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in central Towa

By MRS. GLADYS BLACK

Mrs. Black of Pleasantville
is a licensed bird bander and
a well-known Iowa ornithol-

| ogist.

The Eskimos call him Ook-
pikjuak, the Swedes call him
Fjalluggla, the Dutch call
him Sneeuwuil and we call
him the Snowy Owl. Is this
great white owl of the Arctic
tundra staging a major in-
vasion of lowa this winter?
Please drop me a card if you
have seen one.

Responding to several re-
ports both statewide and lo-
cal, the latest from Indianola
birder Ann Johnson of two
seen on one day, one near
Newton and one near In-
dianola, Newton wildlife pho-
tographer Herb Dorow, his
wife Edie and I set out on a
camera safari one cold Janu-

ary afternoon. From Pleas-
antville to Indianola we
scanned every hay rack, ev-
ery fence post, snowy field
and wooded area.

During the two and one
half hours we observed -over

200 Horned Larks, 30 Jun-:

coes, two Meadow Larks, 10
Cardinals, seven Red-tailed
Hawks and three Rough-leg-
ged Hawks but no Snowy
Owl. The sighting of the
Rough-legs was encouraging
since they also nest on the
tundra and are mouse pre-
dators and might be apt to
share the same type of winter
territory. Undoubtedly, the
Snowy was there, perfectly
camouflaged against the
snow fields. The trip was not
a loss »— Herb photographed
a Rough-leg in a tree in a
farm yard.

To quote naturalist Roger

Reports two Snowy Ol seell

Caras, “No one could mistake
this ghostly wanderer from
the North; its round head and
lack of ear tufts distinguish it
from all other birds in the
world. Its almost pure white
color and sparse markings
distinguish it from its mate
which is more heavily barred
with blackish brown.” Young
birds are generally darker,
too.

It is a very large owl, 20 to
26 inches long, with a 55-inch
wingspread. No other owl
reaching Iowa is so large.

Circumpolar, it is found all
the way around the top of the
world in both hemispheres,
breeding on the Arctic tundra
in Siberia, Russia, Norway,
Greenland, Iceland, the Yu-
kon, Northwest Territories
and Alaska.

According to Dr. George M.
Sutton, who™ observed the
Snowies on South Hampton
Island from May 15 to June
20, 1932, the courtship con-
sisted of much deep booming
hooting. He counted “at least
20 booming males, the air
fairly throbbing with the dull
thick sounds, some could be

heard from across the harbor

seven miles away.” Some-
times they do a hoarse “who-
who” or a ‘“‘whowh, whowh,
whowh, hah, hah, hah” end-
ing with a quivering sound
and occasionally they give a
shrill whistle.

The nest is a shallow de-
pression on a raised hum-
mock of the Arctic tundra.
An egg i laid every other
day with a full elutch of five
to eight. Incubation of 32
days by the female begins
with the first egg, thus the
first one hatched may be 15
days old and nearly fledged
by theitime the last is
hatched. Apparently the older
woolly nestlings keep the
eggs warm while both parent

- birds work industriously sup-

plying food — mice, young
shorebirds, longspurs, bun-
tings, ptarmigan, gulls, vari-
ous sea birds and sometimes
fish.

While the lemming popu-
lation cycle is reaching a
peak about every five years,
the Snowies raise large
broods® also reaching peak
populations, When the lem-
ming population crashes and
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they begin their suicidal wan-
dering, the Snowies that
normally stay in the north
are forced south in search of
food.

Major invasions have been
recorded -during winters since
1876-77, occurring every five

‘to six years with the heaviest

flights in 1905-06, 1926-27, and
1945-46 when 13,502 rcpurts of

Snowies came from southern
Canada and the northern
United States.

More than half a century
ago, in 1919, I saw my first
Snowy Owl and it is still viv-
id in my memory.

Watch the snowy fields and
fence posts and it may be
your unforgettable ex-
perience.
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