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NOTES ON COLOUR VARIATION AND HABITS 
OF SHORT-EARED OWL.* 

BY 

T. RUSSELL GODDARD, F.L.S. 

(Plate 3). 

DURING April and May, 1934, I was engaged in studying 
Short-eared Owls (Asio f. flammeus) on a forest at New-
castleton, in Roxburghshire, in the course of an enquiry in 
which the British Trust for Ornithology is co-operating 
with the Oxford University Bureau of Animal Population. 
The main object of the enquiry is to make Owl censuses and 
correlate these with changes in vole populations. The 
results will be published in the Journal of Animal Ecology. 
The object of the present paper is to record certain sub
sidiary observations relating to the colour variation and the 
habits of the Owls. The enclosed portion of the forest 
upon which I was working is 2,271 acres in extent, and its 
elevation above sea-level varies between 600 and 1,000 feet. 

I had three breeding pairs of Short-eared Owls under 
observation throughout the period. The first discovery 
I made was that there were two distinct colour forms of the 
Short-eared Owl on the forest—a brown form and a grey form. 
Of the six birds under observation during April and May three 
were brown and three were grey. They were paired in the 
following manner—two browns, two greys and a grey male 
paired with a brown female. The grey form was literally a 
cold grey without any warm brown about it at all. The 
feathers on the breast and the tarsi, which in the brown 
form are a warm buff, were white in the grey form. The 
grey form of the Short-eared Owl was, in fact, quite as cold 
in colour as the extreme grey form of the Tawny Owl (Strix 
aluco). 

The colour of the iris in the two grey birds which were paired 
together was the normal golden yellow, but the irides of the 
grey male which was paired with the brown female were either 
very dark brown or black ; not having had the bird in my hand 
I cannot say which. However, I had this bird under observa
tion for half an hour or more at a time, at a few yards range, 
on many occasions in brilliant sunlight, and his eyes appeared 
to be uniformly black. This pair had a clutch of seven eggs 
out of which four owlets were successfully reared. The eyes 
of the four owlets appeared to be normal in colour. 

•Publication of the British Trust for Ornithology. 



VOL. xxvni.] HABITS OF SHORT-EARED OWL. 291 

Short-eared Owls commenced nesting unusually early this 
year. A female was discovered sitting on seven eggs as early 
as March 23rd. 

The pair of Owls in which the male and female were 
markedly different in their general coloration were under 
close observation on many occasions between April 16th and 
May 14th, and at various hours of the day. On no occasion 
was the male observed sitting on the eggs. 

Owls were seen on the wing hunting up to about 10 a.m. 
and then they appeared to rest for about four hours. It was 
most unusual to see Owls on the wing between 10 a.m. and 
about 2 p.m. unless they were disturbed at the nest. 

Short-eared Owls have a strongly-developed territorial 
instinct. On more than one occasion I have seen a Kestrel 
(Falco t. tinnunculus) which had flown over the territory 
of a pair of Owls mobbed and chased away by the male Owl. 
Two pairs of Owls were nesting fairly close together, the 
distance between the two nests being approximately 860 
yards. If the male of one pair flew anywhere near the nest 
of the other it was immediately mobbed and driven off by 
the other male. 

As everyone who has studied Short-eared Owls knows, the 
birds, when angry, fly round and clap their wings sharply 
beneath their bodies, making a loud crack. The number of 
claps given at a time varies from one to five. If as many as 
five claps are given at a time there is a short pause after the 
second—1, 2, pause, 3, 4, 5—the last three claps being made 
in rapid succession and without the wings being brought up 
to the horizontal between the strokes. In view of the late 
T. A. Coward's statement in Birds of the British Isles and their 
Eggs (third edition) that a Short-eared Owl, when clapping 
its wings beneath its body rises in the air, I should like to 
say that has not been my experience. I have watched this 
proceeding very closely on a number of occasions and have 
noticed that when more than one clap is given at a time the 
bird loses momentum and falls in the air. In no case have I 
seen a Short-eared Owl rise in the air when clapping its wings 
beneath its body in anger. 

Although this species usually spends its resting hours upon 
the ground, the Owls were frequently seen perching on the 
leading shoots of six feet high spruces. The force of impact 
when the birds settled bent the leading shoots over into a 
more or less horizontal position, in which they remained so 
long as the birds were resting upon them. 
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SHORT-EARED OWL AT THE NEST. 

(Photographed by T. Russell Goddard.) 


