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You might think that sitting in a cold damp barn on a wet Sunday in mid 
March is not your idea of fun.   You would be surprised..........

There were eight members of HNHS who came together to participate in 
the dissection of owl pellets.  We were gathered in Frank Dougharty’s 

barn and arranged ourselves around 
some tables with a few dogs for 
company. We were provided with a 
stock of tweezers and magnifying 
glasses, in case we hadn’t our own; a 
useful handout to help with 
identification; plus a load of barn owl 

pellets of various sizes and ages, (also some kestrel pellets).  The 
pellets are the coughed-up un-digestible remnants of the owl’s latest 
meals. Given the knowledge and enthusiasm of our hosts at Cattlestone 
Farm, we were set up for an excellent “hands-on” study day.

We learned about the physical process of 
the digestive system of owls.  Barn owls 
swoop silently over the fields and seize 
whatever prey they can detect.  They 
swallow whole the voles, shrews and 
mice that they catch, as they do with the 
birds and bats which can also be part of 
their diet.  The owl cannot digest the fur, 
feathers, beaks and bones, so these 

body parts knot together in the 
stomach of the bird and are 
regurgitated as pellets, usually at the 
roosting site. By searching for the 
pellets, we can accumulate evidence 
of owls in the woods and fields 
around us, and by examining the 
pellets we can estimate the number 
of small mammals in the owl’s area. 



Owls aren’t the only birds to yield up pellets, most birds do. Even a bird 
as small as a wren leaves digestive evidence in the form of a pellet.  It 
was wonderful to see Frank’s fine display of a collection of pellets which 
included those of a wren, robin and flycatcher.  The strategy appears to 
be that it is easier and quicker to swallow prey whole rather than kill and 
shred it. Forms of swallowing and of digestion materially influence the 
deployment of energy and time, and thus the chances of survival and 
success. The unacceptable pieces have to be disposed of, and this is 
done in the form of pellets. Even kestrels who tear and rip their prey to 
eat it, produce pellets, although they are smaller than an owl’s and the 
contents are usually badly crushed.  

Barn owl pellets are cylindrical and about 4 to 7 centimetres in length, 
and around four in diameter. They are grey and dry with the consistency 
of highly compacted hoover fluff.  Each pellet was the product of a single 

day’s feeding and all had been collected 
at the base of the bird’s roost in Slinfold..

 Most of us dissected at least two pellets 
(excluding your president who is not the 
most nimble fingered among us and who 
took three hours to dissect one.).  The 
process of dissection can be speeded up 
by soaking the pellet first but we went the 
longer route of separating them out dry. 
We plucked at the hard surface with the 
pointed tweezers and filled our lids with 

fluff while dropping the bones into containers. The more enlightened laid 
the bones out in anatomical order on a sheet of white paper. In this we 
were following Frank’s example; he prepared years ago the contents of a 
barn owl pellet and mounted the bones splendidly in a glass lidded box. 
It was noticeable that we gained in confidence during the day finally 
using our fingers as well as tweezers to pick out the smaller bones.

 Each pellet contained between 2 and 4 skulls, plus assorted leg bones, 
ribs and vertebrae, and there was one single tail. Identification of species 
was through identification of the teeth and teeth root holes. For example 
the lower jaw of a harvest mouse has seven root holes. The cheek tooth 
of a shrew is sharp and red-tipped.   We found mostly the skeletal



remains of voles but there was also one shrew. Considering that a single 
pellet is one night’s worth of food and that each pellet contains an 

average of 3 skulls, there must be an 
enormous population of voles in the 
English countryside.  There were also 
undigested beetles, a leaf hopper plus the 
odd maggot. The kestrel pellet was notable 
in containing a large piece of vole skin, 
complete with fur.  

By lunch time the drizzle had relented and we sat outside for the first 
picnic of the year, attended by happy dogs and listening to the sound of 
birdsong.  That was followed by a walk through the woods to admire the 
masses of wild daffodils. We also 
noted primroses, wood anemones 
and wood sorrel, all in flower; lords 
and ladies and early purple orchids 
with fine sets of leaves.

We returned to the pellets for more 
dissection, then home feeling sleepy 
and peculiarly satisfied at 
participating in this completely new experience.  We had had a day of 
interest and instruction which told us a story of violence and pursuit, of 
plenty or scarcity. 

Many thanks to Roger Patterson for organising the day, and to Frank 
and Madeleine Dougharty for hosting the event.  
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Addtional Comments from those attending the course



However much one reads, watches or  hears,  it  cannot beat practical 
experience and getting ones hands dirty. In order to properly understand 
and appreciate the natural  world it  is necessary to get  out  there and 
commune with it. The owl pellet day gave us an opportunity to do this 
and to share the experience with like minded enthusiasts 

Linda. 

This was the nearest I will ever get to a career in C.I.D. Forensics.   A 
big  motivational  factor  was  the  information  from  our  identification 
chart......" Often a splintered hole can be found on the back of the skull, 
showing  where  the  owl  dealt  the  killing  blow".  Disappointingly  the 
evidence was not present in the four skulls I found in my barn owl pellet.  
On the other hand the skull from the single vole skeleton in the kestrel 
pellet was crushed into tiny fragments." A poker, a candlestick do you 
think Watson?" Down these mean fields a man must go........ 

Tom

I have observed barn owls on the farm where the pellets were taken 
from for a long time. They come and go a lot with often three adults 
foraging. The surrounding fields are ideal, with no management at all.

I  was pleased to see that all  pellets analysed, perhaps 10-12 in total  
yielded several skulls, showing the owls were doing quite well.  I have 
subsequently analyzed about another dozen pellets and they are similar. 
The owls are often seen foraging in daylight and sparrow hawks have 
been seen stealing prey from them.

The pellets we used have been taken over a 3 year period and there 
seemed little difference in content.

Apart  from Lucy Carter  I  don't  think anyone else had ever  done this 
before and it was interesting to see different techniques use to achieve 
the same result.

Roger


