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Barred Owls Choose Mud Creek

Conservancy Home
By Dr. Jackie Morice

The mystery and supernatural influences associated with owls can be attributed
to their calls, appearance, and completely silent flight. The Barred Owl (Strix
varia) is a likely candidate if you have ever heard it call in the middle of the night
from somewhere deep in the heart of the Mud Creek Valley. It has a distinctive
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call that comes in measures of eight and resembles the human phrase “Who
cooks for you? Who cooks for you all?”, then silence, when the Owl listens for a
reply from other Barred Owls. (Continued on next page)



Barred Owls Choose Mud Creek Conservancy Home

(continued from page 1)

Other calls include “hoo-hoo, hoo-WAAHH" and
“hoo-WAAAHHH" used in courtship. Barred Owls
have one of the largest repertoires of calls ranging
from a short yelp or bark to a frenzied and raucous
monkey-like squall. Enough to send chills up your
spine!

This past spring, a Barred Owl pair chose an old
sycamore tree on one of the Mud Creek Conservancy
easements to nest, successfully raising two owlets.

The Barred Owl is a medium-sized, gray-brown owl
streaked with white horizontal barring on the chest
and vertical bars on the belly. They are round-
headed with a whitish/brown facial disk with dark
brown trim. The eyes are brown, and the beak is yel-
low and almost covered by feathers. They have a
long tail, and there is no difference in plumage
between males and the larger females.

Barred Owls prefer deep moist forests, wooded
swamps, and woodlands near waterways. Mud
Creek Valley provides the perfect habitat for them.
Territories are 85-365 hectares (213-903 acres). The
Barred Owl hides in dense foliage during the day,
usually high up. It may also roost on a branch close
to a broad tree-trunk, or in a natural tree cavity.

Distribution of Strix Varia, courtesy of www.owlpages.com

Their status is not threatened but as large heavily
wooded areas become more scarce in Marion
County, Barred Owls are less common here than in
other parts of Indiana and in the United States. Land
trusts and other conservation organizations work to
ensure that sufficient habitat exists for these
magnificent birds of prey.

Barred Owls primarily eat voles, mice and shrews.

Other animals consumed include: squirrels, rabbits,
bats, snakes and even going into water for crayfish
and frogs. Swallowing its food whole, the bird’s
stomach digests the soft parts of the food and
pellets are regurgitated and dropped to the ground.

Barred Owls call year round but courtship activities
begin in February with breeding occurring between
March and August. Males hoot and females give
contact calls. As the nesting season approaches,
males chase after females giving a variety of hooting
and screeching calls. Males display by swaying back
and forth and raising their wings while sidling along
a branch. Courtship feeding and mutual preening
also occur.

Barred Owls nest in tree cavities and will also use
abandoned hawk, squirrel or crow nests. Eggs num-
ber 2 - 4 and are white and almost perfectly round
with a slightly rough texture. They are likely laid
every 2 to 3 days and incubation begins with the first
egg laid. The incubation period is 28 — 33 days. The
male brings food to the female while she is on the
nest. The MCC male was seen bringing a rabbit
which fed the female for several days.

The Barred Owl is single brooded but has a long
breeding season which allows for laying of replace-
ment clutches if the first clutch or brood is lost.
When the young leave the nest, at about 4 weeks,
they are not able to fly, but crawl out of the nest us-
ing their beak and talons to sit on branches. These
Owls are called “branchers”. They fledge at 35 - 40
days. Once they lose their down, there is no differ-
ence between adult and juvenile plumage.

Parents care for the young for at least 4 months,
much longer than most other owls. Young tend to
disperse very short distances, usually less than 6
miles before settling. Pairs mate for life, and
territories and nest sites are maintained for many
years. Hopefully this MCC easement will have owls-
in-residence for years to come, underscoring the
benefit of our habitat preservation efforts.

Barred Owls have been known to live up to 23 years
in captivity and 10 years in the wild. Most deaths are
likely to be related to man (road kills, shootings) and
their only natural enemy, the Great Horned Owl,
which also nests in the Mud Creek Valley.

The Banded Watersnake

By Rick Marrs

There are no venomous snakes native to central
Indiana. | repeat...THERE ARE NO VENOMOUS
SNAKES NATIVE TO CENTRAL INDIANA. THIS
INCLUDES THE MUD CREEK VALLEY AND
SURROUNDING AREAS. Got it?

| say this, because after years of doing local
educational programs and exhibits, | am still plagued
by anecdotes of “copperheads at the State Park” and
“Water moccasins in Fall Creek.” The creature most
likely involved in these cases of mistaken identity is
the Banded Watersnake (Nerodia sipedon), a species
commonly found in and around Mud Creek. For
most people on “The Tributary” mailing list there is a
possibility that an encounter with this reptile may
take place.

Banded Watersnakes have two forms, or sub-species;
the Northern Watersnake, found in the upper third
of Indiana, and the Midland Watersnake, seen in
Southern Indiana. The Banded Watersnakes in our
area are intergrades, having characteristics of either
or both. With a ground color of light tan to yellowish

snakes can grow to nearly five feet in length, but in
our region anything over four feet is considered
rather large. Watersnakes are typically stout-bodied
and have keeled scales, giving them a rough-looking
appearance.

Females give birth to live young in summer or early
fall. A very large mother can have over one hundred
babies, but twelve to thirty is average. Watersnakes
prey upon fish, amphibians and some invertabrates
such as crayfish. Occasionally mammals, small birds
and even baby turtles are eaten by these opportun-
istic feeders.

Banded Watersnakes are arguably the most perse-
cuted of our indigenous serpents for a number of
reasons. First and foremost, for many people, any
snake seen in an aquatic habitat is automatically la-
beled as a “Water Moccasin.” In fact, the only breed-
ing population of Cottonmouth Moccasins
(Agkistrodon, piscivirus) is in a nature preserve near
Jasper — and they are barely hanging on.

Another cause for misidentification is that a threat-
ened watersnake will flatten its body and head in an
attempt to appear larger. The head then forms the
triangular shape associated with members of the
venomous pit viper family. Adding to this is that
watersnakes with the Northern subspecies charac-
teristics look very much like a Cottonmouth, and
those of the Midland type can resemble Copper-
heads.

A trait that does not endear watersnakes to people is
their willingness to strike in self-defense. That's right
- they bite. Repeatedly. On a personal note, I've
been bitten by watersnakes more times than any
other animal. Luckily, a watersnake bite requires
nothing more than minor first aid. Simply wash the
affected area with soap and warm water and apply a
topical antibacterial ointment to prevent infection.
A bandage may be necessary because their saliva,
while not toxic, does contain an anti-coagulant, but
bleeding will stop shortly.

No snakes, even venomous ones, go out of their way
looking for people to bite. (I get bit so frequently
because | capture and handle so many snakes — you
might say I'm asking for it.) Leave them alone and
they will reciprocate. So if you find yourself on the
banks of Mud Creek and come across a Banded
Watersnake, and if it doesn’t flee into the water and
brush, simply stand back and admire this example of
Nature’s many fascinating creations.



