lean
years. However, in years with abundant
prey,  all  siblings  usually  fledge
successfully.
Young owls, called owlets, are covered in
white down at hatching. Their eyes open
within  two  weeks,  and  they  begin  to
explore  the  nest  at  about  six  weeks.
They  fledge  (leave  the  nest)  at  around
six  to  eight  weeks  old  but  remain
dependent on their parents for several
more months while they learn to hunt.
Juvenile  owls  have  more  mottled
plumage  and  resemble  adults  by  late
autumn of their first year.

COMMUNICATION AND
VOCALIZATIONS

The classic “hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo” call of the



Interesting Facts About The Great Horned Owl 7

7

great  horned  owl  is  one  of  the  most
recognizable  bird  sounds  in  North
America.  This call  is  primarily used by
males  to  define  territory  and  attract
mates.  Females  also  call  but  with  a
higher pitch. Pairs often duet, especially
during  courtship.  Beyond  the  typical
hooting,  great  horned  owls  produce  a
variety of sounds: barks, hisses, shrieks,
and  bill-clapping.  These  vocalizations
serve  different  purposes,  from  warning
intruders to communicating with mates
and  offspring.  One  of  the  lesser-known
interesting  facts  about  the  great
horned owl is that they can alter their
calls  depending  on  the  situation.  For
example, an alarmed owl may snap its
bill loudly to intimidate a threat.

PREDATORS AND DEFENSE
MECHANISMS

Adult  great  horned  owls  have  few
natural predators due to their size and
formidable weapons. However, eggs and
young owlets are vulnerable to raccoons,
snakes,  crows,  and  other  large  birds.
Adult owls may occasionally fall prey to
golden eagles, great horned owls from
rival  territories,  or  vehicle  collisions.
Their  primary  defense  is  their  cryptic
coloration, which allows them to blend
into  tree  bark  and  fol iage.  When
threatened,  they  may  also  puff  up  their
feathers to appear larger,  spread their
wings, and click their beaks. If a predator
comes  too  close,  they  will  strike  with
their  sharp  talons,  which  can  cause
serious injury.
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SYMBOLISM AND CULTURAL
SIGNIFICANCE

Throughout  human  history,  the  great
horned owl has been both revered and
feared.  Native  American  tribes  often
associated it with wisdom, foresight, and
protection.  In  some cultures,  however,
its nocturnal habits and eerie calls linked
it to death and bad omens. In modern
times, the great horned owl is a popular
symbol  in  literature,  movies,  and
mascots,  represent ing  stealth,
intelligence,  and  the  wild.  Its  image
appears  on  coins,  stamps,  and  logos,
reflecting  its  widespread  appeal.
Unders tand ing  these  cu l tu ra l
connections  adds  another  layer  to  the
interesting  facts  about  the  great
horned  owl,  showing  how  deeply

intertwined  this  bird  is  with  human
imagination.

CONSERVATION AND HUMAN
INTERACTION

The  great  horned  owl  is  not  currently
considered  threatened  or  endangered.
Its  population  is  stable  thanks  to  its
adaptability and broad range. However,
like all wildlife, it faces challenges from
habitat loss, pesticide use, and collisions
with vehicles and power lines. Because
of  their  diet,  great  horned  owls  can
accumulate toxins from prey that have
ingested rodenticides, which can lead to
secondary  poisoning.  Conservation
efforts  focus  on  preserving  large  tracts
of  forest  and  wetlands,  encouraging
responsible  pest  control  methods,  and
installing  nesting  platforms  in  suitable
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habitats.
Birdwatchers  and  nature  lovers  can
observe great horned owls by listening
for their calls at dusk or by scanning tall
trees  and  utility  poles  in  open  areas.
Winter is an especially good time to spot
them because leaves are gone, making
perches  more  visible.  Patience  and  a
good pair of binoculars are key. Never
approach a nest  or  disturb an owl,  as
this can cause the parents to abandon
their young or become stressed.

FUN AND UNEXPECTED FACTS

Great horned owls have been
recorded living up to 28 years in
captivity; in the wild, they typically
live 10 to 15 years.
Their talons are strong enough to

crush the skull of a large rabbit or
a small fox.
These owls are among the few
predators that regularly hunt and
eat skunks. A single owl’s nest
may have a distinctive skunk odor.
The great horned owl is the official
provincial bird of Alberta, Canada.
They are sometimes called “tiger
owls” because of their striped belly
feathers and fierce hunting style.
Unlike many birds of prey, great
horned owls do not construct their
own nests; they rely on the
abandoned nests of other large
birds.
Their eyesight is about 35 times
more sensitive than human vision
in low light.
They can rotate their heads 270
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degrees, but not a full 360 – a
common myth.
During the winter, great horned
owls may store food in tree
cavities or in the snow to eat later.
Their “horns” or ear tufts are not
used for hearing but for
communication and camouflage.

CONCLUSION

The great  horned owl  is  a  remarkable
creature  whose  beauty,  strength,  and
adaptability  make  it  one  of  the  most
intriguing  birds  in  the  world.  From its
silent  flight  and  powerful  grip  to  its
diverse diet and early breeding season,
every  aspect  of  its  life  is  filled  with

surprises. The interesting facts about
the great horned owl outlined in this
article only scratch the surface of what
this  species  has  to  offer.  Whether  you
encounter  it  in  the  wild,  hear  its
haunting call at night, or read about it in
folklore, the great horned owl remains a
symbol  of  the  wild,  untamed  spirit  of
nature.  By  learning  more  about  these
majestic birds, we can better appreciate
the delicate balance of ecosystems and
the  importance  of  conserving  the
habitats  that  support  them.  Next  time
you hear a deep “hoo-hoo-hoo” echoing
through the darkness, you’ll  know that
the great  horned owl  is  near –  a true
master of the night sky.


