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report of nesting near Jackass Creek in the Sequoia National Forest in 1986. A Great 
Gray Owl was detected there on more than one occasion in 1986, but Steve Anderson 
(pers. comm.) reports that nesting was not confirmed. Since then, Great Gray Owls 
have been reported at several other locations in Tulare County, and a juvenile believed 
to be of this species was seen in mid-August 2007 (G. Lindquist pers. comm.), but no 
nest has yet been found (S. Anderson pers. comm.). Fresno County remains the most 
southerly location in the world where a Great Gray Owl nest has been found.

Biologists are interested in gaining a better understanding of the southern extent 
of the Great Gray Owl’s range in the Sierra Nevada. Birders interested in helping to 
expand knowledge of the species are requested to contact first the biologist for the land 
management agency responsible for an area of interest. Making such a contact will 
allow the Forest Service or California Department of Fish and Game to coordinate ef-
forts, avoid excessive disturbance of individual birds, improve the quality and integrity of 
observations, and ensure the reporting of observation results. For the Sequoia National 
Forest contact Steve Anderson at (760) 376-3781. He can also direct interested parties 
to the appropriate biologists with other agencies in the southern Sierra Nevada. 

The Photographs
Gary Woods took the photograph on this issue’s outside back cover, showing an 

adult female Great Gray Owl and one of its two nestlings near Shaver Lake, Fresno 
County, on 1 June 2007.  The female has spread its rictal bristles and associated 
feathers, exposing its entire bill in a mild threat display; compare with its more relaxed 
facial expression in Figure 1. Woods’ photograph on this issue’s inside back cover 
shows both Great Gray Owl nestlings on 1 June. Their grayish facial disks and grayish 
plumage overall help distinguish them from Great Horned Owl nestlings, whose facial 
disks and overall plumage are brownish. The nest is about 9 m above the ground in 

Figure 1. A dult female Great Gray Owl near its nest, Shaver Lake area, Fresno 
County, California, 1 June 2007. Note that the tips of the rectrices appear to be 
broad and fresh.

Photo by Gary Woods
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the top of a broken white fir (Abies concolor) snag with an estimated diameter of 66 
cm at breast height and 50 cm at the nest. The canopy closure around the nest tree 
is about 50%. The nest is 200 m from a meadow in which the adult owls sometimes 
foraged, but the adult male hunted mostly in a larger meadow about 400 m from 
the nest. The forest that includes the nest tree was extensively logged prior to 1914, 
so only a small proportion of its trees is now >100 years old. Since 1979 the area 
around the nest has undergone three episodes of selective single-tree logging. This 
logging was intended to recreate an uneven-aged forest of mainly yellow and sugar 
(Pinus lambertiana) pines, like the forest prior to European settlement. Great Gray 
Owls successfully fledged two young from the same nest in 2006, and a juvenile found 
nearby in 2005 strongly suggests that the same nest was also used then, although the 
nest could not be located that year (S. Byrd pers. comm.).

The nest’s location in a broken snag is typical of the species (Bull and Duncan 1993). 
Its height is typical of nests studied in southeastern Idaho and northwestern Wyoming, 
and the nest tree’s diameter is typical of snag nests that Franklin (1988) studied there. 
Its diameter is also similar to that of nest trees Beck and Winter (2000) measured in 
Stanislaus National Forest but smaller than the 115 cm (at breast height) average they 
found in Yosemite National Park. The nest’s distance from nearby meadows seems 
consistent with the distances Winter (1986) reported from the Yosemite area. Nest 
sites are often reused for several years, and in Oregon, Idaho, and California pairs 
probably remain together as long as both individuals live. Great Gray Owls breed 
rarely at an age of one year, occasionally at two years, and more commonly at three 
years (Bull and Duncan 1993).

No reliable way to determine the sex of an adult Great Gray Owl by plumage is 
known (Pyle 1997). We may safely assume, however, that the adult in these photo-
graphs is the female, because only the female broods the nestlings (for 2–3 weeks, 
beginning immediately after hatching), after which it starts roosting near the nest 
(Bull and Duncan 1993). Peter Pyle (pers. comm.) notes that this adult displays at 
least two generations of post-juvenal secondaries (see photograph on back cover) and 
that the tips of its rectrices (see Figure 1) appear to be both broad and fresh, indicat-
ing that it is at least three years old and probably at least four years old. The older 
estimate is supported by known or suspected nesting probably by the same female 
in two preceding years.

One of the two nestlings at Shaver Lake left its nest on the windy night of 5 June 
2007; its sibling was still in the nest the next day. On 8 June, Woods photographed 
one fledgling on the ground (see Figure 2), while the other called softly and unseen 
from ferns nearby. One fledgling was seen regularly around the nest over the next 
three weeks, including in the canopy near the nest tree on 14 June. A single fledgling 
was last observed several hundred meters away during the first week of September 
(S. Byrd, G. Woods pers. comm.).
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