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Through the centuries and across the globe, owls have in 
turns been the subject of our reverence and our fear.  
They have been considered “omens of good luck, bad for-
tune, impending doom, wisdom, foolishness, evil and 
witchcraft, and even predictors of weather” (ODNR Divi-
sion of Wildlife).  Clearly, their appearance and habits 
provide plenty to fuel the imagination.   
 
Owls are in their element at night, at a time when hu-
mans generally feel more vulnerable.  Their calls ring 
through the darkness, their vision enhanced with those 
enormous, staring eyes. They hone in on sights and 
sounds even further by swiveling their heads almost 360 
degrees.   

In human terms, this would 
signal the moment to call in 
the exorcist.  Eerie?  Yes.  But 
these traits are examples of 
incredible adaptations that 
make owls very good at what 
they do – hunt.   
 
Their neck flexibility, for ex-
ample, is a function of thir-
teen neck vertebrate, com-
pared with human’s mere 
seven.   
 
Those enormous eyes can en-
compass up to five percent of 
the bird’s overall mass, and 
allows them to more effi-
ciently collect and process 
light in dim conditions.  If our 
eyes were proportionately as 
large, they would be the size 
of softballs. 
 
 

 
 

 

The “Flying Mouse Trap” 
 
With the exceptional tools of a predator, owls make great 
neighbors for anyone with an unwelcomed mouse popu-
lation.  Of the twelve owl species that have been re-
corded in Ohio, the barn owl has one of the best reputa-
tions as a “mouser.”    
 
Barn owls have probably done much to perpetuate su-
perstition due to their stark, white face and almost com-
pletely nocturnal habits, flying well after dusk (see 
photo, page 2).  They are also very adaptable to people 
and their structures, indeed preferring to nest in barns 
or vacant houses. 
 
Barn owls primarily eat mice and voles that populate 
“old field” habitat, or fallow farm fields that have grown 
up in grasses and flowering plants.  Their pre-settlement 
population in Ohio was probably fairly small given that 
forests dominated the landscape.  But as forests gave 
way to farms, the barn owl population grew.    

 
Their fate again took a turn, 
however, as farm practices 
changed and large tracts of 
old field habitat shrank.  
Near 1990 barn owl popula-
tions hit a low point, with 
only a dozen or so nesting 
pairs estimated statewide. 
 
Programs that encourage the 
placement of nesting boxes in 
barns have been credited in 
part with a modest recovery.  
There are now estimated to 
be 50 nesting pairs in the 
state, two of which have been 
confirmed in Knox County. 
 
Owl Prowl tips 
 

Owls may seem elusive, but 
you can increase your chances 
by learning a little bit about 
their habits, and thus when 

 

Ohio’s Owls 

Great Horned Owl 

Owls have in turns been the subject 
of our reverence and our fear. 
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and where to look.  As with many animals, it’s helpful to 
look for clues before finding the animals themselves. 
 
Evidence may come, for example, in the form of an inces-
santly cawing murder (or flock) of crows.  Sometimes 
crows seem to get together and make a lot of noise just 
for the heck of it, but at other times they are more pur-
poseful and take to “mobbing” owls.  Crows are well 
known for this behavior, but song birds will also mob 
smaller birds of prey.  The next time you hear an ca-
cophonous band of crows, look up to see if they are busy 
harassing an owl.   
 
The ground is another place to look for a not so glamor-
ous animal sign - scat.  Owls leave a somewhat different 
marker when they regurgitate “pellets,” or balls of indi-
gestible fur and bones, after a meal.  A collection of pel-
lets under a tree may indicate a favorite roosting (or day 

time resting) site of an owl, such as a dense stand of pine 
or spruce. 
 
Many species of owls start nesting in late winter, which 
is a good time to listen for their nocturnal calls.  The 
convenient lack of leaves in this season also makes them 
easier to spot, especially considering the hours they 
spend sitting in a predictable location and flying back 
and forth to feed mates or young.   
 
Great horned owls are one of Ohio’s largest and earliest 
nesting birds, starting in January or February.  They 
usually use old nests of other animals such as hawk or 
squirrels.  Look for their large, tufted ears sticking out 
above the edge.  Keeping an eye on tree cavities may 
also lead to an owl spotting, especially of the smaller 
screech and barred owls. 
 

Great Horned Owl 
 

Ohio’s largest resident owl, 
two feet tall with five foot 
wingspan.  Ear tuft “horns” 
are not related to hearing, but 
rather for visual affect.  
Habitat:  Very adaptable; 
farmland with small wood 
lots, suburban parks.  Nests 
very early, in late January.  
Diet:  Great variety of musk-
rats, skunks, squirrels, etc. 

Eastern Screech Owl 
 

Distinguished by its 8 inch 
stature, prominent ear tufts 
and large yellow eyes. Named 
for its song, an eerie, trem-
bling wail and soft trill.  
Habitat:  Towns, orchards 
and small woodlots.  Nests in 
natural cavities (like hollow 
trees), without any nesting 
material. Diet:  Mice, large 
insects, frogs, snakes.   

Barred Owl 
 

Named for horizontal bars 
of white and brown on 
neck and chest.  Eyes are 
brown.  Distinctive call 
that sounds like the 
phrase “who cooks for 
you?”  Habitat:  River 
bottoms, large tracts of 
forest.  Diet:  Small ro-
dents are preferred, but 
will eat other mammals 
and insects. 

Barn Owl 
 

Once common, now on the 
Ohio threatened species list.  
Stands a little over a foot 
tall with a wingspan of up to 
four feet.  Notably long legs.   
Habitat:  old field and 
grasslands;  nests in barns 
and vacant building in 
March through May, usual 
clutch size of five.  Diet: 
Mice and voles.   
 

Ohio Owls in Brief 
Of the 12 owl species recorded in Ohio, the 4 with breeding populations are shown below.   
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 Membership level: Student____ $20     Individual ____ $35        
 

 Family ____ $50  Friend  ____ $100    Patron     ____ $250 
 

 Benefactor    ____$1000 + 
 
 Amount enclosed: ____________ 
 

  My check, payable to Kenyon College, is enclosed 
 
  Please bill my ____Visa or ____ MasterCard 

 
         Card number _____________________  Exp. date______ 
 

 Yes!  I’ve enclosed a special gift of $250 to have a bench 
         placed along a BFEC trail of my choice, along with a plaque 
         recognizing my contribution. 

Name________________________________________________ 
 
Address______________________________________________ 
 
City__________________________________________________ 
 
State, zip code________________________________________ 
 
Telephone____________________________________________ 
 
Email________________________________________________ 
 
Your donation is tax deductible as allowed by law.  The 
Brown Family Environmental Center at Kenyon College is 
a 501c(3) nonprofit organization. 
 

Mail to:  BFEC, P.O. Box 508, Gambier, Ohio 43022 

Now is the time to become a member or renew your annual 
membership! There are many reasons to give, perhaps foremost 
for the satisfaction of knowing you’re a part of critical environ-
mental education and conservation programs.  Your membership 
entitles you to be the first to know of our offerings, receive a hard 
copy of newsletters, a 10% discount on high quality bird seed, and 
preferential RSVP status on workshops.  Please use the form 
below or payment envelope to send your contribution today, and 
thanks! 

Owl Facts  

Hearing   In some species, asymmetrical ear placement helps 
owls hone in on sound.  The brains of these species can process a 30 mil-
lionths of a second difference between a sound’s arrival at each ear.  
 
Hunting   While humans must keep their muscles contracted when 
holding an object, owls have what is essentially a mechanical locking 
device that allows them to grasp an object with full force without con-
tinuous, conscious muscle contractions.  
 
Feeding Young   Most owls lay 3 to 5 eggs, though not at the same 
time - they are laid, and hatch, a day or two apart. Older, lager owlets 
may get more food from parents, and younger owlets often do not 
survive unless food is very plentiful.  This strategy ensures that some 
will survive even when food is scare, rather than all owlets starving. 
 
As they near maturity young barn owls will eat the equivalent of a dozen mice per night. The Owl Reha-
bilitation Research Foundation, Ontario, Canada, reports that barn owls consume twice as much food for their 
weight as other owls. 
 
 
 

      Prowl for  
         Owls on  

January 19th! 
                    see details on page 6 
                       

Adopt-a-Bench!  Check the box 
below to have a bench placed at a BFEC 
trail location of your choice with a plaque 
honoring your special contribution.   
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The day winter arrived in Gambier 
the sun rose to draw out whatever 
was left of the final colors of fall.  The 
grass was rich and damp and green; 
scattered leaves gave one last flash 
as clouds drifted above the long, lazy 
shadows of naked trees gently 
touched by morning light.  If you 
happened to be out and about at the 
time, you could have witnessed a sea-
son in noble passing.  It was 53 de-
grees as I drove to work that day.   
 
By 3pm, as I trudged across the 
quad to the annual holiday bash, it 
was around 25.  The winds were 
described as “near hurricane 
force”.   “Wintery mix” was pre-
sent... 
 
With every passing day, I am in-
creasingly moved by the sea of 
things I do not know.  That being 
said, one thing that life has 
branded on my oh-so-short list of 
certainties is this: winter in cen-
tral Ohio is the worst season on 
the planet.   
 
Here’s what’s been happening before 
the big duck and cover and here’s 
what I’m planning to do once the 
grey season has been mercifully ex-
tinguished by spring… 
 
Working to better integrate our dirt 
with the Gap Trail’s pavement, a set 
of steps has been constructed just 
west of the Gambier area trestle 
bridge.  The traditional and poten-
tially tragic scramble down the abut-
ment will no longer be necessary 
thanks to this new approach.   
 
Once safely off the path, check out 
the new short loop that’s been con-
structed in the riparian corridor be-
tween the farm field and the trestle.    
It affords some lovely views of the 
river as well as a successional area 
where tightly spaced sycamores give 
the impression of giant bamboo.  

Over the next few years, we’re hop-
ing to develop this area further with 
interpretive signage and improved 
river access. 
 
As we draw inside for much of the 
winter, we also begin drawing up 
plans for spring.  To conclude our 
reforestation project west of the ob-
servatory, the order has been placed 
for another thousand oaks, hickories 
and walnuts for March delivery.   

Joining these hardwoods will be the 
embattled American Beech.  In-
creasingly rare in our upland forests, 
we’ll be spreading our seedlings 
across several areas and caging each 
one to protect them from deer.  With 
a bit of luck, we’ll be able to ensure 
that future generations won’t miss 
out on these smooth, silver-grey gi-
ants; inspiration to woodland lovers 
and their impassioned graffiti since 
primitive man first took a partner in 
one hand and a sharpened stone in 
the other.  
 
One of the first habitat restoration 
projects undertaken by the BFEC 
(then the KCES) was the creation of 
our seven acre prairie.  Well, this 
spring it’s facelift time!   
 
After the March burn, we’ll disk and 
reseed about an acre that has been 
increasingly dominated by goldenrod.  
With the hope of introducing more 

prairie-appropriate forbes (think 
flowering plants) to the area, we’ll be 
planting large clumps of coneflower, 
compass plant and prairie doc 
amongst traditional prairie grasses 
like big bluestem and indiangrass.  
As the latter tend to be more vigor-
ous than the former following a dis-
turbance (fire qualifies), it takes a 
relatively large patch of flowering 
plants to stave off encroachment 
from their slender prairie pals.  

 
Last year we championed drip ir-
rigation in your fruit and veggie 
patches and this year we’re jump-
ing up and down about yet an-
other type of water-friendly gar-
dening technique: rain gardens.  
Increasingly popular in urban and 
suburban areas, rain gardens are 
appropriate in most places where 
impervious surfaces like roofs, 
driveways or parking lots acceler-
ate runoff.   
 
A rain garden acts like a minia-

ture waste water treatment plant, 
trapping and holding runoff and fil-
tering, slowing or degrading any pol-
lutants being transported down-
stream.  Not only that, but rain gar-
dens can double as productive native 
wildlife gardens!  Keep an eye out for 
our progress this spring and join us 
for our second “learn while we learn 
(we hope)” water conservation work-
shop on March 28th (see calendar 
page 6).    
 
One last tidbit for the industrious 
winter carpenter: our website has 
been updated with revamped instruc-
tions for the famous “Bolt Box” blue-
bird housing system, thanks to blue-
bird czars Mel Bolt and Dale Glass. 
 
Well, that’s enough for now; off to see 
what winter’s dropped on the trails… 
never a dull moment… on the 
ground. 

 

On the Ground  
by Facility Manager David Heithaus 

View of the prairie from the farm house  
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NEWS from the BROWN 
Bald eagles fly high 

The BFEC “Living classroom” 

Knox Countians can count among their blessings a healthy population of bald eagles.  
According to ODNR volunteer monitor Jon Minard, and many of our Christmas Bird 
Counters, the winter population this year is up, especially among juveniles.  While they 
lack white heads and tails, they do have white patches on the under side of their wings 
near the body.  Also setting them apart are their orange feet and distinctive size, with a 
wingspan of up the 7 feet!   

Ohio’s bald eagle population has now probably surpassed its historic (pre-DDT) size due 
to more open water in the form of quarries and man made lakes, supplying eagles with 
their favorite food of fish.  Bald eagles migrate short distances in the winter if cold water 
causes their fishing holes to ice over.  They nest earlier than song birds, making late win-
ter and early spring a good time to see them at nests un-obscured by leaves.  Six bald ea-
gle nests were thought to exist in the Kokosing River watershed last year.  Tours of bald 
eagle hot spots will be offered by the Mohican Valley Inn: call 419-994-1200. 

Mudman triple tops 100 

Sedentary, nature-uninitiated children with low science scores?  No problem!  
The BFEC elementary field trip program takes a bite out of both issues.  This 
year, 900 students visited the Center to learn about adaptations, ecosystems, and 
food webs.  These could sound like so many words on a page to kids, but in our 
“living classroom” they take on new meaning as students experience the soft 
wriggling of tadpoles in their own hands.   

With reduced budgets and heavy emphasis on testing, demand for many such 
programs have declined.  The BFEC has escaped this fate thus far, perhaps due 
to our revised curriculum now aligned with Ohio academic standards, giving 
teachers maximum bang for their buck.  In addition to teaching science, we also 
aspire to give children a positive experience connecting with nature, which just 
might precipitate a sense of stewardship in adulthood.  We owe a debt of grati-
tude to our cadre of committed student and community volunteers, as well as the 
Knox County Educational Service Center, which for the last three years has fa-
cilitated trips for all 5th graders of the county’s rural school districts.  

October 24th & 25th, 2009 have officially been recorded as the dirtiest 
two days in BFEC history.  A record number of runners (over 100) as-
sembled to be covered with a record volume of muddy debris all while 
uttering a record number of alarmed curses at gleefully maniacal race 
directors.   And at the end of the day everyone had a blast...  except for 
that one guy… it all washed off or healed (eventually).  The three races 
took place on three improved courses and saw some of our fastest, filthi-
est finishes yet.  Aaron Maglott was the undisputed Mudman, finishing 
first in the men’s division while Jeanne Bascuk retained her 2008 Mud-
woman crown, also finishing first across the board.  This year’s Gaunt-
let (pictured here), the most fabled creature in BFEC trail-running lore, 
was popularly described as “amazing and appalling”.  We are very proud. 
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Calendar of Events 
All events start from the BFEC Resource Center at 9781 Laymon Road unless stated otherwise.   

Please contact 740-427-5050 or dohertyh@kenyon.edu for additional information. 
http://bfec.kenyon.edu 

 
Owls of Ohio – Tuesday, January 19th, 6:30pm  
Guest speaker Gary Moore, formerly of The Nature Conservancy, will share a slide show and his great depth of 
knowledge about Ohio’s “ghosts of the forest.”  We’ll then take a short hike near the Kokosing River, where Gary 
will play his barred owl recording in hopes that one will reply!  Co-sponsored by the Knox County Park District.   
 
Hibernation Fascination:  Reptiles & Amphibians 
Wednesday, February 17th, 6:30pm.  Reptiles and amphibians may  
slumber through winter, but those in the BFEC’s live animal collection promise  
to keep us awake!  Naturalist Al Helser will present the basics of these animals,  
including some fascinating tricks for making it through a cold winter.  Al will  
also show us a few live examples, like our resident box turtle pictured here. 
 
8th Annual Bluebird Workshop – Sunday,  
March 7th, 1:00pm.  Once imperiled, bluebirds are now gracing our  
meadows in greater numbers.  Learn about these brilliant birds and  
how you can help them by setting up nesting boxes.  Dale Glass, Knox County  
coordinator of the Ohio Bluebird Society, will give a chock-full presentation, including how to attract bluebirds and 
proper siting of nesting boxes.  BFEC staff will also share news of our extensive bluebird trail and research.  A lim-
ited supply of high quality bluebird housing systems designed by Dale Glass and Mel Bolt will be available for pur-
chase following the program at 2:00pm.   
 
Rain Gardens 101 - Sunday, March 28th, 1:00pm   
Transform that perennial wet spot in your yard into a rain garden with native plants that attract birds and butter-
flies.  Rain gardens are designed to help water percolate through the soil, instead of forming a pond in your yard or 
running off to deliver pollutants to local waterways.  The Knox Soil & Water Conservation District will present 
what they’ve learned from local installations, and we’ll also take a look at the BFEC’s rain garden-in-progress. 
 
Full Moon Hike – Sunday, March 28th,7:30pm 
Take a brisk 1.5 mile hike on steep terrain, and be rewarded (should the skies cooperate) with a fantastic view of 
the full moon rising over the Kokosing River valley.  Please wear sturdy hiking shoes.  Rain date (in the event of 
cloudy or rainy weather) will be the following evening, March 29th.  Call 427-5052 for program status. 
 
Wild Edibles & Medicinals - Saturday, April 3rd, 1:00pm   
Take in the bright green of spring while discovering common wild plants and “weeds” that offer a surprising array 
for the salad plate or medicine cabinet.  
 
Earth Day Challenge Marathon & Health Expo - Sunday, April 25th - Kenyon Ath-
letic Center.  The Expo is a FREE event that focuses on keeping ourselves and our world healthy - two goals 
that go hand-in-hand!  Features will include exhibitors and vendors of green and healthy products and resources, 
farmers market and petting zoo, door prizes, music, and hands-on activities for people of all ages.  The marathon 
will start and conclude at the same location - help cheer on runners as they finish!   Marathon registration is 
available at our website: http://bfec.kenyon.edu. 
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In the office, classroom, gardens and on the 
trails:  Mike Dailey, Jane Cosby, James Gyenes  
Harvest Festival Volunteers:  MVHS Environ-
mental Club; Circle K members Kevin Gerstle, Jenni-
fer Garbett, Anne Severe, Savannah Guernsey, 
Jackie Shirreffs 

Mudman Triple Volunteers, including Ron Dukes 
and Chris & Cathy Gillen 
Christmas Bird Counters, including Liz Keeney for 
a donation of cookies! 
Kenyon College Archon Society, for another great 

trail day 
Fall Kenyon service day volunteers, for work in 
the garden 
 
 

Our Members 

Our Donors 

Our Volunteers 

Adopt-A-Bench Sponsors 
Maureen Tobin & Douglas Downey 
Sarah Gill-Williams 

Bob & Buffy Hallinan      
Pat & Ray Heithaus 
Rebecca Metcalf 

The Schott Family 
Geoff & Marilyn Stokes                                         
Charlotte & Ted Thomas  

Thank You to... 

Benefactor 
 

Kathleen Smith Guill 
Hope & David Jeffrey 
Mr. & Mrs. Norman J. Kravetz 
David Newell 
Karen Wright 
  
Patron 
 

Robert & Jeanette Burns 
Mr. and Mrs. John Cooper-Mullin 
David Marietta & Margo de Camp 
Cornelia & Robert Hallinan 
Ray & Pat Heithaus 
Barbara Lipscomb 
Laura Will & Joseph Lipscomb 
John & Amy Macionis 
Evelyn Newell 
Philip Jordan 
Mark & Denise Ramser 
Don & Sarah Rogan 
Florence Short 
 

Friend 
 

Susan & Stephan Balsamo 
Lori & Thomas Beach 
Meryl Brott 
Mike & Bonnie Dailey 
John & Jane DeCosky 
Guy Denny 
Eric & Kami Diehl 
Matthew Sullivan & Heather Doherty 
Charles & Linda Findlay 
Chris & Kathy Gillen 
Thomas & Janet Hoffmann 
Eric & Judy Holdener 
Pauline Kasserman 
Rita & Richard Kipp 
Benjamin & Kathleen Locke 
Maureen McLeod 
Megan McLeod 
Rebecca Metcalf 
Richard Mulligan 
Charles & Josephine Rice 
Jeffrey & Anne Robinson 
Thomas & Joan Sant 
Greg & Susan Spaid 
Charlotte & Theodore Thomas 
Rebecca Reimbold & Bryon Thomas 
Ian & Charlotte Watson 
William Yost 
 

Family 
 

Spence & Nancy Badet 

Fred & Victoria Bauman 
Barry & Suzan Bowden 
Irving Brott, Jr. 
Jean Dunbar 
F.A. Eustis, II 
Tom & Susie Fish 
Larry & Grace Fogle 
Ivonne Garcia 
James & Jo Anne Gibson 
Geoff & Debbie S. Gregg 
Susan & Deke Hall 
Joan & Bill Heiser 
John & Kristin Hofferberth 
Juleon Brodie & Brodie Hufnagel 
Tom & Dorothy Jegla 
Dave & Sherry Kapes 
Bill & Joyce Klein 
John Kupper and Janet Koestring 
Ann & Sam Laudeman 
Robert & Karen Lee 
Charles & Pat Leech 
Perry & Jane Lentz 
William & Margaret Lipscomb 
Jessie Lord 
Rebecca & John Lowther 
Charles & Betty Matson 
William & Patricia McCulloh 
Linda & Peter Michaels 
Carson & Barbara Miller 
Beverly Morse & Brian Miller 
Frederick Neidhardt 
Joseph & Sally Nelson 
Tanya & Dan Paley 
John & Jill Paul 
Mary Jane & Bill Porterfield 
David & Marci Pressler 
Dan & Kaye Ranke 
Larry & Sarah Goslee Reed 
Bruce Rickard 
Ron & Inese Sharp 
Joseph & Kathleen Sheehy 
Dean Sheldon Jr. 
Gene & Opal Shepherd 
Janice Smith 
Linda & Peter Smith 
Cory Claffey-Koller & Margaret Somple 
Geoff & Marilyn Stokes 
Douglas Downey & Maureen Tobin 
Michelle Mood & Steve Van Holde 
Linda Bunce & Michael Vincent 
Harlow & Carole Walker 
Luke & Allison Wendt 
Laura Whalen 
Jay & Barbara Wilson 
  

Individual  
 

Robert & Sherry Breeding 
Cynthia & John Beeker 
William Hill & Kathryn Burns 
Kathleen Carpenter 
Sally& Douglas Childers 
Jean Cline 
Cinda Davis 
Sandy & Douglas Daily 
Lisa Dilts 
Bruno Dudonis 
Barbara Evans 
Jody Forman 
Terry & Ann Gardner 
Dale & Audrey Glass 
David Greer 
Dorothy Greiner 
Lena Gruver 
Jane Hankins 
Robert & Patricia Hesse 
Christopher Holabird 
Nick Houston 
James Ingerham 
Nancy Ingling 
Sally Mills 
Carma Jo & Keith Kauffman 
Marsha Kelso 
James Kyle & Mark Leggett 
Sally Mills 
Margaret Raasch 
Cheryl Rhodes 
Mary F.L. Rodstrom 
Lisa & Stuart Schott 
Michael Shelton 
William & Patricia Stout 
Susan Walker 
Bonnie Willhite 
Joanne Worley 
Marie Zangmeister 
 

Donor 
 

Willma Bemis 
Jane Cosby 
Judith Fisher 
Lois Fox 
Marsha Gerhardt  
Al & Robin Helser 
Bill & Marjorie Lee 
Michael & Theresa McAlpin 
William & Patricia McCulloh 
Zak Welker & Staci Reddick 
Timothy Shutt 
David Kysela & Emily Sprowls 
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April 3rd  Wild Edibles & Medicinals 
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The Brown Family Environmental Center at Kenyon College              
9781 Laymon Road, Gambier, Ohio 43022 ~ (740) 427-5050 ~ http://bfec.kenyon.edu  

 
Our Mission                                                                                   
The BFEC at Kenyon College exists to engage Central Ohioans of all ages with nature, and to 
support the goals of Kenyon College by conserving the natural diversity of the Kokosing River 
valley and providing opportunities for education and research.                                                       
 
Co - Executive Directors                                                                         
E. Raymond Heithaus, Jordan Professor of Environmental Studies & Biology  
Siobhan Fennessy, Associate Professor of Biology     
            
Facility Manager          Program Manager          Facility & Program  Assistant 
David Heithaus                Heather Doherty                Jill Kerkhoff 

      Prowl for  
          Owls on  
       January 19th! 
            



 


