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The Winter Wonder of Owls 
by Julie Grialou, Conservation Biologist

When I think of wildlife 
that are active during 
the winter, I often think 
of owls.  Why?  Because 
owls, unlike other wildlife, 
start their breeding season 
during the winter months.  

The Methow is home to 
a wide diversity of owls, 
with six species that are 
relatively common and are 
year-round residents, and 
another nine species that 
are relatively rare.  

Owls most commonly seen 
or heard in the Methow 
include the great horned 
owl, northern saw-whet 
owl, northern pygmy-owl, 
barred owl, western screech 
owl, flammulated owl.  So 
… why do owls breed in 
the winter, and how do 
they manage to locate and 
capture small mammals 
moving underneath the 
snow?  

Winter Breeding 
Breeding during the winter, when temperatures are frigid and prey 
availability is low, inherently seems like a bad idea. So, why do owls choose 
this time of year to breed? The reason lies in differences in the length of 
the egg incubation period and the fledging period (time from hatching to 
leaving the nest) for owls compared to other birds, with these periods being 

much longer for owls.  
The great horned owl, for 
example, incubates eggs 
for about 5 weeks, and 
owlets do not fledge until 
they are 6 or 7 weeks old.  
In comparison, a robin 
incubates eggs for about 12 
days, and fledging robins 
leave the nest about 2 weeks 
after hatching.

Capturing Prey Under the 
Snow
Owls have an uncanny 
ability to locate and capture 
voles and other small 
mammals scurrying under 
the snow.  It is their unique 
manner of hearing that 
allows them to accomplish 
such a feat.  

Owls have: (1) a facial 
disc, which helps to direct 
and concentrate sound 
waves toward the ears; and 
(2) ears that are located 
asymmetrically on their 

head.  Owls can tell which direction a sound is coming from because of the 
very small time difference between when the sound is heard between the 
left and the right ear. 

So when you are out adventuring this winter, keep your eyes out for the 
Methow’s other winter enthusiasts -- owls.  

Homestream Park Coming to Winthrop

Common throughout the Methow Valley, the great horned owl nests in winter, often using the 
discarded nests of other large birds like hawks, eagles, herons, or ravens.  You can often hear 
the deep hoot of the Great Horned Owl on a dark winter’s night.  Photo credit: Jason Paulsen

The community of people who know and love the Methow Valley never 
ceases to inspire us, and it is in that spirit that we share news from Board 
Member Phil Davis and his wife Cathy about their pretty amazing plans to 
restore a natural floodplain right near the town of Winthrop and dedicate 
the space to raising awareness about salmon and the rivers they call home. 
 

Phil and Cathy have 
purchased a two-acre 
property just down 
river of the Hwy 20 
bridge in Winthrop.  
The property has long 
been home to a horse 
corral and serves as 
a gateway of sorts to 
downtown.  Their 
vision is to engage 
a diverse array of 
community partners 
(including us here at 

the Methow Conservancy) in transforming the property into a park space 
honoring the rivers and salmon of the Methow Valley by making it a public 
space providing river access, an interpretive trail, sculptures, and exhibit 
space in the property’s iconic barn. The remaining land will be restored to 
its natural riparian and floodplain condition in support of the salmon it 
will honor.
 
Long-time conservationists and leaders active in many Methow Valley non-
profit organizations, Phil and Cathy recognize that they are taking on a 
big project, but they are motivated by their reverence for the miraculous 
journey of the Methow’s salmon and a deep love for this Valley. 
 
We’ll let Phil share this vision in his own words below, as we say “Wow!, 
thank you for this gift to our community Phil and Cathy!”: 
 

I am captivated by salmon. I never tire of seeing a spawning pair over their 
cobbled nest in a shallow run.  I even wrote a story, The Last Salmon, inspired 
by my own son’s encounter with a dying Chinook and by the true story of a single 
returning Snake River sockeye salmon, Lonesome Larry.
 
I grew up in Connecticut where salmon 
just weren’t a part of our collective 
identity. But when I transplanted to the 
Northwest, I was awed by the majesty 
and tragedy of their story. 
 
Majesty, born in waters millions of 
years ago, with a life journey that is 
truly remarkable, guided by a singular 
purpose, just one chance to spawn a new 
generation back in their home stream. 
And then die.
 
Tragedy, in their losing battle against 
unrelenting human pressure. Yet they 
keep trying. 
 
More and more people are working to 
help salmon regain their rightful majesty.  
I want to be one of those people. I want 
our community to be those people.
 
Cathy and I are thrilled to be creating a 
park on one of the best salmon tributaries of the Columbia system, the Methow 
River. 
 
Located on two riverfront acres just downstream from the town of Winthrop, 
WA, we are rehabilitating an old horse corral with native plantings, public art, 
interpretive trail, and a gathering space with river access. The park’s focus will be 
on the rivers and fish of the Methow Valley.  It will be named Homestream Park. 

Phil and Cathy Davis are planning 
to restore a natural floodplain and 
create a park dedicated to raising 
awareness about salmon. 

This 2-acre property just outside of Winthrop will be 
restored and become a place to learn more about 
salmon and the rivers they call home.
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