
 
 

Barred owl 

Strix varia 
 
A real river neighbor, this resident of our local forests is perfectly adapted to its habitat. At night, while 
people in the Chicagoland region hustle and bustle about, the barred owl sleeps. Barred owls live untroubled 
by people in wet woodlands, riparian areas next to rivers, and floodplains in the cavities of old dead trees, 70 
feet up in the air. 
 
Alternating bars of gray and brown around the neck and vertical streaking on the body make the owl 
perfectly camouflaged against tree bark. As a matter of fact, this is how the barred owl got its name. 
 
Barred owls are very vocal. They can hoot, emit a cat-like scream or even a barking or laughing sound. In 
February and March, during their courting season, keep especially alert for these owls as they make all kinds 
of noises to impress a potential mate. These owls may also be spotted in the daytime being mobbed and 
teased by a flock of scolding crows. 
 
Barred owls hunt for prey at night, waiting from their tree to hear or spot an unsuspecting mouse, snake, 
frog, or bird. Their dark eyes are their best secret weapon, large and able to bring in lots of light to see. 
 
Barred owl ears, like other owls, are long slits on the side of the face. Keen senses allow it to quickly 
navigate through low branches near a river to find its prey. It swoops down silently, captures and kills its 
prey with sharp talons. 
 
The owl’s sharp beak makes a great tool for ripping the meat apart, or it gets eaten in one gulp, bones and 
all. About eating, the owl will spit-up an “owl pellet,” which includes all the things the bird’s stomach can’t 
digest: fur, bones and skulls. Sometimes you’ll find them at the base of the nesting tree. 
 
Owl Fun Facts 
• The barred owl is a vocal bird. Its most distinctive call sounds similar to “Who cooks for you, who cooks 
for you all.” 
• It stands about 21 inches tall, has a bulky head and neck with dark eyes and no ear tufts. 
• A barred owl’s right ear is higher than its left ear. Hearing from two different angles helps it pinpoint the 
location of prey. 
• As the barred owl moves into the Pacific Northwest, it is breeding with its close relative, the Spotted Owl, 
to form hybrid birds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


