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by jeff smith

The winter of 2011/2012 saw a 
record, major irruption of Snowy Owls 
into Illinois. Double-digit numbers 
were observed along Chicago’s lake-
front and well inland, even extending 
to the far reaches of southern Illinois. 
These owls garnered much attention 
from the media, birders, and anyone 
with a camera. Not to be overlooked 
though, were the good numbers of 
Northern Saw-whet Owls reported 
on some of the northern Illinois 
Christmas Bird Counts. Short-eared 
Owls were also plentiful in the larger 
grassland preserves. Of the winter 
visitors, only Long-eared Owls were 
difficult to find on a regular basis. 
However, when I located a Barn Owl 
in northern Illinois on its winter roost, 
I began to think of attempting an eight 
owl big day.

Eight owl species either breed or 
are mostly regular, winter residents 
within Illinois. The Illinois record 
for number of owl species found in a 
single day had been seven since 1994 
when Alan Welby located that many 
in northern Illinois. This number 
was duplicated in central Illinois by 
Bob Chapel in 1995 and in southern 
Illinois by Dan Kassebaum in 2004. 
Barn Owl was missed in the central 
and northern regions, and Snowy Owl 
was missed in the southern region. 
I’m sure the thought of an eight owl 

day has crossed the minds of others 
several times in the past. I first heard 
of the possibility of having an Eight 
Owl Big Day when a Burrowing Owl 
was found at Pyramid State Park dur-
ing the winter of 2006/2007. This year 
was the first time I’d have a reason-
able chance to successfully attempt 
to record eight owls in a single day. 
Considering the extensive experience 
that all of our team members have had 
in locating and calling in owls, as well 
as the unique experience of having 
many of the uncommon to rare owls 
present and waiting for us to find them 
this winter, I felt our chances were 
very good for locating all of the owls 
that we would be searching for.

After showing several others the 
Barn Owl and determining it was 
indeed spending the winter, I began 
planning the attempt with Steve Bailey 
and Pete Moxon. We had several like-
ly locations for finding most of the 
owls but knew of only one good spot 
for finding a Long-eared Owl. We set 
out at 3 a.m. on 12 February 2012. 
Our first location was a spot Pete 
felt could hold a saw-whet. Although 
nobody had actually found a saw-whet 
owl at this location, the habitat looked 
right, and Pete had found one not too 
long before, a short distance down 
the road. We played the tape of the 
saw-whet’s “yap” call and quite to our 

surprise we almost instantly got the 
saw-whet’s “cat-like scream” call in 
response! We repeated the process to 
be sure we heard what we all thought 
we had heard and sure enough, got 
the same response. The bird was in 
a tangle only about 30 feet away. We 
sure did not expect our first owl spe-
cies of the evening to be a saw-whet! 
Satisfied with the calling bird though, 
we headed to our next stop. We pulled 
into the parking lot at Elsen’s Hill 
Forest Preserve in DuPage County to 
play a tape for an Eastern Screech-
Owl. After several minutes, and not 
having walked very far down the trail 
from our car, we got a response from a 
Great Horned Owl. Not what we were 
looking for but, another owl species 
ticked off our list. We walked farther 
into the preserve to try again. After 
a few minutes a small, dark shadow 
flew across the trail, and soon after-
wards a rather faint “whinny” type call 
began from the screech-owl. It was 
3:40 a.m. and we had three species of 
owl already located. Since we were 
way ahead of schedule we continued 
walking the trail all the way down to 
the river to try for Barred Owl. No 
tape was necessary here as both Steve 
and Pete are quite proficient at calling 
in Barred Owls. Well, at least when a 
Barred Owl is within hearing range. 
This was not one of those times.

Though the moon was not full, it 
nonetheless lit up the landscape quite 
well. We thought we would go to 
Springbrook Prairie Forest Preserve 
and maybe find a Short-eared Owl 
actively hunting in the bright, moonlit 
prairie. We walked out past the marsh 
nearest to the parking lot, and after 
30 minutes of viewing empty prairie 
and only hearing a few lonesome 
coyotes, we decided we weren’t going 
to have a nighttime appearance by 
a short-eared. Instead we decided to 
head for the McDonalds restaurant 
just down the road for a much-needed 
energy boost for the long night and 
day ahead. We soon returned with the 
first blush of lightening sky in the east 
for another try for a hungry Short-
eared Owl. After breakfast we again 
headed out past the marsh. This time 
a Great Horned Owl watched us from 
a nearby low perch. Just as the east-
ern sky began to turn a lighter shade 
of blue, we spotted two Short-eared 
Owls beginning to actively hunt, 
occasionally perching for nicer views, 
low over the only grass left along the 
creek after recent prairie burns. We 
were half way to our goal before the 

sun had risen. Just before we climbed 
into our car at the parking lot, another 
Eastern Screech-Owl gave us one of 
its last calls for the evening, signaling 
that sunrise was not far away.

We decided to stay in DuPage 
County a bit longer before head-
ing north. We drove to the Morton 
Arboretum where Steve and Pete tried 
their Barred Owl imitations one more 
time and managed to get an almost 
immediate response from the two 
Barred Owls that had recently taken 
up residence on the east side of the 
Arb in a stand of tall, old conifers. 
Just for the heck of it, with time to 
burn, we decided to check for the 
Northern Saw-whet Owl that had only 
been making infrequent appearances 
(or keeping well hidden) in its usual 
roosting stand of pines behind the 
Visitor’s Center. The previous day 
it had not been there, but after the 
three of us had circled the roost tree 
two or three times, Pete called, “I’ve 
got it!” It was well concealed about 
a dozen feet up. It is always nice 
to get a visual on a cute saw-whet, 
and we left the owl still peacefully 
resting as we walked away with our 

second saw-whet owl of the young 
day. A long drive out to McHenry 
County was next. Pete had recently 
seen several Long-eared Owls in a 
pine grove at a county forest preserve. 
Once there, we slowly made our way 
through the pines and with slow, care-
ful searching, hoping not to flush the 
birds before we all got to see at least 
one, a single Long-eared Owl was 
found near the area where a few had 
been roosting several days earlier. The 
others that were in the roosting flock 
were likely nearby, but since we only 
needed one, and it’s always a plus to 
not have to disturb a roosting owl any 
more than possible, we did not look 
any further for the others, and left the 
owl on the roosting perch where we 
found it.

We now had a long drive ahead of 
us to La Salle County. But, we were 
pretty excited since we now only 
needed one more species of owl to 
hold the record of eight owl species 
located in one day… and we still had 
about half the daylight hours left, not 
to mention the following evening to 
search if need be. Although there was 
a major Snowy Owl invasion occur-
ring throughout Illinois, and there had 
been numerous sightings of Snowy 
Owls throughout the Chicagoland 
area, we had decided that the LaSalle 
County Snowy Owl was probably our 
best bet to still be hanging around in 
the same area where others had been 
seeing it. This area near the LaSalle 
Nuclear Power Plant plays host to one 
or more Snowy Owls most winters, 
and the birds can often be found along 
a set of abandoned railroad tracks run-
ning south from the power plant. The 
birds often sit right along the railroad 
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Page 82: The last owl of the 
owl big day was likely this 
Snowy Owl at Goose Lake 
Prairie State Natural Area in 
Grundy County. 5 January 
2012. Photo by Jim Tezak.

Pete Moxon, Jeff Smith  
and Steve Bailey pet a  
friendly dog while viewing  
a Snowy Owl, their eighth  
owl species of the day.


