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TAWNY OWLS AND BATRACHIAN FOOD. 
BY 

E. ST. GEORGE BETTS. 

As a rule, when describing the diet of the Tawny Owl (Strix 
aluco sylvatica), most writers of bird histories lead off with 
rats, voles, and mice, while birds, shrews, beetles and earth
worms are pretty sure of honourable mention. In a category 
of secondary importance, usually introduced by some such 
word as " occasionally " or " sometimes," may be found, 
with sufficient frequency to warrant mention, less customary 
items like squirrels, young rabbits, moles, fish, and, much 
more rarely, frogs. 

From my own experience of the Tawny Owl's food, obtained 
almost entirely by examination of pellets, I should say that the 
outstanding dish of the bird, as compared with other British 
Owls, is rats, and that in the same way as the remains of 
small birds in the pellets of Long-eared Owls (Asio o. otus) may 
be said primararily to distinguish the food of that bird as a 
species, so do the bones of rats, either small adults or of three-
quarters growth, distinguish the Tawny Owl's. 

But during the past few years I have become convinced 
that the large extent to which the Tawny Owl preys upon 
frogs or toads, or both, at any rate in some districts, is not 
adequately realized by many ornithologists; and although 
the instances observed by myself are confined to birds of the 
Midlands, the districts, especially in two cases, are so widely 
separated that I feel quite sure the habit is far more general 
than is supposed. 

With some of these Owls, but probably for limited periods 
only, the food must consist almost entirely of frogs. When 
this is the case, the castings of frog bones scarcely merit the 
name of pellets, but should rather be described as oblong 
packets of dry bones, the long limb bones and ilia, as one 
would expect, lying parallel with one another and in the-
position determined by their passage through the Owl's 
aesophagus. 

Sometimes a white chalk-like substance is associated with 
these packets of loose bones, and I have also found frog 
bones in a form which might be termed pellets, for they were 
held together by a yellowish-coloured, dry, cementing matter. 
Through the kind office of Mr. T. A. Coward I learned that 
analysis of this substance proved it to be of vegetable origin ; 
so possibly the Owl is accustomed to swallow aquatic or other 
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vegetable matter as an aid to digestion when partaking of 
this food. 

For convenience sake I have written of the remains as frog 
bones, although I am inclined to believe that the victims were 
toads rather than frogs, although this may seem unlikely. 
Batrachian bones are so different from avian or mammalian 
that a glance suffices to distinguish them ; but I do not 
myself know of any salient distinction between the skeleton 
of a frog and a toad, and at present have no opportunity of 
comparing the two. I need hardly say it very seldom happens 
that any two bones, even of the skull, remain united after 
ejection by the Owl, although I noticed once two fronto
parietals still holding together. 

If, as I think probable, the relics are those of toads, it is 
possible that the chalky substance referred to is not un
connected with the acidities and other unpleasant secretions 
of a toad's skin, and, while it is but a guess on my part, it 
seems possible that the Owl's digestive juices in acting upon 
the toad's integument would chemically produce a great deal 
of frothy matter which in drying would become chalk-like. 
On the other hand, Owls may deliberately take some mineral 
substance with toad-flesh, in order to promote the digestive 
process. 

Frogs do not appear in the list of food stuffs found in the 
stomachs of 16 Tawny Owls examined by Dr. Collinge ; but 
he appends the result of an examination of 127 pellets of the 
bird, and among these were found the remains of only three 
frogs. 

My own collection of remains tells a very different story ; 
but, although in the case of one Owl, batrachian bones very 
largely predominate, it is not suggested that even this Owl 
confines itself mainly to such food. Nor is it necessary to 
conclude that it does so because the whole aggregate of 
separate regurgitations consists of frog bones, without traces 
of fur or feathers, for I believe it is characteristic of Owls, 
or at any rate of some species, to make a " run" upon one sort 
of diet for a time, so that if an Owl started the night by taking 
a roosting bird, it would probably continue to take roosting 
birds for that night; and the same with voles, or frogs. 

Perhaps it is hardly necessary to add that the taking of 
frog food can hardly be a degenerate habit. One of the frog-
eating Owls I have in mind was a first-rate " ratter," and I 
have seen it in broad daylight holding with the talons of one 
foot a nearly full-grown rat against the branch of a Scots 
pine in which it was roosting. That was in the forenoon and 
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probably represented a late (i.e., an early morning) catch. 
Another Owl which consumed a great number of frogs was 
also a Blackbird taker, and the last pellet of that bird which 
I picked up appeared to consist of young rabbit remains, 
although nearly all the soft and " green " bones had apparently 
been assimilated as food. 




