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 N
ow and then I am asked, “What is your favorite wild-
life?” That is a hard question for someone who has 
spent almost fifty years as a wildlife consultant and 
volunteer, covering amphibians, turtles, birds, and 

a few mammals. Usually I answer, “Whatever species I am 
with at the moment.” 

Even harder than choosing a favorite is acknowledg-
ing that I do not particularly like some wildlife. Although 
I greatly admire the intelligence of ravens, I dislike them 
for figuring out how to peel off the toxic skin of my beloved 
toads and eating them when they gather for breeding. Such 
bias—labeling species as good or bad—is a self-centered 
human construct that depends on each of our interests, 
or on our lifestyles and upbringing. It is easy for me to be 
objective on a research project; it is not so easy in my own 
subsistence garden. So, I understand the strong judgments 
about various species formed by people trying to make a 
living from a farm, a ranch, or a forest. 

I have a love-hate relationship with barred owls (Strix 
varia), especially the one that frequents my backwoods 
patch. I grew up with barred owls next to our Maryland 
home, and I have sweet memories of their evening calls. In 
the daytime, one owl used to swoop over me from behind 
whenever I started on the path into the woods, but it never 
showed up if I turned my head to look for it. I did not think 
it was aggressive; I figured it was curious, or perhaps even 
playing some kind of game with me.

But now I live in western Oregon where barred owls 
are recent arrivals. They moved into the forests that were 
once the domain of the northern spotted owl (Strix occi-
dentalis caurina). Across the landscape, the vast extent 
of old-growth conifer forests, primarily Douglas-fir, with 
huge live trees and snags—the preferred habitat of spot-
ted owls—had been broken up into smaller patches by 
clearcutting. In the aftermath are smaller trees, fewer 
snags, more edges than interiors of forest habitat, and a 
diversity of plant associations. This varied habitat is best 
suited to S. varia. Furthermore, the extensive logging of 
forests all across North America, with the growth of small-
er trees in logged forests and on abandoned small farms, 
has created the perfect pathway for barred owls to expand 

their numbers across a swath of northern tier states and 
Canadian provinces. More assertive and adaptable than 
the spotted owl, and requiring smaller home ranges for 
nesting, the barred owl can outcompete the spotted owl for 
food resources, such as chipmunks and squirrels, can oust 
it from cavity nesting sites in large snags, and can kill, or 
hybridize with, its cousin species. In all such interactions, 
the rare spotted owl comes out the loser.

The barred owl arrived in Oregon in the early 1970s. The 
northern spotted owl was listed as Threatened in 1990—its 
populations having drastically decreased primarily due to 
habitat loss. Now, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (US-
FWS) is shooting barred owls in some areas in a desperate 
effort to maintain the iconic owl of the Pacific Northwest 
forests. Understandably, loggers hated the spotted owl 
when its listing forced a reduction in logging on federal 
lands, although—if cutting had continued at the pre-listing 
rate of 125,000 acres per year—the end of available old-
growth trees would have been realized in thirty years. Bird-
ers and environmentalists now either hate the barred owl 
or, more often, hate the USFWS for killing a species that 
was not intentionally introduced but moved here on its 
own. There is controversy surrounding these two owl spe-
cies in every sector, and many people—including me—are 
conflicted about what they think and feel. Are spotted owls 
good and barred owls bad? Will shooting barred owls only 
leave space for more of them to move in? Should we sim-
ply watch the spotted owl populations shrink to extinction 
and be replaced by barred owls? Even if we killed barred 
owls and prohibited logging on all public lands, eventually 
restoring extensive old-growth forests, would the spotted 
owl persevere? 

 S
potted owls are curious and seem fearless of humans. 
Soon after I moved to Oregon in the late 1960s, several 
times when I was hiking with my family in old-growth 

forests, a spotted owl swooped from behind to come within 
inches of us, reminding me of the barred owl of my child-
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Sunset gilds a normally gray-brown barred owl on a manmade perch, 
awaiting the evening emergence of voles and mice. C
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hood. The first time this happened, I watched a spotted owl 
pass so close over my husband’s head that his hair lifted 
in the breeze the owl’s wings created. Another time, when 
our dog was leading the way up the trail, a young spotted 
owl swept over the three of us and descended, stroking its 
furled talons along the dog’s back and causing such panic 
that the dog rolled off the side of the trail.

 A
fter the spotted owl became a species of concern to 
federal agencies in the 1980s, but before it was listed 
in 1990, surveys of spotted owls were required on 

any lands where timber sales were planned. Sales were 
so numerous that other wildlife consultants and I were 
contracted to assist U.S. Forest Service (USFS) and U.S. 
Bureau of Land Management biologists in completing 
the surveys. It became a rite of passage for aspiring bi-
ologists and consultants to “call owls” at night by playing 
recordings of spotted owls or imitating them (far more 

prestigious) and listening for responses. 
I never found any. I did have fun on one 
occasion accompanying a USFS biologist 
when he used a “mousing” ploy to attract 
birds at a known owl nest. Usually, a do-
mestically-raised white mouse is placed 
on a log for an owl to take. After eating a 
few mice, an owl with a nest will carry ad-
ditional offerings away for its incubating 
mate or its nestlings; a person can then 
follow the bird to locate the nest site. This 
biologist used a variation on the tech-
nique. After one of a nesting owl pair had 
taken one mouse from a stump, he had my 
colleague hold out a mouse by the base 
of its tail. The owl performed a graceful 
barrel roll under my friend’s arm while 
snatching the dangling mouse. Then, the 
biologist put his old ball cap on my head 
backwards and placed a white mouse on 
top, laughing that I would shut my eyes 
as the owl approached. I was determined 
not to. Seared forever into my memory is 
the sight of that perfect open mousetrap of 
eight widespread talons aimed directly at 
my eyes, before the owl swerved and light-
ly lifted the mouse. All my sightings of 
spotted owls in the National Forests of the 
Pacific Northwest have been rare treats. I 
have not seen one for many years, and it 
has been a challenge to be impartial when 
I see or hear a barred owl instead.

 L
ike all night birds, the barred owl in my yard seems 
wonderfully mysterious to me because I cannot see 
what it is up to at night when it is most active, although 

it is often about in broad daylight. Throughout late winter 
and spring nights, I hear its familiar calls, sometimes in 
sync with a higher-voiced female. Mostly, I know it as a 
gray-brown gnome hunched among the branches, trying to 
sleep in peace. I feel sorry for it when it is discovered by the 
neighborhood robins or jays, which vociferously announce 
its presence. I am even sorrier when a couple of crows find 
and repeatedly dive at it, sometimes physically knocking it 
out of the foliage and driving it to the ground, forcing it to 
hide under the rooted lowest branches of the cedars.

I enjoy the subtle burnt umber tones of its camouflaged 
feather pattern, changing hue with the changing light, and 
the wide silvery disks surrounding its dark eyes. I am in-
trigued by the asymmetry of its face, the ridge of stiff, short 
feathers around the right ear noticeably higher than the 
left. The offset of the ear apertures causes sounds to reach 
one ear slightly before the other, allowing owls to pinpoint 
the location of prey in total darkness. 

For several years, I assumed that the barred owls in my 
yard were primarily catching mice near our barn and help-
ing the coyotes patrol around the garden for the voles that 
periodically irrupt into major depredators of the vegeta-
bles. I hoped the owls would occasionally pick off one of 
the rabbits that necessitated so much fence-building and 
still cause some trouble. I am rather charmed to see that 
the little birds pay no attention to this great raptor perched 
nearby. The owl, in turn, ignores the juncos and sparrows 
that scratch in the duff directly beneath its perch. A small 
rustle in the grass, however, will rivet the owl’s attention, 
and several times at dusk I have seen it swoop down into 
the garden and lift off with a small dark package in its tal-
ons that I can see is a vole or a mouse. One mid-morning, 
I was startled while standing at the kitchen sink when the 
window filled with the expanse of the owl’s outstretched 
wings as it pulled up abruptly from an unsuccessful dive 
at a chipmunk that was sprinting across the patio. Appar-
ently, the barred owl sleeps lightly during the days, taking 
opportunities for food whenever they occur.

Early last spring, in some large pellets under one of the 

barred owl’s favorite daytime perches, I was surprised to see, 
among the rodent bones, several shells of lancetooth snails 
(Family Haplotrematidae). The shells from these snails 
were in various stages of digestion, but one was almost in-
tact. I was not fond of the idea of having these innocent na-
tive snails being eaten, but I reasoned that if the owl could 
distinguish a slow-moving snail as food, perhaps it could 
also recognize one of the European slugs gliding through the 
garden to maraud the lettuce. I read about the diet of barred 
owls and found that snails are a common item. No mention 
of slugs. That got me pondering the gustatory difference, 
since the barred owls consume entire snails. Perhaps they 
enjoy the crunch. After all, what is the dip without the chip?

The barred owl spending so much time in my backyard 
was pretty much in the “Good” column of my mental wild-
life list, which is limited mostly to our garden. The Good 
column includes the coyotes and rarely seen bobcats, the 
native amphibians and reptiles, and most of the birds. 
The “Bad” column is fairly short: invasive species, such as 
starlings and rats; the raucous, alarmist robins and crows 
(even though they are natives and it is not their fault that 

A wet barred owl. The species has adapted, reasonably well, to the 
Pacific Northwest’s rainy weather.

A northern spotted 
owl glides silently on 
fur-softened feathers 
toward its prey.
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human actions have 
allowed their num-
bers to skyrocket), 
and most herbivorous 
mammals, native or 
not. We have fenced 
the deer and rabbits 
out of the vegetable 
garden, but they dam-
age other plants, espe-
cially native wildflow-
ers and ferns. We have 
netted the chipmunks 
and robins out of the 
berry bushes, but the 
chipmunks get into 
the attic and closed 
garage. Begrudgingly, 
I admit that voles do 
feed the predators, 
and maybe they help the moles aerate the soil. Good and 
Bad columns are merely reflections of which species inter-
fere with what we humans want to do in the same space. 
I love skunks, but they would surely be reassigned if one 
moved in under my house.

However, last spring the resident barred owl showed yet 
another talent for finding sustenance in our yard, and caused 
my virtual pencil to hover again above the two columns of my 
mental wildlife list. I had to laugh that the four-letter code 
for barred owl is BADO (perhaps, meaning “Bad Owl”). The 
episode occurred on the first really warm sunny afternoon. 
Pandemic-stuck at home, I was photographing some of the 
birds in my yard. I flinched when the great wings flared not 
fifteen feet away as the owl landed in the leafy undergrowth. 
It bit at something it had caught on the ground, and then 
carried it a few feet up into a broken maple. It was a large 
adult northwestern garter snake (Thamnophis ordinoides). 
The catch and flight happened so fast and unexpectedly that 
I was unable to rescue the snake, which is my best protection 
against slugs in the vegetables. The snake had just emerged 

from the winter quar-
ters that I had created 
with a heavy black tarp 
over a yard-debris pile. 
I took photographs as 
the owl began swallow-
ing the middle of the 
snake, while the head 
still looked around be-
fore it disappeared, the 
long tail vanishing in 
the final gulp. I figured 
the owl did not have a 
nest nearby, or surely 
it would have carried 
such a huge meal to 
feed to youngsters or to 
its mate. Furthermore, 
I figured the owl would 
then go find a quiet 

place to sleep and digest such a bellyful. Wrong there. Be-
fore I could move to see if any other basking snakes were 
in danger, the owl plunged back to the same spot, coming 
up with another big adult northwestern garter snake, which 
it devoured in the same fashion. Then, it flew up into the 
higher branches. According to the time prints on my photos, 
it took exactly seven minutes for the barred owl to catch and 
swallow the two large garter snakes. 

I was horrified at the loss of my slug-eating snakes. A 
week later, I happened to see the owl drop straight down 
from its perch. This time, when I ran over to intercede on 
behalf of yet another garter snake, the owl was just leaving 
after hopping around a wire deer exclosure that I had placed 
over a new wildflower. The snake had escaped by slipping 
through the wire mesh and coiling itself tightly around the 
base of the plant. It appeared to be unhurt. I could see that 
instead of the usual grayish color with pale yellow dorsal 
stripe of most snakes in my yard, this individual was the less 
frequently seen sepia with red dorsal stripe. Furthermore, it 
appeared to be a gravid female, so I had hopes of replenish-

ing the ranks of my slug patrol when the snake gave 
birth to its live young—unlike many snake species 
that lay eggs. The snake was still in that safe spot 
when I checked an hour later, but by the next morn-
ing it had moved away—or been eaten as it moved 
away. A few days later, I met what appeared to be 
this same snake while I was weeding a nearby patch 
of strawberry plants, so I quit weeding in order to 
retain its hiding cover. 

The owl moved away for a time; I did not hear it 
for a month. No doubt it rotated to other feeding 
grounds once the local prey animals were pared 
down to only the most alert ones. And I rejoiced 
when I saw a bunch of tiny garter snakes in the 
garden, several of them sepia with red stripes.

Northwestern garter snakes, which may be a variety of colors, are at home in damp 
forests but need the warmth of sunny openings for digestion and for development 
of their live-born young.

 S
oon enough, the barred owl will return to my back-
yard woods, or another one will arrive. I will wel-
come it again, as I will the deer when next they come 

through here to eat my wildflowers after completing their 
latest round of my neighbors’ roses. Really, unless the 
vole population is irrupting and eating all the carrots, I 
have no right to hate them. True, I would have to drive for 
many miles and be very lucky to see a spotted owl again. 
I hope they survive, with or without our intervention. 
For the time being, though, I will enjoy watching and lis-
tening to the barred owls. If they are adapted so well to 

catching the squirrels and snails and garter snakes of the 
Pacific Northwest where humans have so modified the 
natural habitats, who am I to say they are not as good as 
any other wildlife?

Charlotte Corkran is a wildlife consultant based in Portland, 
OR. She is the co-author of Amphibians of Oregon, Wash-
ington and British Columbia (1996, Lone Pine Publishing), 
and a regular contributor to Natural History. Her last ar-
ticle, “The Toads of Yellowstone,” appeared in the December 
2019/January 2020 issue.

After ambushing a north-
western garter snake that 
was slowed by the cold, 
the barred owl snapped 
the snake’s spinal cord and 
swallowed it whole.

A barred owl pellet with some indigestible items: bones, feathers, and a snail shell

C
h

a
r

lo
t

t
e

 C
o

r
k

r
a

n

C
h

a
r

lo
t

t
e

 C
o

r
k

r
a

n

C
h

a
r

lo
t

t
e

 C
o

r
k

r
a

n


