A great gray owl flies low across a# Manitoba

forest clearing—wingbeats utterly quiet, ultra sensitive

ears tuned to the faintest sounds of prey concealed
beneath the winter snow. For these woodland predators,

survival depends on focus.
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hese owls don’t just pounce, they plunge. With ice-pick talons tucked
under their chins, great grays hurtle headfirst into deep snow to snatch
voles—diving with such power that they can shatter snow crust thick enough
to hold a 180-pound person. They locate hidden prey with the help of lnrge
facial disks that funnel sound to their ears. When the plunge succeeds, as it
did for this Manitoba owl, the hunter wriggles out of the snow (below) then
carries the prey (vight) to a safe spot for eating. This hunting technique :
gives great grays an advantage over other predntory bivds, many of which

must migrate to aveas where lighter snows leave prey more accessible. =




In winter adult great grays consume up to
a thivd of their weight in vodents dwily. Females
in particular pack on reserves to sustain them
through more competitive summer months. “It’s
as if theve’s a big winter sale on voles, and great
gray owls arve the only customers in the store,” says
Canadian conservation biologist Jim Duncan.

Researchers estimate that 20,000 to 100,000
great grays live in Canada and the U.S., with
similar numbers in Europe and Asia. In North
America, Duncan and bis colleagues have found
that northern populations of great grays are
highly nomadic, flying hundreds of miles as vole
numbers boom and crash in different areas.
By contrast, studies in Oregon and
California have shown that
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ust big enough for
mother and chicks, this
18-foot-rall Montana snay
offers a commanding view
of prime great gray habitat:
mature forest with lots of
flying room. Though adult
great grays weigh only two
to three pounds, they have
wingspans 60 inches across
and can be up to 33 inches
high—1by tape measure the
sallest owls in Novth Amer-
ico. Their size makes it dif-
ficult for them to manewver
well in dense stands of trees.
To hunt efficiently, they
need meadows and other
open SPACEs, often created
by fire, wind, disease, 07

careful timber harvests.
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luffy and feisty less than a month out of their shells (below), chicks
don’t stay nestbound long. As wastes accumulate, the avea around the nest
develops n smell that makes its location dangerously obvious to predators. So for
safety’s sake, chicks need to disperse even before they can fly; most owlets climb or
tumble to the ground (vight) when they’ve just thvee to four weeks old. Pavents
continue to feed and defend their brood through the summer. One in three great
gray chicks is killed—by ravens, great horned owls, weasels, or other predators—

or stavves to death when its parents can’t find enough prey to keep the family

alive. Two-thirds survive until they’re able to fly at seven to eight weeks old.
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ou’re looking at a
very aggressive bird,” says
Jimi' Duncan. When a great
gray flaves its facial feathers
to expose the full length of its
dagger-sharp beak, “it’s like
a snavling dog showing bis
fangs.” From 30 feet awny
photographer Dan Cox used
a remotely opevated camera
to record this adult patrol-
ling the Montana clearing

where its chicks were biding.
Parents attack anything—
bear, lynx, unwary hiker—
that gets too close to their
young. What does a wallop
from a great gray feel like?
“Like being whacked by n
two-by-four with nails stick-

ing out of it,” Duncan says.

CAMERA SHY Great grays aré hard
to spot in the wild, but you can down-
load great-gray wallpaper at national
geographic.com/ magazine/0502.
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