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NOTES ON A LONG-EARED OWL NESTING ON 
THE GROUND IN NORFOLK. 

BY 

J. H. GURNEY, F.Z.S., AND E. L. TURNER, HON. MEM. B.O.U. 

ON April 6th, 1915, a head-keeper in the Norfolk Broad 
district, who is a practical and particularly careful 
observer, chanced to find the nest of a Long-eared Owl 
(Asio o. otus). The nest was on the ground, and not 
raised in any way, which is very unusual. On the 15th 
he showed the nest to Dr. S. H. Long (Sec. Nor. Nat. Soc.) 
and me, when we jotted down a few memoranda which 
may be worth preserving. A situation on the ground 
would hardly be chosen by a Long-eared Owl, which is 
essentially an Owl of the fir-woods, in any but a treeless 
district, yet nests on the ground have been recorded in 
Norfolk before (see Zoologist, 1900, p. 103, and Bvll. 
B.O.C., XIII., p. 57). 

In the latter case, Sir Digby Pigott exhibited a photo
graph of a nest at Sheringham, a district where there is 
no lack of trees. In Cambridgeshire also a nest was 
found on the ground, and photographs taken of it at 
Wicken by Mr. C. R. Gurney in 1906, but this was in a 
marsh. 

The Long-eared Owl, although less persecuted in 
Norfolk than it used to be, does not increase; indeed 
several extents of country might be named which are 
believed not to harbour more than a pair or two. 

At Keswick, for instance, I do not remember to have 
seen it on more than one occasion (July 15th). On 
the other hand, in the extensive woods near the coast 
it is commoner and less exclusive than the Tawny Owl, 
a limited extent of " territory " serving for more than 
one pair. There are certain localities where it yearly 
builds, and generally in a fir-tree—a spruce-fir for 
choice. Here it appropriates some squirrel's " drey," 
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or failing that, the platform nest of a Wood-Pigeon 
will serve its purpose, for in any ease it is not a great 
nest-builder. A wood entirely without fir-trees is at no 
time to the liking of a Long-eared Owl, but wherever 
the nest may be it is sure to be better kept than the 
Barn-Owl's dirty nursery, where eggs and young birds 
and pellets are all mixed up together. 

On the present occasion the nest, which held five 
unsullied eggs, was in the middle of a small plantation 
on the marsh, and was arched over and partly concealed 
by a growth of brambles. We both at once observed 
that the hen Owl was sitting with both " horns " erect, 
which gave her the appearance, as Mr. Long remarked, 
of a leveret. 

The eggs were deposited on oak leaves, which in the 
keeper's opinion were not gathered by the Owl, but 
were lying almost where they fell. The sitting Owl 
had caused a slight depression, but I could not see if 
there was any down beneath the eggs, which we hardly 
liked to lift. A few Blackbird's and Thrush's feathers 
dropped among the brambles indicated the food which 
the cock Owl had been bringing to his mate. The cock 
was about fifteen yards away, keeping guard in a small 
spruce-fir, where he seemed to be dozing, in a very stiff 
and uncomfortable position, and he also had both 
" horns," if the erectile ear-tufts may be so termed, 
erect. This may have been because he had heard us 
coming, for Mr. Walpole Bond, who has written a very 
exact account of the Long-eared Owl {The Field, 
Nov. 4th, 1905), says it is not a usual habit unless the 
Owl is surprised. 

Beneath the spruce lay several pellets, apparently 
composed of the fur and bones of voles. J.H.G. 

On April 6th this nest of the Long-eared Owl contained 
three eggs. There were four on the 8th and five on the 
10th, so that the eggs would appear to be laid at an 
interval of two days. 
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I first saw the nest on May 1st; it then contained 
four eggs and one newly-hatched young, and one of the 
eggs was chipping. Close to the nest were the remains 
of a Blackbird and a short-tailed field-vole. The breast 
and liver of the former had been devoured, while the 
liver and minute bits of flesh were all that had been 
plucked from the vole. This was at 10 a.m. I put up 
my little tent about twenty feet from the nest and 
went away. 

On May 2nd another Owlet was hatched. Both were 
blind and scantily clothed with down, which was sparsely 
distributed along the feather tracts, being much thicker 
on the wings. When the latter were closed the Owlet 
looked like a ball of white fluff, but when it fluttered 
its wings feebly in search of shelter, using them to 
balance its general top-heaviness, bare patches of pink 
skin were visible. The head was well covered, and 
two pointed tufts of down clearly defined the position 
of the " horns " even at that early stage. In a few 
days the Owlet assumed a greyish tinge owing to the 
sprouting of the feathers. That day I moved my tent 
a little nearer the nest. 

On May 4th two more eggs were chipping and on the 
5th a third bird was hatched, but one egg had disappeared. 
Some days later I threw out the fifth, which was bad. 
At the end of seven days the first Owlet hatched was just 
twice the size of the third. 

The old bird sat very close during the first week and 
allowed me to stand near and watch her indefinitely. 
On May 3rd I made my first exposures. The rustling 
caused by putting up the camera frightened her away 
and during her absence the young uttered a feeble 
"cheep." When leaving the nest she made no sound, 
but silently floated over the low bushes like some giant 
moth. She then circled overhead for a few moments 
and flew to a tall tree, where her mate joined her. 
Neither of the adult birds made any pretence at defending 
their young. Together they watched and waited, 



Pig. i. W I D E . E Y E D AND A L E R T . 

(Photographed by Miss E . L. Turner.) 
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stretching out their necks and moving their heads from 
side to side and uttering queer moaning sounds like 
long-drawn sighs. When all was quiet in the tent the 
male returned to his look-out post on my left, and the 
female gradually approached the nest. 

Her behaviour on each occasion when I photographed 
her was curiously stereotyped. She always returned 
about ten minutes after I had put up the camera and 
invariably resented the first click of the shutter. My 
only chance of securing an animated picture was to 
photograph her the moment she swooped down to the 
nest, while she paused for a second before covering 
the young. I was keenly alert in order to seize this 
psychic moment, and had to remain absolutely motionless 
during her absence, otherwise she would not return. 
Her movements were so swift and noiseless, it was 
some time before I could detect the faintest sound 
heralding her approach. By listening intently I learned 
to distinguish a very faint " ooh, ooh," high pitched 
and barely audible above the whispering of the wind 
in the leaves. At first I mistook this for the far-away 
cooing of Wood-Pigeons, but an answering moan, in 
a lower key and coming from my left, convinced me 
that the sounds were produced by the Owls. This 
duet was kept up until the high-pitched moan (which 
sounded as though it were blown through a reed) came 
from just overhead, and the next moment the female 
would be standing by the nest, wide-eyed and alert (Fig. 1), 
while a second or two later she assumed the supine 
attitude characteristic of this Owl when brooding (Fig. 2). 
During the four, seven, or ten hours I chose to sit by 
her she seldom altered her position, though her changes 
of expression were varied. For the most part she sat 
gazing at me through narrow slits of eyes, like a con
tented cat, the " horns " half-raised. On several occasions 
I put my hand through the front of my tent in order 
to insert lenses of varying focal length. Sometimes 
this annoyed her and she showed her indignation by 



Fig 2. THE CHAKACTEEISTIC SUPINE ATTITUDE. 

(Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner.) 
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opening wide her eyes and bristling her feathers (Fig. 3), 
and judging by various spasmodic jerkings of the body 
she also made inaudible remarks. 

The male would warn her of danger by uttering the 
deep-drawn " ooh, ooh." If one or other of the game-

r ig . 3. OPENING WIDE H E R EYES AND BRISTLING HER FEATHERS. 
{Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner.) 

keepers came through the wood, or if I lifted the flap 
of my tent and crept out for a change of air and position, 
he told her of it. 

I visited the Owls at various hours and spent much more 
time with them than was necessary to secure photographs, 
because I was very keen to see them fed. But in this 
I was disappointed. Young birds of prey require very 
little food during the first ten days of their lives, and 



Fig. 4. YOUNG AND OLD. 

(Photographed by Miss E . L. Turner.) 
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the food given is always doled out in minute shreds, 
therefore the hunting is not very strenuous ; but no 
doubt had I been able to continue my observation a 
week or two longer, or if I could have stayed in the 
wood all night, I might have seen the male bring food. 

There was often food in the nest all day. I found the 
remains of very young water-voles, short-tailed field-
voles, Chaffinches, and on one occasion the tail end of 
an adult Swallow, besides the Blackbird already men
tioned. One evening, after dark, while the male Owl 
was still at his post in the fir tree, an aeroplane circled 
over the wood. I hoped it was the usual patrol somewhat 
belated, and astray, and not an oversea migrant! It 
was curious to note the behaviour of the birds during 
this disturbance. The Wood-Pigeons, which had come 
in to roost, rose in a mass and fluttered noisily round 
and round; Pheasants crowed and flew to and fro ; all 
the small birds twittered and called. A Whitethroat 
and a Willow-Wren began short snatches of song and 
broke off abruptly—but the Owl, which I could but 
dimly see, sat tight and showed no fear. 

The photographs reproduced here were taken on 
May 11th. They were the last of the series. I reached 
my tent at 2.45 a.m. but the young had finished their 
meal and the male bird was at rest. It was a splendid 
morning when my host and I started for the mile and a 
half's row. The Broad lay calm and still, reflecting 
the stars like a huge mirror, and the air was soft and 
warm as the pageant of dawn slowly unfolded. But 
later on the cold grew intense while I waited for the 
light. When I came out of my tent at 6 a.m. everything 
was covered with white frost, and there was a mist all 
over my lens. I developed the photographs with a 
sinking heart, but luckily the mist on the lens had not 
affected the picture. The rime on the bramble leaves 
shows distinctly. 

Fig. 4 was the only photograph showing the two 
young nestlings against the old bird. The third Owlet 
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was too tiny to face the cold and always managed to 
creep beneath his elder brethren when the mother was 
away. Feathers began to appear about the fourth 
day and after that the young rapidly increased in 
strength, and began to show fight. The first Owlet 
had left the nest on May 24th and could not be found, 
the second was only a few yards away, while the third 
remained still in the nest. E.L.T. 


