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“Owls have been both feared and venerated, despised and admired, considered wise and foolish, and associated with witchcraft and medicine, the weather, and births and deaths—and have even found their way into haute cuisine.”

—Heimo Mikkola
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Introduction

Mysterious Birds of the Night

Owls intrigue us. In a way, they even look like us, with those big, bright, round eyes that stare straight ahead, seeming to penetrate our very souls. Their after-hours lifestyles have long made owls difficult to study. They remain mysterious in many ways, and scientists routinely make new discoveries about them.

Because owls are creatures of the night, at least in popular perception if not always in reality, and because so many of them share that stern, studious appearance and utter exotic and eerie calls, these iconic birds have been both vilified and lionized throughout history. Some cultures venerated owls, while others considered them abominations, even witches and evil spirits. In the Americas, among Native American cultures, owls serve a variety of mythological roles. They can be harbingers of bad news or even death, messengers from or escorts to the spirit world, warrior spirits, evil spirits, even guardians and guides; their calls can serve as warnings or bad omens. In some Native oral traditions, certain owls are feared and some even mocked. Native stories about owls are numerous and diverse, as varied as the indigenous cultures of the Americas—and given that the New World has been occupied by humans for more than 20,000 years based on the latest archeological evidence, just imagine how many tantalizing, perhaps terrifying owl tales, carried on only through oral traditions, have been lost to time.

In all cases, superstitions about owls were slow to surrender to the discoveries of science. In the Old World, by the time the printing press was ubiquitous at the end of the late Middle Ages, Renaissance thinkers were already examining many old superstitions. Sir Thomas Browne, for example, compiled a vast list of fallacies in his Pseudodoxia Epidemica: Or, Enquiries Into Very Many Received Tenents, and Commonly Presumed Truths (1646), including persistent old myths about owls as harbingers of doom (pseudodoxia means erroneous beliefs, and epidemica means widespread). Voices of reason continued to make inroads over the next few centuries, such as in 1874 when Alexander Young, in an article titled “Birds of Ill Omen” in the influential Atlantic Monthly, assured readers, “The owl has had to bear a good deal of unmerited abuse because of his nocturnal habits and unmelodious notes.”

But old fears and falsehoods dissipate begrudgingly, and in some parts of the world owls are still persecuted in the name of deeply held delusions. On the Indian subcontinent, for example, the five-day Diwali—the festival of lights—is not so festive for owls. They are still illegally killed, and captured and tormented, in substantial numbers to fulfill a variety of religious and cultural beliefs.

In much of the world, such persecution, often in the name of mythology, has waned substantially, but even as superstitions about owls slowly yielded to a better understanding of these enigmatic birds, another antiquated prejudice came to the forefront. The idea that killing predators helps preserve populations of game animals for hunters dates back centuries, but in the United States this practice reached cruel extremes in the 19th and 20th centuries. As state and federal agencies began taking active roles in promoting hunting and fishing, wildlife managers, frequently influenced by private clubs and associations, embraced old ideas about controlling predators to benefit game species. The irony was hardly considered: they were killing animals so that hunters could kill other animals. Owls were on the chopping block because of the mistaken impression that they eat too many game birds.

An early naturalist, Gene Stratton-Porter (1863‒1924) lent a pioneering voice advocating for ecology in general, and for her favorite birds, owls. In the mid-1920s, she wrote a series of “Tales You Won’t Believe” stories for Good Housekeeping, one of which was titled “The Bird that Needs a Champion.”

“From Time immemorial it has been the custom to consider the owl a bird of evil omen,” wrote Stratton-Porter. “Pliny, Aristotle, and Aristophanes each said so. Attar, the old Persian poet, shared these prejudices. . . . I was reared on these ancient pronouncements against the owl, yet so soon as I could walk alone I constituted myself the personal champion of these birds.”

Through various writings, Stratton-Porter captured the attention of at least some hunters in influential positions. At the time, owls, hawks, and numerous mammalian predators were systematically killed in the name of game management, and Stratton-Porter’s advocacy for owls was repulsive to the likes of G.H. Corsan, who in the October 1923 issue of the Game Breeder and Sportsman, opined, “Gene Stratton Porter defends the owls and in my last game notes I mentioned this and criticized her for doing so. Now I like Nature lovers to be balanced and I cannot see anything lovely in the vicious destructive nature of the screech owl nor the great horned owls. Their most hideous noise is truly indicative of their hideous natures.”

Although scientific studies were already proving that most owls prey primarily on rodents and other small mammals, owls and other raptors were still seen as vermin. Even the groundbreaking Migratory Bird Treaty Act, signed into law in 1918, offered no protection for raptors. Astonishingly, more than half a century would pass before birds of prey were afforded full protection by a 1972 amendment to the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Today, all raptors in North America are protected by law, yet here and around the world, many owls face dire futures from habitat loss and other threats.

Some species of owls have gone extinct within the past few centuries, generally because of humans altering habitat and by the inevitable rats, cats, and dogs that accompanied seafaring Polynesian and European explorers and settlers. Many of the planet’s 250-odd species of owls are in severe decline, with several on the brink of extinction.

However, extinction—oblivion—is not inevitable, even for the rarest species. Saving them requires concern, recognition, and action. But first comes understanding, the foundation of wisdom, and with this book I hope we can all learn a little more about these amazing birds that haunt the night.
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