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Figure 1. The two Great Horned Owls as they were found. R. Mooi 

In early January 2005, two dead 
Great Horned Owls were found in a 
hay barn near Cartwright, Manitoba. 
(Figure 1). The talon of the inner toe of 
the larger of the two owls had pierced 
the footpad of the other (Figure 2). The 
larger owl was a female, as 
determined later by internal inspection 
(Manitoba Museum specimen 1.2- 
5251) , and the other was a male 
(Manitoba Museum specimen 1.2- 
5252) . It appears that the owls had 
been unable to extricate themselves 
from this position, leading to their 
eventual demise. Both owls had signs 
of bleeding about the bill, and the male 
suffered a wound to the lower neck 
such that some breast feathers were 
matted with blood. 

Great Horned Owls are known 
occasionally to be aggressive toward 
each other.2 On August 15th 2007, 
Christian Artuso observed two recently 
fledged Great Horned Owls apparently 
competing for position on an open 
perch, resulting in one gripping the 
other’s foot for a period of 
approximately 90 seconds (Figure 3), 
demonstrating how the feet may be 
used in such interactions. 

Inspection of molt limits of the two 
owls found uniformly fresh remiges 
and rectrices, consistent with the hatch 
year/ second year age class.5 Since 
these owls were found dead in 
January, both were likely less than one 
year old. The gonads of neither of 
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Figure 2. View of the underside of the feet of two Great Horned Owls showing the 
talon (at arrow) of the female (left) protruding through the foot pad of the male 
(right). C.Artuso 

these individuals were large enough 
to suggest the onset of breeding 
(length of ovary: 14.5mm, length of left 
testis: 4.5mm). The two owls 
described here may have been 
involved in a territorial dispute in 
advance of the breeding season, e.g. 
a paired female driving off a floater 
male. Great Horned Owls typically 
begin the breeding cycle in late 
February - March in southern Manitoba, 
rarely as early as mid-January in 
suburban areas,1 although pair 
bonding and territorial defense likely 
occurs well before clutch initiation.2 

Alternatively, this incident could have 
occurred as a result of non-breeding 
individuals competing for a food 
resource-rodents living in the hay barn 
where the owls were found. The 
gizzards of both of these owls 
contained the remains of North 
American Deermice. Cannibalistic 
predation is unlikely, especially given 
the relatively small difference in size 

and weight (female: total length: 
520mm, wing chord: 378mm, tail: 
225mm, foot pad: 72mm, 1.2kg; male: 
total length: 512mm, wing chord: 
342mm, tail: 205mm, foot pad: 62mm, 
1.14kg). Cannibalism among Great 
Horned Owls has been reported,4 and 
Great Horned owls may kill 
conspecifics, although direct evidence 
of this is still lacking.7 

The tendon-locking mechanism 
(TLM) that apparently kept these two 
birds together occurs in many bird 
families. It is used in perching, 
perching while sleeping, climbing, 
hanging, and swimming.6 Owl feet are 
especially strong, probably an 
adaptation to their sit-and-pounce 
hunting style which necessitates 
incapacitating and holding onto prey 
on first strike (as opposed to the 
weaker grip of diurnal raptors which 
typically employ pursuit techniques).8 
A force of 13 kg is required to open the 
talons of a Great Horned Owl.3 It is 
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Figure 3. Two recently fledged sibling Great Horned Owls interacting, 15 August 
2007. Note the way the bird on the left is gripping the other’s foot. C. Artuso 

possible that as the male tried to 
withdraw his foot from the female’s 
grip, she responded by pulling back, 
which would automatically lock the 
talons in the flexed position. Banders 
who have experienced the unrelenting 
power of a raptor’s grasp under duress 
know that it is often necessary to 
straighten the leg to release the 
tension in the muscles before 
removing the talons one at a time 
(Diego Sustaita, pers. comm.). 
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