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    Dedicated to my parents,


    Ann Baker Farris and Haskell Glenn OBrien,


    who gave me wings to fly


    and


    In loving memory of my grandmother


    Agnes Zimmie OBrien,


    who rescued, raised, and loved a barn owl


    long before I was born
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    IN THE INTEREST of brevity, I have not listed every place that Wesley and I lived over a nineteen-year period, nor every roommate we had. I moved several times over the course of this memoir, but it would not serve the reader to have to wade through all of that. Also, I have changed a few names of those portrayed.


    Since this story took place, US laws protecting wild birds have become more stringent. Similarly in the UK there are tight restrictions on keeping owls or other birds of prey in captivity without a permit issued by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). It is an offence under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 to take a wild bird into captivity, unless the intention is to temporarily care for a sick or injured bird. If you find a baby bird on the ground, leave it alone. The parent birds will often be around, know right where the baby is, and will continue to feed it. Before interfering, first observe the baby bird, keep away potential predators (cats/dogs), and intervene only after you have observed it for a couple of hours, determining clearly that the baby is not being tended to. If you can reach its nest, try putting it back in the nest. Then watch to see if the parents return within an hour. Parents will not reject a baby bird thats been touched by a human or animal. Birds cannot smell the way mammals can. If you cant replace the bird in its nest, take it to an animal rescue center; workers there will know of a certified wildlife rehabilitator who can take care of it. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds has useful information on its website, see www.rspb.org.uk/advice/helpingbirds/health/injuredbirds.asp, but if in doubt or in an emergency you should call the RSPCAs 24-hour Cruelty and Advice Line on 0300 1234 999.


    There is much urgent work still to be done to protect animals from abuse, exploitation, and destruction of their environment. I recommend joining an organization such as the RSPB (www.rspb.org.uk), the Barn Owl Trust (www.barnowltrust.org.uk), the Wildlife Trusts (www.wildlifetrusts.org.uk), the WWF (www.wwf.org.uk), the RSPCA (www.rspca.org.uk) and other such groups to help in the battle to protect our fellow citizens of the earth. It is also extremely rewarding to volunteer at your local wildlife rescue and rehabilitation center, which is always looking for  and happy to train  willing helpers.
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    The Way of the Owl


    ON A RAINY Valentines Day morning in 1985, I fell in love with a four-day-old barn owl. Id been working at Caltech (California Institute of Technology) for about a year when one of the scientists called me into his office. He mentioned that there was an owl with an injured wing, and said, Stacey, he needs a permanent home.


    The little owl was so tiny and helpless he couldnt even lift his head or keep himself warm. His eyes werent open yet, and except for a tuft of white down feathers on his head and three rows of fluff along his back, his body was pink and naked. I was smitten beyond reason by his hopelessly goofy appearance. He was the most wonderful creature Id ever seen, gorgeous in his helplessness. And, oh, was he uncoordinated. His long, lanky legs stuck out awkwardly, and his oversized talons erratically scratched anyone who held him. His scrawny body had two little nubs that would eventually become wings, and his ungainly pterodactyl-like head wobbled from side to side. It seemed as if he had been assembled from the flotsam and jetsam of many different creatures.


    [image: ]


    Wesley at four or five days old. Stacey OBrien


    Under normal circumstances, a rehabilitation center would have raised him using owl puppets to feed him and teach him to live in the wild, which is how biologists have raised endangered birds like sandhill cranes and the California condor that they intend to release. But this baby had nerve damage in one wing, so although he might one day be able to fly well enough to hunt sporadically, his wing could never build up to the level of endurance he would need to survive in the wild.


    Like all barn owls, the baby smelled like maple syrup but not as sweet, something closer to butterscotch and comfy pillow all in one. Many biologists at Caltech, where I both worked and took classes, would bury their faces in their owls necks to breathe in their delicate, sweet scent. It was intoxicating.


    Scientists from all over the world were on our barn owl research team. There are seventeen species in the barn owl family and they live on every continent except Antarctica, but the ones we worked with were all Tyto alba, the only species that lives in North America. Found from British Columbia across North America through the northeastern and southern United States, as well as in parts of South America and the Old World, barn owls are raven-sized birds, about 18 inches from head to tail. They weigh only about one pound full grown, but their wing-span is magnificent  averaging three feet, eight inches  almost four feet across. And barn owls are strikingly beautiful; their feathers are largely golden and white and their faces a startling white heart shape.


    As gorgeous as they are, it is the owls personalities that invariably capture the hearts of the people who work with them. All of the Caltech scientists grew intimately attached to their birds. One big, strapping scientist worked with an owl that got loose, flew into the ventilation system of the building, and there somehow hurt his foot. Owls are very sensitive and easily stressed. Even though the injury was minor and the owl was taken care of right away and not in any pain, he just turned his head to the side and wouldnt look at anyone or eat. Within a day, the owl died. The incident had so upset him that he turned his head away from life, and there was nothing any of us could do to coax him back. After he died, the big tough scientist sobbed and cradled the owls body in his arms. Then he took a short leave of absence. Thats how much the owls would work their way into our hearts.


    This tragic behavior wasnt unusual for owls, who are emotionally delicate, even in the wild. For example, owls mate for life, and when an owls mate dies, he doesnt necessarily go out and find another partner. Instead, he might turn his head to face the tree on which hes sitting and stare fixedly in a deep depression until he dies. Such profound grief is indicative of how passionately owls can feel and how devoted they are to their mates.


    This is the Way of the Owl.


    I LEARNED MY own passionate love of animals from my dad, who worked at Jet Propulsion Laboratories (JPL), one of Caltechs labs, for as long as I can remember. He would take my sister, Gloria, and me on many adventures to the ocean and into the Angeles Crest National Forest, which bordered our house. He taught us to observe animals without disturbing them, and every encounter was like a breathtaking meeting with an intelligent life form from another world, so different yet so familiar. I realized that each creature had its own personality. It was as rewarding for me to win an animals trust as it would be for a space scientist to converse with an alien.


    I learned to lure octopi out of their secret places by holding my hand very still, near shallow ocean rocks where they would hide. Because they are so curious, theyd eventually slide their tentacles toward me, gingerly explore my hands, then theyd gain confidence and end up crawling all over me. Gloria and I always tried to save baby birds we found, and wed intervene to rescue lizards from cats. Once when I was four, my mother absentmindedly flicked a spider off a wall and flushed it down the toilet. I screamed and then cried for the rest of the day, because to me the spider was an innocent being who had hurt no one, and her life had been destroyed for no reason. My mother was flabbergasted by my extreme reaction and tried to reason with me, but even today I agonize about how casually our fellow creatures can be killed.


    I also had an affinity for a more familiar, traditional animal. My first close bond, aside from my parents, was with our dog, Ludwig  half collie, half German shepherd. Luddie guarded my crib, lying under it while I slept and padding out to get my mother when I woke up. He always watched over me as I started to crawl and, when I began to learn to walk, would let me grab his tummy hair to pull myself up. Id put my arms over his back, holding on to his fur, and he would walk very slowly and carefully with me. Whenever I started to fall, he went down, too, to cushion my landing. He taught me to walk, and I can still remember his soft, patient brown eyes looking back at me as we toddled along. I think Luddies companionship lay the groundwork for my other relationships with animals, and Im grateful that my mother had the wisdom to teach me to love and trust Luddie.


    In addition to my love of furry, many-legged, complex animals, when I was a kid my bedroom was also filled with experiments  things in jars and vats of stagnant water full of exotic life forms that I could examine under my microscope. I once had two hundred silkworms in my room, which then hatched into two hundred mating moths that I would have to brush out of my bed at night before retiring. As a child I definitely had to clean my own room  and was instructed to use disinfectant. No one else would venture in there.


    As I grew older, my father began taking my sister Gloria and me to lectures at Caltech, where I first saw my childhood hero, Jane Goodall. I was so convinced that I would grow up to do exactly what she did in Africa that I insisted on Swahili lessons. The next time she lectured at Caltech, I met her and tried out my newly learned language. I wonder if she remembers a little girl in blond braids who spoke Swahili.


    Gloria and I were child actors who sang professionally in Hollywood recording studios into our twenties. We started singing onstage with our family band when I was five and she was three, and because we could sight-sing (read music and sing it without needing someone to teach it to us), a year later were doing TV commercials, movie scores, and singing background on albums. You probably heard us through the 1970s in campaigns for McDonalds and Pizza Hut, Little Friskies, ice creams, Bekins Moving and Storage, California Raisins, and more than a hundred other commercials. Gloria and I also sang backup for Glen Campbell, Barry Manilow, Helen Reddy, the Carpenters, and John Denver, among others, as well as in the second and fourth Rocky movies, The Exorcist II: The Heretic, and a bunch of Disney movies. Music definitely runs in our family. My grandfather was a drummer in the big-band era, and my dads brother is Cubby OBrien of the original Mouseketeers. Even so, because of my fascination with science and love for animals, it was more natural that I would go on to earn a degree in biology, which I did in 1985, at Occidental College  a sister school to Caltech, which had very few women at that time. Students at Occidental could enroll in any Caltech classes, and vice versa, which enabled both schools to broaden their curricula. I preferred the atmosphere at Caltech, though, so I took classes there, which also led to an undergrad, part-time job working with primates at their Institute of Behavioral Biology.


    Eventually, I was offered another position in a department that studied owls. After monkeys, who were practically human, I was afraid that working with owls might be boring. Back then I ignorantly thought, as many people do, that they were just birds. They seemed aloof, and I knew little about them beyond the fact that they flew around at night. How interesting could that be? The only owls I had ever been around were in my grandmothers massive owl figurine collection, and I figured real owls were probably not too different. But the owl job was full-time and I really needed the money. Plus it offered opportunity to participate in research. It was a plum position for a young biologist because I could learn so much from those around me.


    I accepted the owl job, and within six months grew to love these emotional, sassy little creatures as much as did the distinguished scientists who had been working with them for years.


    STACEY, said Dr. Ronan Penfield, one of the scientists, the zoos and other institutions are overwhelmed with owls that cant go back to the wild, and this owlet needs placement. Taking him home would be a perfect opportunity for you to do a long-term, deeper study of an owl on a level thats just not possible in a purely academic setting.


    You mean I should adopt him?


    Thats exactly what I mean. Since his eyes are still closed, he will imprint on you if you take him right away, and you could make observations, record his sounds and behaviors . . .


    I was both thrilled and terrified by this opportunity  scared by the enormous responsibility I would assume for this young life. I stared at Dr. Penfield to see if he was serious.


     . . . you may discover some things up close that we have not observed from a distance. I think this would be a beneficial study for our overall understanding of barn owls. You could keep us informed of your findings all along.


    In spite of my fears, I wanted to leap across the desk, grab him by the shoulders, and shout, Ye s , Ill do it! Instead I took a deep breath and tried to sound professional.


    Ill need to make some arrangements, but I would love to take him.


    I was about to live with and raise one of the most beautiful animals on earth. Barn owls are quite different from all other owls. They are in a completely separate family called Tytonidae, while all other owls of the world are in the family Strigidae, meaning typical owls. I was fascinated by all owls, but to have the chance to get to know the only representative of the nontypical owls that exist on the North American continent was very exciting.


    The first bird, Archaeopteryx, began to appear in the fossil record during the Upper Jurassic period, around 155150 million years ago. It had some dinosaur-like characteristics but was still clearly a bird. From then on, birds diverged, and owls would appear much later. My owlet was a bit of living history.


    Its estimated that barn owls first started to appear in the fossil record during the Paleocene age (6557.8 million years ago). The modern barn owl, Tyto, appeared around the middle of the Miocene period (23.75.3 million years ago) and diversified into various species during the Pliocene (5.31.6 million years ago) and Pleistocene (1.60.01 million years ago) periods. Wesleys species, Tyto alba, started showing up in the fossil record during the Pleistocene. Although owls are sometimes included in discussions of raptors, the truth is they are thought to be more closely related to nightjars than to diurnal (daytime) birds of prey (Falconiformes). Nightjars, which include whippoorwills, actually look like some kind of missing link between a regular bird and an owl.


    Before I worked with owls I had never even heard of nightjars, and I used to skip over the parts of books that discussed how many millions of years ago an animal appeared on the world stage. But once I had my owl, this information became fascinating to me. His tribe had been here, probably living very close to where we were at that moment, for some 1.6 million years. What really blew my mind was that, in all that time, every single one of his ancestors had successfully bred and had a baby survive to breed. For 1.6 million years. There wasnt a single break in the chain, or he wouldnt have been here. Of course, this is true for every one of us who is on the planet  which seems like an incredible miracle.


    Some scientists think birds may have evolved from dinosaurs, and to look at my owlets feet and beak, especially before he had feathers, it sure seemed possible. Recent fossil discoveries suggest that some dinosaurs were warm blooded, had feathers, and kept their babies in nests, feeding and caring for them just like the parents of birds do now.


    Another attribute that makes owls unique is their brain structure, which is completely different from that of most vertebrates. The barn owls cortex is mostly dedicated to processing sound rather than visual images. I wondered how that would affect the way the owl interacted with me and my visually oriented domestic world. He must have a very different viewpoint, foreign to us. His world would be even more different from, say, a dogs, because dogs process their sensory information primarily through their noses and eyes. Dogs are mammals and social, so we humans and they have learned how to get along and live with each other over millennia. Some scientists even think that dogs and people helped each other evolve to our current forms. But it would be challenging to learn to live with this nonsocial animal. Owls dont stay in flocks, but individuals are devoted to their mates, living a mostly solitary life together.


    Not only are owls interesting creatures historically and physiologically, but their temperament is also unique. Owls are playful and inquisitive. A friend of mine knew someone who had rescued a little screech owl and she described it as acting like a kitten with wings. She said the owl would fly up, then pounce on all kinds of objects exactly as a kitten does. Owls could also be creative. Sometimes Id be walking by an office in the Caltech Owl Lab and see an owl making up his own game  throwing a pencil off a desk just to watch it fall and roll on the floor, then flying off the desk himself, twisting in the air to get a good angle, then pouncing on the pencil. I also saw postdocs talking nose-to-beak with their owls when they thought no one was looking; rubbing noses, kissing, and playing little games. They seemed to enjoy each others company in the same way that dogs and people do. Could my owl and I develop such a great rapport? I wanted to find out. After all, this curiosity and desire to experience animals and learn from them directly is what drives a person to become a biologist or naturalist in the first place, much as the space scientist is driven to find out whats on that next planet or in that new star system. Perhaps this was finally my chance to get to know a wild animal in the way I had always dreamed of as a child. I wouldnt be traveling thousands of miles and bushwhacking into the jungles of Africa or the Amazon to find my special animal. My owlet was coming to me.
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    To That Which You Tame,

    You Owe Your Life


    AT THE TIME I adopted my owlet, I was renting a room from my best friend, Wendy, who lived with her husband in a ranch-style home in a Southern California area where everyone had horses and other farm animals. In Wendys case this included chickens, a flock of noisy geese, an Andalusian stallion, and a goat and mare that were inseparable. Wendy was a painter and musician. She and her husband were frequently on the road performing in concerts, and I looked after all the animals when they were away. Wendy was also pregnant and was going to need my extra help with the baby as well.


    Wed been friends since I had somehow bested her at a rowdy game of flag tag on horseback at a summer camp in the San Bernardino Mountains where Wendy taught horseback riding. Wendy had a special way with horses, and over the years I honed some of my techniques for working with wild animals by watching her. Although I was twelve and she was eighteen when we met, the age difference didnt seem to matter because we shared so many of the same interests, including a passion for music.


    When I first mentioned the injured orphan owl to Wendy, she was out in the barn taking pictures of her mare. I was a little nervous about asking if I could bring an owl home to live with us, but she just smiled and patted her horse on the neck.


    A barn owl! Wont he be a great addition to the family!


    Wendy, I said, Ill have to keep dead mice in the freezer and cut-up mice in the fridge. Would that be okay?


    Meat is meat, she shrugged.


    I mean, a lot of mice, Wendy.


    A lot of mice? How many is a lot?


    Well, probably thousands of mice as time goes by.


    How long do barn owls live, anyway? she asked.


    Im not sure how long they live in captivity. Maybe up to fifteen or twenty years.


    Well, I think you should do it, she said. Its the chance of a lifetime.


    IN THE WILD, the father owl hunts relentlessly. He has to provide approximately six mice per baby per night. The usual brood is five babies. The father also has to feed his mate, who never leaves the nest and eats about three mice per day. And he must feed himself about four mice a day. This adds up to some thirty-seven full-grown mice every night during nesting season.


    A father owl is constantly harassed and henpecked, as the screeching and begging sounds from the nest are never out of his earshot. Wild males hunt like crazy, continually racing back to the nest where unruly babies all mob him at once, demanding food, virtually attacking the beak that feeds them. When the babies are older, the father avoids this confrontation by swooping in, hovering above the nest, and dropping his mouse payload from a safe distance. Then he zooms off to do it again.


    In the wild, barn owls do not live that long. Only one out of fifteen even lives through the first year. They get hit by cars, since they tend to fly at about the same height as a car or truck and are confused by the lights and noise of traffic. They die by flying into live electrical wires, and theyre especially vulnerable to poisoned meat, such as a mouse thats eaten poison. Habitat loss is probably the main cause of drops in barn owl populations. Domestic cats, allowed to roam outside, occasionally kill barn owl babies  as do raccoons, bobcats, mountain lions, coyotes, and bigger species of owls, such as barred and great horned owls, harriers, hawks, and eagles. Barn owls may even get mobbed and pecked to death by smaller birds like crows and ravens. Worst of all, some people shoot them for fun or because they dislike birds of prey, though its a federal crime punishable by a mandatory jail sentence and a large fine.


    The one out of fifteen barn owls that makes it into his second year faces all of these dangers. In the wild, the females lay one egg a day for about five days. When the eggs hatch, one per day, each owl is one day older  and bigger  than the next. Since the babies grow so fast, the first will always be the biggest and strongest; the second baby will be the next biggest and strongest, and so on down to the smallest and weakest last-born. The parents feed the strongest, most aggressive babies first, until theyre completely full. In a good year everyone gets fed, but in a lean year, the youngest babies starve. As cruel as this may sound, its better than underfeeding all of them and having them all die.


    Of course, some weak, unfit, traumatized owls, like my orphan baby who survived long enough for a kindhearted human to find and rescue him, are brought to rehabilitation centers.


    At Caltech many of our tame barn owls would attach to one scientist and usually hang out in that persons office, though truth be told, they had the run of the whole floor. Other wild barn owls lived together in aviaries and flight runs in a huge barnlike building near our offices. I worked with a team of enthusiastic scientists doing top-notch research in a fun, easygoing atmosphere. We were encouraged to observe our birds as closely as possible in order to gain a deeper understanding of them. Dr. Penfield had kept his own owl at both his home and office for nearly two decades.


    Because owls have no external genitalia, its nearly impossible to distinguish males from females, even for an expert, unless you were to perform a minor surgery that allows you to see their organs. Dr. Penfield hadnt wanted his owl to be surgically invaded, and neither did I, so we both opted to guess at their sexes. We both guessed male, but to Dr. Penfields chagrin, at around age fifteen his owl laid an egg.


    Owls fly fast, even many that are not releasable into the wild, and it wasnt unusual to round a corner in the hallway at our lab and have to jump out of the way of an owl flying at you full steam. Our big, open conference area had floor-to-ceiling windows, and if we forgot to close the curtains on a beautiful California day, a flying owl might wump into the glass. Fortunately, owls are extremely well padded, with many layers of downy fluff and feathers, so they werent injured or killed by these mishaps as other birds can be. But the entire length of the windows had perfect cartoonlike owl-shaped imprints where bits of their feathers stuck to the glass.


    Tame barn owls were part of our daily lives, wandering through our offices, sometimes walking with their galumphing gait, sometimes flying like fighter pilots, sometimes hovering, sometimes gliding. It was a lot like working at Hogwarts, except that, instead of receiving letters from our owls, we would find coughed-up owl pellets in our coffee mugs. Of course, owls on the loose seemed strange to the uninitiated. One day an electrician came to work on the buildings power supply, when, seemingly out of nowhere, an owl flew around a corner right at him. The poor guy let out an unearthly scream and hit the floor, covering his head and yelling in Spanish. In Mexico, it is believed that an owls appearance can predict a death: owls are bad omens there and supernatural powers are attributed to them. I ran to the electrician, knelt on the floor, and explained the owls presence in Spanish as he peered at me through his arms, cowering in fear. He didnt seem to believe me because he got up and raced to the nearest exit.


    More in line with the Native Americans of Southern California who believe that owls are sent to guide us through dark places as friends, I consider owls a good omen. Certainly barn owls have been friends of farmers for thousands of years, keeping down the mouse populations in barns and grain storage areas. Barn owls might be the source of other myths, though, like the Celtic banshee  a spirit who screams at night  and the belief in haunted houses. The screech of a barn owl as it rockets out of an abandoned house can be terrifying if you dont know what it is. Today, we might liken it to the sound of an eighteen-wheeler losing its brakes. Imagine hearing that sound before the Industrial Revolution! Surely only a demon could have made such a harrowing noise.


    But, for me, every time I have been about to go through a major change in my life  for the better  a flesh-and-blood owl appears right at the time Im making a decision. They do seem to appear to guide me. One Sunday evening, returning from a weekend in the Sierra Mountains, I had the rural road to myself and the drivers side window down to enjoy the breeze. Out of the blue, a barn owl swooped down to eye level  right alongside the car. He flew next to me, almost touching my shoulder with his wing. I could have easily reached out to touch him. I was coasting down a hill and going slowly enough that I could look over at him  our eyes met as he looked over at me!  then we both looked back to where we were headed; then back at each other. We kept this up, back and forth, till we came to a curve in the road, at which he peeled off into a meadow. It was an amazing close encounter. (And it made me feel confident about what I had to do when I got back home.)


    When I began working at the institutes owl aviary, among the barn owls were also a few great horned owls, some burrowing owls, and several long-eared owls with nowhere to go. We took in these other species out of a sense of charity, rather than for study. Unlike the tame owls that stayed with us in our personal quarters, all the wild owls were occasionally fed rats in addition to mice, because of their easy availability. Mice are about the size of a Snickers bar, and owls usually swallow them whole with nothing left over, which is much cleaner. But mice were more expensive and harder to come by. Hence the rats.


    Some research lab from which we got our rats must have been doing genetic experiments, because their rats were huge, at least two feet long. They were delivered whole and frozen, and we used a meat cleaver to chop them into slices, like frozen rat pucks. Wed place the thawed, fur-edged rat patties into the aviary runs, where the owls would pick at the meat. Stray meat would fall through the slats of the aviarys wooden floor and onto an undulating layer of cockroaches three feet below. They made quick work of the rat meat, but they also had the annoying tendency to come up from below and crawl around in full view. The owls themselves lived about twenty to thirty feet above all this.


    Because we did not want to enter the areas that held the wilder, more nervous owls too often, and overstress them, we hosed the remnants of the discarded and rotting rat parts daily to the back of the aviaries, where they developed into putrid piles. The stench was off the charts.


    Theres a definite cultural pressure among biologists to withstand the extremely gross without reacting. It has to do with gaining credibility among other scientists. Part of my job was to feed and clean up after the animals, so about every three months Id go into the owl aviaries covered from head to toe in rain gear, heavy boots, a helmet, gloves, and face shield. Id shovel the piles of green rat sludge, which writhed with zillions of maggots, into large garbage bags and hauled the whole mess into Dumpsters. Ugh. Maggots rained down on me with a pattering sound. The smell was like a living thing that swirled around me and beat its way into every nasal membrane and pore in my body. As a matter of survival we are programmed to flee from death and decay; I did want to run, but I had to override instinct to get the job done. I was quite proud of myself for not passing out.


    For obvious reasons this feeding system wasnt too great, so we eventually constructed a multimillion-dollar, owl-friendly system of aviaries  blessedly designed with a self-flushing sub-floor  in another building. When the day came to transfer the owls from the old to the new building, we caught them with special flex nets and put them in cardboard cat carriers for the short trip. Owls have strong opinions, which they are not afraid to express, and they were outraged, screaming all the way to the new building until they were freed into their facilities. Few sounds are as hair-raising as an enraged, screaming barn owl, and because they were in cat carriers, rumors started that we were in the business of torturing cats. Honestly, if we had been torturing cats, would we have been carrying them around the campus, screaming, in boxes with big drawings of cats on the sides?


    The complicated job of maintaining so many owls made the prospect of the daily care of one owlet seem pretty simple. I would not have to deal with massive aviaries with water systems running under their floors, controlled climates, and daylight periods. I would need only a few items, like a good owl perch; owls cannot be kept in cages, as they tend to break their wings on them. My owl would live right with me in my bedroom  along with my collection of zebra finches  and I would just clean up after him every day.


    The night after I agreed to take the owl, I didnt sleep well at all, thinking about the little soul whose life would become intertwined with mine. Taking him in would make it impossible for him ever to go back to the labs aviary with the other owls, or to any other facility, because he would bond with me. It would be up to me to give him a happy, comfortable life. He would be completely dependent upon me physically and emotionally, and if I were ever to abandon him, I could doom him to die from fear, confusion, and grief.


    I dont even remember the drive to Caltech the next morning. I raced up to the office to say I could take the baby home with me. The owl was in an incubator, and I reached in for the naked, helpless little creature. When I held him in the palm of my hand, Id never felt so protective of anything in my life.


    Seeing me with the owl, Dr. Penfield smiled.


    To that which you tame, you owe your life, he said.
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    Owl Infancy


    I NAMED THE owlet Wesley. The name seemed perfect; cute enough for a baby owl yet wise and sophisticated for when he grew into a distinguished adult bird of prey. I had met him on Valentines Day, and eventually his adult face would be shaped just like a white heart, so Valentine became his middle name. I cupped the tiny owlet in my hands, held him against my cheek, and said, I am your mother now. I tucked him into the deep pocket of my lab coat, gently placed my hand around his frail body to keep him warm, and carried him that way from building to building as I gathered material to make a nest box, including receiving blankets I had brought from home to simulate a nest.


    Wesley went everywhere with me from then on. I even wrapped him in baby blankets and held him in my arms while grocery shopping, to keep him warm during that first cold winter. Occasionally someone would ask to see the baby and when I opened the blanket, would leap back shrieking, What is that?! A dinosaur? Apparently, the world is full of educated adults with mortgages and stock portfolios who think that people are walking around grocery stores with dinosaurs in their arms.
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    About one week old. Stacey OBrien.


    At Caltech, the scientists had discovered that owls hunt by the sound of their prey  not with echolocation like bats, but from homing in on the tiny noises that the prey animals make, triangulating the mouses location with their ears. When we humans enter a forest, we primarily use our sight to navigate through the trees around us. By contrast, even though owls night vision is keen, their primary sense is auditory. Every barn owl has a sound picture of the cacophony of noises within the forest, including those made by animals, leaves blowing across the ground, and wind moving through the trees. A barn owls satellite dishshaped face focuses and receives the sounds, directing them to its ears. Unlike human ears, which are in the same place on each side of the head, owls ears are irregularly placed. One ear is high up on the head and the other is lower, so that the owl can triangulate the location of a sound much more accurately than a human can. The owl brains large cortex is dedicated to auditory processing in much the way that ours has evolved for visual mapping, so it creates an auditory map of his world. As a result, a barn owl can accurately locate a mouse under three feet of snow by homing in on only the heartbeat, and can hear its footsteps from extremely far away.


    Knowing all this, I talked to Wesley constantly while his eyes were still shut so that, when his eyes opened, he would have already bonded to my voice. The same dynamic would occur in the nest, where the baby owl would hear his parents communicating with each other while he was in the egg. When Wesley opened his eyes for the first time, he stared right at me.


    Hello, Wesley, I said.


    Screeeeech, he hoarsely and softly replied, gazing deeply into my eyes.


    Like all barn owls, Wesley had two sets of eyelids: the nictitating membrane, which was sky blue, underneath his regular eyelid, which was pink and had perfect white lashes, which are actually tiny feathers. If I had been a real owl mother, this interaction would have been similar. In the nest, owl mothers twitter and chirp to their babies even while the owlets are still in the egg, shortly before they hatch. When the babies eyes open, they make eye contact with their parents and siblings as they chirrup to each other. The owlets are especially intense with eye contact when they are begging for food or lobbying for their mothers attention. Wesley focused on me right away, twittering and chattering, looking me in the eyes and trying to communicate. I was astonished at the intensity and clarity of his focus on me.


    Wesleys eyes were a deep, inscrutable black. Even when they first opened, they harbored a great mystery and held my gaze. Looking into his eyes was like looking into infinity, into something far away and cosmic. It was a profoundly spiritual experience  I never tired of it  and I was often startled by his eyes wildness and depth. Many other people noticed this quality throughout Wesleys life and struggled to describe the strong conscious personality that they detected behind those eyes.


    As with all owls, Wesleys eyes were fixed in their sockets, so the only way he could get depth perception was to move his head from side to side. He also had an extremely long, thin neck under all that white down, and could contort his head in dozens of different ways, including turning it a little more than 180 degrees  that disconcerting, spooky habit for which owls are known. In the wild, owls can sit comfortably with their heads facing backwards, watching for both predators and prey without so much as lifting a foot. When he was still white and downy, Wesley would sometimes freak me out when Id realize that he was facing me over his back. Even though its completely natural, it seems unnatural, even supernatural, like a scene from The Exorcist. Wesley, Id tell him, dont scare me like that!


    Wesley observed the cardinal owl rule of never pooping in his nest. From the beginning, owls are very persnickety about hygiene, and Wesley scooted backwards until his bottom was as far as possible over the edge of the nest Id made for him before pooping. When he first started to scoot around on the carpet, he would back up with his rear end high in the air and push backwards, trying to find the end of the rug so he could poop. Hed go quite a distance trying to find a suitable spot. Because he seemed to think of the carpet as nesting material, I realized that if I lay down a paper towel behind him, he would notice the change in texture and decide that he had reached the end of the nest and would poop there with a quiet air of dignified relief.


    When describing both the act of defecating and the substance of fecal matter itself, biologists prefer to use the scientific term poop. Its both a noun and a verb. A popular field of biology called scatology is the study of scat, which is not to be confused with mere poop. Although technically theyre the same, we call it scat if we are studying it to learn something about the health and diet of an animal. When the animal has pooped on us or has ruined something with his pooping, we tend to use the term shit, as in, Oh, man, he just shit down the back of my neck. So if its on the ground, its poop. If its under your microscope, its scat. If its running down your neck, its shit.


    Wesley not only produced copious amounts of hot, slimy poop and a fair amount of shit, he also had very acidic saliva, which burned a little when he kissed me on the cheek. That saliva is the first step in an extraordinary system that allows owls to digest an entire mouse in an hour. It also fights bacteria that owls might encounter when eating meat that is slightly off. Once theyve digested the mouse in their two-part stomach, they cough up a pellet of hair and bones with all the meat completely stripped off. Pellets are now in high demand for school and college biology classes because each one contains a complete rodent skeleton. Dissecting pellets introduces students to one of the ways biologists learn about the habits and diets of wild animals. I wish I had thought of this before throwing out thousands of Wesleys pellets. Today, however, someone does sell the plentiful leftovers from owl aviaries everywhere. Acid bathed in the stomach, the pellets are actually pretty clean, unlike a cats hairballs, and they dry and harden quickly. As time goes by, they disintegrate, and if left in the nest they can become a soft, fluffy layer at the bottom of the nest. A lot of people mistake pellets for poop, but the owls digestive system sorts it all out very efficiently. Owl poop looks just like other bird poop.


    Unlike other owls, barn owls have a defense mechanism much like that of a skunk. When threatened or extremely stressed they shoot out, from their back ends, a greasy dark brown stuff that smells horrendous. Its not from a special gland, as is a skunks spray, but its a great deterrent nonetheless. Wesley never did this to me, but throughout his life he would emit this substance shortly after a stressful incident. I usually had enough warning to catch the dark goo on a towel and race it out of the house and into a trash bag, lest the entire place have to be evacuated. Once in a while Wesley sprayed for no apparent reason, so it may also be a way to excrete toxins.


    Wendys baby was born soon after Wesley arrived, so they were about the same age. We joked that my baby, Wesley, was a lot more trouble than her baby, Annie, because Annie slept through the night, whereas Wesley didnt until he was several months old. Though owls are nocturnal, Wesley eventually learned to sleep or keep himself quietly entertained throughout most of the night, trying to do exactly what I  his mother  did.


    Every night I put Wesleys little nest box next to my pillow, secured on the bed so it wouldnt fall. In the wild a baby owl is never separated from his mother, so Id sleep with my hand draped over him in the box. In the nest, mothers and babies cuddle together and the mothers gently preen the babies with soft nibbling motions that are very comforting to the owlets, so I did this for Wesley with the tips of my fingers acting like a mothers beak, and Wesley responded by nibbling my fingers and getting sleepy. He snuggled against my hand, sleeping on his stomach, tucking his head and legs under his tummy and becoming a little owl ball. Wed sleep peacefully for about two hours and then I would awaken to the most urgent sound  a cross between a screech and a hiss  which meant Wesley was hungry.


    After bringing Wesley home, I had set up a little feeding area at my desk with a towel for him to sit on. Id get up, grab a baggy of mice out of the freezer, and defrost them in the microwave. Then I used scissors to cut the mice into owlet-bite-sized pieces. After setting Wesley on the towel, Id support him with my left hand while feeding him with my right. I tried to emulate an owl parent by using tweezers to rub the little mouse chunks against the side of his beak. Hed grab the morsel sideways and wolf it down. Wesley would eat until he was so full that he would look nauseated and turn away his head in seeming disgust when I offered another piece. Eyes drooping shut, head held to the side, hed then fall asleep against my hand. It was the beginning of a lifelong tradition of cuddling.


    Wesley was growing so quickly that every morning I could see that he was bigger than the night before. He needed mice to keep up with his growth. Lots of mice  six per day. But I had that under control. Caltech was providing me with large bags of neat and tidy prekilled, frozen mice. Mouse McNuggets.


    Then out of the blue there was a crisis  a statewide shortage of rodents. It was every predator and snake owner for himself, and the lab politely told me to go kill my own mice. Even though Wesley was a bird of prey, it had never occurred to me that I would actually have to kill animals to take care of him. I was horrified, but there was no other way. A mother will do anything for her child, and if her child can only eat mice and will die without mice, then a mother will kill mice. And so it began.


    At first I didnt know how to kill mice and I wanted it to be as quick and painless as possible. I couldnt use chemicals, so, on the advice of fellow scientists, I set myself up with a bag of mice in the backyard and cut off their heads with sharp scissors, which was so fast the mice never knew what hit them. But it was grisly, and afterward the backyard resembled a mass murder site.
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    At about five weeks in his nest box. Stacey OBrien.


    The carnage attracted quite a number of cats, which would walk into the yard single file and line up about two feet away, watching silently, their eyes fixed on my every movement, just the tips of their tails twitching. They would look solemnly at the jostling bag of live mice, then at me cutting off their heads, then at the twitching bodies on the grass. I would reach into the bag, grab another mouse, and do it at least thirty times over. The cats never approached the bag of mice or me. It was eerie. I felt like a high priestess performing a ritual sacrifice for worshipers.


    After going through all the mice in a bag, Id shovel the mouse heads and bodies into a plastic bag and put them in the freezer. This became a problem, because when it was time for Wesley to eat, the blood had congealed the remains into frozen clumps, so I had to chisel pieces off one by one with an ice pick. It was messy work and I started having bad dreams.


    Eventually, I had to find another solution. Someone told me that if you held a mouse by its tail and swung your arm back like a baseball pitcher and slammed it into a hard surface flicking your wrist at the last moment, it would die instantly, painlessly, and unconscious of even being threatened. I would not need to try twice. So I began using this technique and it worked perfectly and painlessly for the mice. I, however, developed problems with my right wrist  carpal tunnel syndrome  from killing about 28,000 of them throughout Wesleys lifetime (at more than a dollar a mouse).


    To find that many mice was no easy task. I staked out every pet store within a twenty-mile radius of my home. I had to have mice. Whole mice. Each organ, each bone, each hair on its body was crucial to Wesleys nutrition. Some people have tried to feed owls strips of meat rolled in calcium, but without every bit of the mouse carcass, barn owls die a slow death of blood poisoning. They are perfectly adapted to eat whole mice. So I committed to memory the stores delivery schedules and traveled as far as I needed to get my quota.


    On one particular night, I went farther from home than usual to find about thirty mice at one store  I bought every mouse they had. They werent the usual white ones, but were brown like local field mice. Fortunately, color made no difference in nutritional value. I needed them all and needed to get them home fast. The pet store owner stuffed them all in a paper bag, which I put into the backseat, and got in my car. On my way home I noticed that I was low on gas and pulled into a full service station.


    As the attendant walked up to the car, I rolled down my window and said, Good evening. He nodded and then glanced into the backseat of the car, started, looked back at me, then again to the backseat. Oh, no, I thought.


    Is anything wrong? I asked the attendant.


    He didnt answer, just slowly backed away from the car. But I knew what was wrong without looking behind me. The mice were loose.


    During transport, the mice often ate their way out of the paper bags. It wouldnt occur to me until months after adopting Wesley to use an aquarium in the backseat to store mice. Sometimes I didnt catch all of them, either. Theyd get stuck behind the dashboard and eat through the wires to my radio or electronic signals, which ruined them. I could not afford expensive repairs. One mouse died in the dashboard beyond reach and rotted. For months I had to drive with my windows open to air out the odor.


    Another mouse fell out of the dash and into my open shoe one day. I screamed and briefly lost control of the car, then pulled to the shoulder, pushed open the door, and yanked off my shoe. Out fell a struggling, grease-covered white mouse that quickly escaped into the bushes.


    Back at the gas station, as the attendant continued to back away from the car, I asked, Um, can you fill it with regular, please?


    Lady, he sputtered, your car is completely infested with field mice. I mean . . . the entire inside of your car is crawling with them!


    I finally looked into the backseat, where thirty brown mice were running all over the seats, the floors, the handles, the windowsills . . . everywhere. It couldve been a scene in Willard. I glanced up, but the attendant was gone.


    It would be another self-serve night.
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    Barn Owl Toddler:

     Love Me, Love My Owl
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    About two months old and curious about the camera.

    Wendy Francisco.


    I COMMUTED TO work every day and brought Wesley with me. It was sometimes difficult to do my job while carrying him around, so one day I tried leaving him with one of the researchers.


    Hey Jergen, would you babysit my owl for a while?


    Jergen looked into the box, saw the sleeping white ball, and said, Sure thing, yah!


    Wes was sound asleep when I left him, and I rushed through my work hoping hed sleep long enough for me to get a lot done. But minutes later, I heard boots clumping across the big wooden floor in the owl barn and there was Jergen looking even paler than usual with a bright red blotch on each cheek.


    Youve got to get back up to the office, he panted.


    Whats wrong? I cried, dropping everything. Is he hurt?


    I dont know, I dont know, just go up, he said.


    With my heart thundering in my chest I raced back up to the offices, taking the stairs two at a time. As I got to the third floor I could hear a horrible commotion of screeches. I ran into the room, and there was Wesleys little white head bobbing up and down over the top of his nesting box. He was screaming so loudly that he had cleared out the room.


    When I got to his box he just lowered his eyelids in greeting and gave a soft, sweet little twitter. All was well with the world now that I was with him again.


    You cant leave him up here anymore, Jergen said. Well never get anything done.


    In the wild, there is no such thing as a babysitter. Its the Way of the Owl.


    After this scare, I took Wesley absolutely everywhere with me and did not leave him alone again until he was three months old, at which age he would have been starting to leave the nest. But until that time, I carried him in his box into every room as I worked. He stayed in his box by my side while I was feeding other animals and caring for them and whenever I was in the lab working with microscopes and other instruments.


    LIFE WAS MUCH easier at home because I could give almost all my time and attention to Wesley. And Wesley observed me carefully. Normally he would have taken all of his cues from his mother. Now he was taking all of his cues from me. So when he saw me petting Courtney, Wendys golden retriever, Wesley was unafraid and curious. Being a baby meant he didnt yet know his wildness and was open to making friends with any animal that came along. If his mother thought someone was okay, so did he. Courtney had been curious about Wesley for quite a while, so I decided to let them meet. Wendy supervised Courtney, and I held Wesley. They touched nose to beak and neither of them reacted. I set Wes on the ground and Courtney sniffed him over, then lay down next to Wesley as if he were her puppy. From then on, Wes felt right at home sitting between her front paws, and they would just hang out together.
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    With Courtney the dog. Stacey OBrien.


    Whenever I took care of Wendys daughter, Annie, who was born shortly after Wesley came home with me, Id always involve Wesley, too. I could also leave Wesley in his nesting box next to my pillow in the bedroom, where he was used to sleeping, while I ate dinner with Wendy and her family. But the first three months seemed much longer than they really were because toting a fragile baby owl around was complicated and inconvenient.


    One night when I was home with Wes, who was about a month old, the phone rang. I answered, and a soft, low voice said, Hello, Stacey? I went weak in the knees. The guy I had hoped for and schemed over, prayed for and cried over, Paul, was asking me out on a date. He was gorgeous, a musician, blond like me, short like me, into music like me. I had been pretty sure for a long time that Paul would make the perfect husband  it was just a matter of him realizing it. Did I mention he was gorgeous?


    I would love to, I sputtered.


    But then with a shock I remembered the Way of the Owl  and the no babysitter rule. I would have to bring Wesley with me. I could just imagine what would happen if he started screaming in a fancy restaurant. I had to say something so I blurted out, Um, Im raising a baby owl and I cant leave him. Can I bring him with me in his little nest box with his little bowl of food? He eats mice, uh, but its okay because theyre already cut up. I was dying a thousand deaths. He hesitated for a moment then said, Sure, no problem. We set up a date for two weeks later and hung up. I was thrilled.


    Wesley was growing quickly. As he grew, he became more active, all legs and talons, pulling himself out of his blankets and trying to climb all over me. One night, as I was feeding him his cut-up mice, he suddenly lurched to his feet for the first time. He was six weeks old; he seemed surprised to be so tall and looked to me for an explanation. Wesley! Youre standing up all by yourself! I told him. He seemed reassured.
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    Wesley at five weeks old, with Stacey.

    Wendy Francisco.
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    At about seven weeks, standing next to a standard paper towel roll so you can see how big he is.

    Stacey OBrien.


    Shortly afterward, Wesley took his first step  and with that step everything changed. He was like a human toddler, bounding around getting into everything in the bedroom. How was I going to protect an owl toddler? Fortunately, Caltech had loaned me a perch designed specifically for owls at this transitional stage. It was essentially a low mock tree stump nailed firmly to a 4-by-4-foot platform that sat on the floor. Wesley would be tethered to the stump with a leg jess. Next to his new perching post, I set his old nest box on its side, where he continued to sleep and groom himself.


    Now that Wesley was mobile, I needed to introduce him to the leg jess and figure out how to leash him to the perching post, since I couldnt corral him twenty-four hours a day. Most falconers put a leather jess on both legs of their bird, which they attach to a leash whenever taking the raptor outside. I modified this design and put a very soft leather jess on only one ankle  so Wesley would get the idea but wouldnt have his legs tied together when on his leash. The leash was attached to the top of the perch-stump. He seemed to enjoy the new setup and the freedom it gave him to jump down and walk around on the floor. I leashed him whenever I couldnt be there to supervise him, as he didnt know what was dangerous and what was okay to play on, and I didnt know what kind of trouble he could get into without my watching him. At this age, the babies would still be with their parents in the wild, learning to do what their parents did. They would be climbing out of the nest and sitting on tree branches, but still very dependent on Mom and Dad for guidance and food.


    Once Wesley could walk confidently, he waddled behind me from room to room. Off his leash, he followed me everywhere and watched everything I did. And everywhere he went, he hurried. Hed put his wings up as if flying, although it looked as if he were playing airplane. He would bring each foot way up to his chest, then shoot that foot out as far as it would go, throwing his weight forward onto it, while pulling the other foot all the way up to his chest to do the same. The result was a hilarious galumphing gait that he kept for the rest of his life. The sincerity in his face made the whole thing seem even more ridiculous, and the sight of him rushing along like this would make Wendy and me giggle.


    Even adult owls look funny when they run on the ground. Barn owls dont usually walk on the ground in the wild, as they are only there long enough to grab their prey, so their feet are specialized for holding on to a branch with the long talons curled below. On the ground, the claws push their long toes up in an awkward way, and the extra pads on their feet seem to interfere with walking easily on flat surfaces. They dont do a sophisticated little run like shorebirds or hop sensibly along the ground like sparrows. Barn owls tend to make a dramatic mess of it. This fits their personalities. Nothing is simple or straightforward. Its got to be complicated, messy, urgent, and goofy-looking, in spite of the fact that owls take themselves very seriously.


    On the morning that Wesley followed me from the bedroom into the living room for the first time, I sat down on the carpet and he scrambled to the safety of my lap, overwhelmed by this big new room. But in minutes curiosity overtook him, and he hopped down and began to explore. Wendy ran to get the camera. When she zoomed in on his face, Wesley stopped, cocked his head heavily to one side and regarded the camera with open curiosity. Wendy snapped photo after photo. Wesley stared right into the lens with his head bobbing up and down, back and forth, turning one way and then the other, the perfect high-fashion owl model. Wendy and I laughed so hard, its a wonder any of those photos were in focus.
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    Almost three months old, using adolescent, or toddler, perch.

    Stacey OBrien.


    Despite his rapid growth, at five weeks Wesley still didnt look like an owl. White down covered his entire body, including his wing stubs and legs. He looked misshapen and sort of lumpy. Around his bottom and hips there was a funny-looking mass of poofy white down feathers that he would retain into adulthood. I called these his bloomers, which is what they looked like. Owl bloomers have an important purpose in the wild. Their ultra softness efficiently traps the warm air against the body, providing extra warmth and fluff when the owl pulls his foot up to sleep during cold weather.


    At six weeks, Wesleys large head still overwhelmed his little body. His feet looked entirely reptilian and scaly. And they were huge compared to the rest of him, with talons sharp as razors. At this stage in the wild, baby barn owls flap their growing wings hard and climb tree trunks by hooking their talons into the bark and powering with leg and wing muscles straight up the side. Its a great preflight exercise. Unfortunately, Wesley saw me as his personal tree. His beak and talons, meant to kill and rip flesh, really hurt. I started wearing thick jeans at all times, even to bed.


    At my mothers house one day, she watched Wesley climbing all over my bare arms.


    Dont his tentacles hurt your skin, dear? she asked.


    Theyre not tentacles, Mom, I informed her.


    Oh, I mean, dont his testicles hurt your skin?


    I think you mean talons, Mom. Theyre called talons.


    She shook her head and questioned how Id ever find a husband with bird scratches all over me. This comment stirred unease about my upcoming date with Paul. While biologists are proud of their scars and love to trade whats-the-weirdest-thing-youve-been-bitten-by stories, Paul was a nonbiologist.


    My arms were covered with long razor-thin scratches from Wesleys talons, but I also had some unique marks from other animals, including gouges from large owls at Caltech. But my coolest scar by far was on my right wrist from a three-foot-long benthic worm with a six-inch retractable jaw. (Likely the inspiration for the jaw that shot out from the monsters throat in the film Alien. It looks exactly the same.) Benthic is the term for the layer of sediment at the bottom of the ocean, where these worms live. Their jaws shoot up from the mud and snag prey as it scuttles above them. I was on a seagoing vessel studying the effects of the changing currents on benthic life (and also, concurrently, the zooplankton that floats on the oceans surface). We had netted a benthic worm that suddenly clamped on to my wrist and wouldnt let go. I wanted to jump around the boat and scream, Get it off! Get it off! but with all those scientists around, that would have been so uncool. So I froze and choked out, Can somebody help me detach this thing? Finally we were able to pry the jaws open and throw it back into the sea, but it took a chunk of my flesh with it. Nonetheless, I was triumphant. I now had the best bitten by story of all.


    Yet I wondered whether a benthic worm scar would be an asset on a date with a musician.


    Wesley and I were developing a nighttime ritual. As I washed my face and brushed my teeth in the bathroom, Wesley stood on the counter. He watched while I turned on the faucet, ran the toothbrush under the water, and brought it to my mouth. It wasnt long before he participated in the routine by grabbing the toothbrush and then parading around the sink with it in his beak. I would take the handle and gently try to pull it out of his mouth, resulting in a slow tug-of-war with me saying, Wesley, give it back. Its mine, Wesley, now, give it back, to which Wesley responded by pushing his heels forward and pulling with all his might, screeching all the while until I would have to give in. Okay, you win and Id carefully relinquish my grip. Finally, I figured out that all I had to do was take one of his and pretend to use it, let him grab it, then use a new one in peace. The moment he won this pitched battle, hed lose interest in the toothbrush and throw it over the side of the counter, watching it fall with the kind of fascination babies in high chairs display after throwing their sippy cups.


    One night Wesley poked his head under the running water. The feel of it surprised him and he jerked back, shook his head, and stared up at me as if asking, What just happened? Then he tried it again. Wesley had discovered water. He loved it. In fact, he became obsessed with water, trying to jump into the sink whenever I turned on the faucet. So I found an old dog dish, filled it up for him, and set it on the counter. From then on, Wesley imitated my bedtime routine using his own sink, swishing his face in the water while I was washing mine, and drinking while I brushed my teeth. This was surprising behavior, because it was well known that owls did not go near water, let alone wash their faces and drink. At that time, as far as we knew, no naturalist had ever reported observing an owl showing any interest in water, ever. Owls get all the fluids they need from eating mice. Wesley had not read the literature, however, and his doggie dish was a fixture in our lives from then on. The group at Caltech wanted to see this behavior for themselves, so I brought his doggie dish to work and they all watched him play, drink, and splash around in the water.


    Wesley had begun to display a fascinating variety of facial expressions and body movements. They seemed to reveal a great complexity of thought and awareness. I talked to Wesley the same way Wendy talked to her infant daughter, Annie, using words and body language simply and consistently. I was reasonably certain that he would learn to understand me on some level, but had no idea to what degree. Id use the same words for specific actions, like Wesley, do you want some mice? whenever he ate, or Wesley, go to sleep, when I went to bed. And whenever he saw something he thought looked interesting, which was nearly everything, I would name it out loud. Then hed race toward the object in his galumphing gait, wings out like an airplane, with me running behind saying, Wait! Not for owls, not for owls!


    THE NIGHT OF the big date finally arrived. I stood at Pauls front porch with the little third wheel asleep in a box tucked under my scratched arms. Paul opened his front door with a smile, ushered us in, and then peered down at Wesley.


    Thats an owl?


    Wesley was just waking up from his nap.


    Well, yes, its a baby owl, I said.


    Paul bent his head over the box for a second look.


    And are those . . . he exclaimed with widening eyes,  . . . cut-up mice??


    Its what he eats, I offered.


    Paul turned pale and backed away.


    That is gross. That is really gross.


    There was no going out to a restaurant. Paul ordered in a pizza and ate it perched tensely on the armchair away from the couch where I sat with Wesley. He nervously eyed the box as if Wesley or the cut-up mice were going to come flying out and attach themselves to his head. My visions of going down the aisle to She Blinded Me with Science faded quickly. I found myself wishing we were back at home, just Wesley and me, getting ready for bed.


    Finally, Paul popped in a video and settled back in his chair. Oh, good, hes finally relaxing, I thought. Then I heard snoring. And it wasnt Wesley. Mom had been right. I hate admitting that.


    I slipped out of Pauls house with Wesley, strapped his box into the passenger seat with the seat belt, and started the car. A blanket of sadness descended. I knew Paul would never call again. Id been so sure he was the one. What a bummer. Oh well, maybe there was something to be said for having Wesley as sort of a litmus test for guys. Love me, love my owl, I thought. I certainly couldnt be with a guy who didnt have some interest in animals. Paul seemed to have none. Wesleys eyes searched my face as if trying to decipher a work of art. Perhaps my little owlet had just prevented me from making a big mistake.


    I pulled into the long circular driveway at Wendys house. As I walked up the driveway, her flock of geese announced my arrival. The horses nickered, and a goat bleated. I could hear the chickens cackling to each other. The scent of hay was on the breeze.


    It was a relief to be home with Wes.


    We got ready for bed and had our nightly cuddle. Wesley lay on his tummy across my left arm, nestled against my stomach, head in my hand with his legs hanging over the side of my arm. With my right hand I rubbed him on the bridge of his nose, which I knew he loved, because he closed the disks of his face like a little taco over each eye, opening up the area over his nose for rubbing. With his cuddle face, he fluffed the feathers immediately around his nose, so that most of his beak was hidden and all I could see was a little bit of the pink tip.


    One of my tears hit the feathers on his back. Im all right, Wes. I told him, I wouldnt be happy with a man who doesnt understand animals anyway.


    Actually, Paul did call a few times over the next year or so. Hed always eventually ask, Do you still have that owl? He said owl as if he were asking, Do you still have that human head hidden under the bed? or something equally horrible. Oh, yes! Id say and describe Wesleys antics to him. Hed sigh deeply and ask, How long do they live in captivity? Id always answer, Fifteen years or more. Then hed say Okay, and quickly end the conversation.


    A few years later he got married.
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    Flying Lessons
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    Wesley pounced on everything from pillows to items on the floor. Stacey OBrien.


    ONE DAY WHEN he was nearing seven weeks old, Wesley drew his wings way up over his head, leaned forward, and had a good long stretch. It was then that I saw the beginnings of pinfeathers on his wings. Pinfeather is a catchall term for any new feather coming in. Although theyre called pinfeathers, they are actually waxlike tubes made of keratin, the same stuff our hair and fingernails are made of, but they are alive, have blood and nerves, and are extremely sensitive. Inside each living tube, an adult feather is being formed. When the feather is ready to meet the world, the blood and nerves recede and a white waxy keratin sheath remains.


    One of my favorite activities once Wes started growing pin-feathers was to groom him. As he lay on my left arm against my stomach, Id gently pinch the white waxy part with my right hand, pulling it off carefully, to watch a perfect new feather emerge, fully formed. In essence, I was grooming him just as mother owls groom their babies and mated pairs groom each other. The adults can groom themselves, so they seem to be doing it to bond and show affection. Birds in general love to have their pinfeathers groomed, and we would do this for hours for the rest of his life, as even adult birds are constantly growing new feathers, to replace old, worn-out ones. It was thrilling to watch the gradual emergence of Wesleys beautiful golden wings.


    Spring was on the way. During this time of year I would occasionally go out to forests, malls, and countrysides to watch for wild owls. One moonlit night, I saw a barn owl emerge from his cubbyhole on the roof of a shopping mall. He flew several hundred feet up into the air before finally free-falling sideways. He did loop-de-loops and figure eights, then flew in circles ascending higher and higher until he was just a speck in the sky. He drew in his wings and dive-bombed straight toward the ground gathering great speed, pulling up only at the last second. I had never seen such a wild display of joy and prowess. I hadnt even known it was possible for an owl to fly like that, much less do so seemingly just for the thrill of it.


    This owl was an adolescent, meaning he was less than three years old and, thus, still without a mate. Although most literature says that barn owls mature sexually at one year old, I disagree. Wesley did not reach maturity until he was three and a half years old. It was my understanding that we had made the same observation at Caltech. I had developed an intuition about the age of barn owls, based on my work with them at the lab, and found that the younger, unattached ones seemed to have slicker-looking feathers  they all looked brand-new. These owls spent their time on their own, not yet calling for a mate since they werent sexually mature. Older, unattached owls have an air of depression about them and a scruffier mantle of feathers, compared to the youngsters. Maybe this one was getting ready to impress the ladies. Or maybe it just felt fantastic to fly with such abandon. Watching him took my breath away. His beauty and power humbled me and also made me a bit sad for Wesley, who would never be able to experience such flying.


    By two months, Wesley had almost completely lost his white baby down feathers, which I carefully saved in a little box, because they were as precious to me as a babys first curls. His adult down, insulating him under his visible feathers, would be a deep gray, not white. As he grew more and more long flight feathers, hed start trying to fly soon.


    When I adopted Wesley, I was also keeping zebra finches as pets and had had seventeen birds in twelve cages in my bedroom. I wasnt sure how well this was going to work once Wesley could really fly, since barn owls will eat small birds (up to about 3 percent of their diet) to supplement their normal fare of mice. For the first few months, I put curtains on their cages and kept them up high where Wesley couldnt get at them. I was optimistic that, since he was raised with them, he might leave them alone, but just in case, I started telling people that I might need new homes for my birds soon.


    Wesleys first flying attempts involved stretching his wings and flapping them hard. This didnt do much to get him airborne, but it did stir up a wind that sent everything that wasnt weighted down in the bedroom flying through the air. Next he tried combining the wing flapping with short hops, which made him career into everything in his path.


    The flapping-hopping-crashing stage went on for quite some time until one day he flapped and jumped a little higher into the air. This time, he stayed airborne. Wesley was flying! But he had no control whatsoever. He tried to steer himself, but the power of his wings overwhelmed his technical abilities. When he aimed for something to land on, such as the dining room table, his approach was like that of a jet trying to land on a short runway. He touched down on his rear, slid to the other end at top speed, and dropped off onto the floor in a tangle of wings, feathers, and feet.


    I laughed. I couldnt help it. Then I ran over to console him, but he turned his head away and refused to look at me.


    Wesley, whats wrong?


    I checked him over thoroughly, but nothing was broken or damaged. I turned his head toward me and looked into his eyes.


    Wes?


    With a force I hadnt felt in him before, he jerked his head sideways and stared at the wall. Are you okay?


    Wesley pushed me away with his wings and hissed under his breath. I let go, and he stood away from me and stared at the wall again. No matter how much I tried to comfort, cajole, or beg him, Wesley refused to look at me. With a chill, I thought he looked an awful lot like that owl that got lost in the ventilation system and willed himself to die. But I convinced myself this had to be different because all owls must go through the experience of learning to fly. I decided to leave him alone, and after he slowly groomed his feathers  with his back to me the whole time  he reemerged from the far end of the dining room table in as dignified a manner as he could muster. Then he tried again. He flapped and hopped until he was up in the air and, frantically looking around, eyed the dining room table again and headed its way. This time he stuck his feet out in front of him and held them open like hands trying to grab solid ground. But it didnt help. He hit the table, slid on his rear all the way across, and crashed on the floor again.


    Again I dissolved in laughter and again Wesley stared stonily at the wall. I stopped laughing abruptly when I realized that Wesley was embarrassed. Learning to fly is physically and emotionally very difficult, and human owl mothers should not laugh at their babies. From then on I tried my hardest to keep a straight face.


    Most pet owners know that animals can read emotions such as anger, approval, affection, and acceptance. But it had never occurred to me that perhaps an animal could feel ridiculed. From that point forward, no one in Wendys house was allowed to laugh at Wesley, at least not in front of him, while he was learning to fly. Sometimes we had to run into the bathroom, shut the door, and burst out laughing.


    Scientists are generally afraid to assert that animals feel such emotions as embarrassment, mainly because its hard to prove through experiments and accepted scientific methods. More and more scientists, though, are beginning to believe that animals do have emotions and that their feelings may be more intense and unfiltered than our own. Emotion arises from the old brain, the limbic system, which birds and reptiles as well as dogs, humans, and other mammals share. Humans have additional brain structures and symbolic language to process our feelings and a complex array of psychological defense mechanisms that allay or soften the impact of our emotions. We repress, deny, subjugate, dissociate, and use all kinds of conscious and unconscious machinations to separate ourselves from our feelings, but animals have no such recourse, so their emotions likely are raw and strong. In fact, this may be one of the reasons we find them so attractive: they wear their hearts on their sleeves, so to speak. We understand all this intuitively because we can recognize emotions when we see them, as we share them with the other animals of our world. Since our own brains are of the same pattern as the brains of other animals, emotions are more likely to be universal to all creatures possessing a brain than they are to be unique to humans. People seem to deny the existence of animal emotions so that they can continue to justify inhumane treatment and exploitation and avoid the fact that our actions have a deep emotional impact on our fellow beings.


    The evidence that all species of animals with a brain have emotions is overwhelming. Ive observed that all intelligent animals have emotions, including reptiles, whose brains are less complex than those of mammals. People who work with reptiles are well aware of the risk of depression in captive snakes and lizards of all kinds. Turtles and tortoises are especially prone to it. If a snake gets depressed, his life is immediately in danger, as he will stop eating. I once rescued a snake that had to be tube fed for a year before he began to eat on his own again, after having an owner who did not provide proper stimulation for him. Snakes will also stop eating if they have a traumatic event with a mouse. Reptiles are cold blooded, meaning that they cannot control their own body temperature and are dependent upon their environment to provide a heat source. If they cant raise their temperature, their metabolism becomes so sluggish that they cannot defend themselves against even a mouse. Careless snake owners have been known to toss a mouse in with the snake and not supervise. If the snake is cold, the mouse can eat the snake alive and the snake cant respond. If the snake survives such an episode, it will have such a fear of mice that it will no longer eat. It can take up to a year of tube feeding before the snake gains the courage to face another mouse. If an animal of such low intelligence is this emotional, how much more does a highly intelligent animal feel? Even a reptile needs an enriched environment  and its vital for more intelligent creatures. Animal keepers try to enrich the captive animals life  make it more interesting  to prevent disorders like obsession/compulsion (incessant pacing in a cage is a good example) and depression. For instance, caretakers hide food all over the enclosure rather than simply putting it in bowls, so the animal has the fun and stimulation of hunting for it.


    Lack of stimulation affects brain growth. The less enrichment in a rats cage, for instance, the less the brain will develop. The difference between a rat with a wide variety of toys and one with no toys can be seen with the naked eye during an animal autopsy (a necropsy). The rat with the toys will have a brain just packed with ridges and wrinkles, which indicate more neural connections, while the rat with no toys will have a relatively smooth cortex because he lacked the stimulation needed to develop neuronal (nerve cell) connections in the brain. Of course, boredom affects the emotions of a captive animal, too, and depression is a serious problem.


    The more intelligent an animal is, the more likely he is to have complex emotions. According to scientists who have worked with them extensively, parrots, as well as many primates, depending on the species, are about as intelligent and emotionally mature as a two- to five-year-old human. Pet owners and bird enthusiasts will tell you that a parrot can be so devastated by the loss of his owner that he can die of depression, much like the owl who wills himself to die after the loss of his mate.


    I was worried enough about Wesleys extreme emotional response to our laughing at him that I banned laughing at him in all situations. This was a difficult rule to follow, as so many of his antics were impossibly cute and, yes, funny. The way he gyrated his head when he was interested in something was comedic. His head would saccade horizontally with his face in the same position, unmoving, like in an Egyptian mural; then he would twist his head all the way upside down to get a better fix on the object; and finally he would pull his head back then throw it forward at the object like a cartoon animal doing a double take. How could we not laugh when he did this? It was so cute! So we had to either stifle it or run into another room and burst out laughing in there. He was taking himself quite seriously, so we had to take him seriously, too.


    After about a week of disastrous crash landings, Wesley finally figured out how to back-wing, a delicate maneuver that involves using the bottom part of the wing to push some of the air forward, which allows owls to hover. Now when he approached a desired landing spot, he hovered hesitantly over it like a helicopter for a moment and then slowly sank to a standing position. This feat was accompanied with much praise from me and great excitement within the household. When Wesley finally learned the last-minute-braking-and-landing method, Wendy and I erupted in cheers and Wesley joined in with a loud exclamation of excitement that sounded like, Deedle Deedle DEEP DEEP DEEP DEEP deedle deedle, turning toward us with bright eyes as if accepting the praise, and flapping his wings.


    I think that Wesley took longer than most baby owls to make most of the normal developmental steps. Perhaps this is because he had no owl parents to teach him and had to figure everything out for himself. The nerve damage in his right wing may have inhibited his ability to strengthen it enough to control his flying. Even after he had become quite adept at flying, he had problems with endurance in that wing and it would droop after a few minutes. In the wild he could not have hunted long enough to provide for a nest full of babies, and may not have been able to fend for himself. But he obviously enjoyed flying recreationally.


    One weekend Wesley slept most of the day in my room, and as it grew dark I thought Id better go check on him. I opened my bedroom door, and while Im sure he meant to land on my head, he lost control, flew right into my face, and got tangled in my long blond hair. He panicked and scratched my face pretty badly. Once we untangled ourselves, I acted as if nothing had happened to avoid the big Im-so-embarrassed scene that followed his flying mishaps. For weeks afterward, though, concerned people would ask me if I had an abusive boyfriend. I was so used to being scratched by animals, especially owls, that I never sought treatment, but just kept my tetanus shot up to date, as all biologists do. (Rehab centers recommend that their workers get the rabies shot, but few people actually do, myself included, as rabies is rare.)


    When working with birds of prey, the slightest lapse in focus can be disastrous. Shortly after my collision with Wesley, I was at work getting ready to clean out the quarantine quarters of a playful great horned owl who loved to pounce on anything that moved. We had taken him in from another center, so we had to quarantine him to make sure he didnt have any owl diseases that could spread to the regular population. Great horned owls are huge. They are much larger, heavier (around five pounds), and more powerful than barn owls, who usually weigh about one pound, and can have a wingspan of four to five feet. This great horned owl was housed temporarily in a large wooden boxlike structure with a perch and a sliding metal floor for cleaning. I carelessly reached my hand in under the door to slide the bottom tray out, and he pounced, burying his talons deep into the bones of my hand. I heard a long, high-pitched scream echo through the owl barn and realized it was my own. Although I was in extreme pain, I had to scoot my wounded hand along the tray, with the full weight of the great horned owl still on it, and move it close enough to the cage door to reach in with my other hand to detach him. Somehow I pulled each of his individual claws out of each of my individual bones. The owl still wanted to play and punched the closed cage door with his talons one time for good measure, making a clacking sound with his beak. Then he pounced along the edge of the tray, hoping for another shot at my hand.
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    Wesley has just learned to fly and is still unsure of his landings. Stacey OBrien.


    This time, since I had more than a scratch, I was sent to a doctor right away through workers compensation, which as the name implies, only deals with work-related injuries usually caused by the physical demands of manual labor. The doctors office was filled with men in flannel shirts and work boots who had injuries like broken bones and ruptured disks. I filled out the form, handed it to the receptionist, and sat down to wait my turn.


    Soon a grim-faced nurse appeared and asked me to come into her office to clarify some of my answers. Looking at the form, she said, Now tell me again how were you injured.


    I answered, I was attacked by an owl.


    She put her pen down and stared at me. You cant put that here, she said.


    But, its the truth . . .


    She stood up and excused herself. A few minutes later, she came back with a supervisor.


    Now, young lady, we seem to have a problem. This is not a work-related injury.


    I wrangled with him for almost an hour and finally exclaimed, Look, its Caltech research. Just call my boss.


    He drew himself up to his full height and said, We just may have to do that.


    He left the office and soon afterward the nurse reappeared and sheepishly gave me a tetanus shot and antibiotics and sent me on my way.


    I had been lucky that there was a door between me and the great horned owl. Owls generally go for the eyes with their talons when they are truly attacking, and this owl might have done that. Although we biologists were encouraged to wear goggles, we usually didnt, since they were annoying and cumbersome. One guy who had been attacked by a barn owl thankfully was wearing glasses but still ended up with four neat puncture wounds around each eye. I dont think scientists know why, but all predators and most prey know to go after the eyes of another animal, and they seem to know where the eyes are, even on species very different from themselves. Spitting cobras are exquisitely accurate, perfect shots with the poison that they aim at other animals eyes. Many animals  some moths, caterpillars, and fish  have fake eyes on less important parts of their bodies, usually their tails, so that attackers might be misled to missing their real eyes. It makes sense that those creatures who attack the eyes of an enemy will be more likely to survive and carry on their genes, and that most evolved to go after the eyes, which is the fastest way to disable prey or predators.


    When I approach a wild animal, I keep my eyes averted and never look directly at it because the first thing it does is look at my eyes to judge my intent. But gazing into the eyes of tame animals is a form of showing affection. A hamster will sit in its owners hand and look into his eyes as it washes its face: it will lie on a persons hand, nose to nose and eye to eye, content to just commune in this way. Even many types of lizards Ive raised will look at each other  and would look at me  right in the eyes. It seems to be universally understood among all sentient animals, even reptiles, that the eyes are the windows to the mind of the being within.


    After Wesley accidentally scratched me up in the flying incident, he and I moved into a bedroom at the far end of the house, to keep things a little safer for Wendys family. It was perfect because it was large enough for him to fly more freely and had two doors between Wes and the rest of the house  the bedroom door that opened into a laundry and bathroom area, and another door that led to the rest of the house. Now, if Wesley were to escape from the bedroom, he would not be able to get into the main house right away.


    Wesley perfected his flying in that room. He would jump off the bed, fly full speed across the room, and pounce on the couch with all his might. Then hed grip the couch with his talons and flap his wings vigorously as if trying to lift it up. Sometimes hed pop back up into the air, do a sort of flip, and attack the cushions. Sometimes he missed his target and ended up flying into the pictures on the wall, where he grabbed the frame and flapped his wings maniacally as the picture thumped against the wall. This was good practice and strengthened his wings, because he had to make a fast turn in order to fly away from the picture frame without falling. Soon he was good enough to zoom around the room and take the corners, just like a race car driver, banking up at the turns and making them by a hairs breadth.


    At this age, Wesley had the power of a hunter but the awkward navet of a beginner. The first year of flying is perhaps the most vulnerable time in a wild owls life. He doesnt have experience in the world, and he cant discern whats dangerous. This put me in a constant state of anxiety that Wesley would hurt himself. Nature helps the fledgling birds of prey, however, whose wing and tail feathers are actually longer during their first year than they will be for the rest of their lives. The longer flight feathers give them added stability but sacrifice maneuverability. Its exactly the way air force pilots are taught to fly  first in planes with large wings that are steady but not built for delicate maneuvers. As the pilot gains experience, he graduates to planes with shorter and shorter wings until he can fly the extremely agile fighter jets that can dogfight and turn on a dime in combat. Amazingly, nature gives this same advantage to beginner owl pilots. I have been unable to find a formal study comparing the lengths of barn owls tails and wings at different ages, but after my experience with barn owls, I can see it intuitively. By looking at lengths of the tail and wing feathers in comparison with their bodies, Ive always been able to tell whether a barn owl is about a year old or more mature. Formal studies done with hawks have proved this point.


    One of the most difficult moves for Wesley to master was hovering. Barn owls dont hover for very long because its exhausting, but they do need to be able to hover when they are spotting prey in an area where theres nowhere to perch up high and watch for it. And they need to hover near the nest to offer mice to their babies. The best hoverers in the world of birds of prey, I think, are northern harrier hawks. Its magical to watch them hover almost perfectly still above a meadow as they watch and home in on prey. They seem to have incredible endurance, and their technique is elegant, effortless. To hover, the bird has to beat his wings more or less horizontally, with the more and the less in perfect balance. Part of the wing has to keep the bird vertical, which involves up-and-down movement, and part has to keep him from going forward, which is a horizontal movement forward and back. Its a lot like humans treading water: part of the arm motions we use push the water down so that we stay above it (the up-and-down movement), and part of the arm movements are horizontal to keep us from moving forward.


    Because hovering is complex, it takes an owl a while to figure it out. As Wesley tried it, he would shoot forward or fall down too fast as he tried to balance all these complexities in his mind and teach his muscles to respond. The more he worked on his flying, the more amazing it seemed that any young bird could master it so quickly.


    Ive had the privilege of flying a military flight simulator and found that I did quite well with the SR-71, which is huge, ungainly, and built for long, stable flights that are so high in altitude that they are almost in orbit. The SR-71 was our best spy plane during the Cold War. I probably couldnt have crashed it if I had tried. But when I switched to an agile fighter jet with short wings, I could barely get airborne without spinning out and slamming into the ground. I never did get it stabilized, which brought home the difference between long and short wings.


    Although he made a lot of noise crashing into objects, Wesleys actual flight was completely silent. Owls are the only birds that fly without making any sound. Unlike other birds, they have extremely soft flight feathers with serrated edges that mute the sound of their wings so that no noise interferes with hearing their prey. This silent flight also enables them to sneak up on their prey. Wesleys feathers were so soft that I could only feel them properly by touching them to my lips  my fingers just werent sensitive enough. The top of the flight feather is also velvety so that even the surface of the wing creates no sound. Secondary feathers are extremely poofy, almost like very large down feathers. I could take any one of Wesleys feathers and swish it through the air and it would not make the slightest sound.


    Few things are as startling as an owl making a surprise landing on the top of your head. Because his flight was so quiet, the only way I could anticipate this was to listen for Wesleys takeoff. Usually he relaxed on one foot and then if he decided to fly, hed hit the other foot on whatever surface he stood before taking off. After many episodes of tangled hair and talons, I learned to listen for that foot-slapping sound. Id brace for impact and stand still because if he were going to land on my head, I preferred it to be a good landing, not a big mess. Wesley was quite gentle if he didnt lose his footing, because he knew it was me he was landing on.


    Other aspects of owls feathering are unique to them. Most birds have a white powdery substance all over their bodies, particularly pronounced in parrots and their relatives. Some birds (herons and pigeons) have a special type of feather that never molts, called a powder down feather, which produces a powder that they spread all over while preening, but even those that dont have a special feather produce a powder thats quite obvious. Barn owls have none. By contrast, Wendys cockatoo, Omar, was so powdery that every time he shook his feathers, a cloud appeared, and when we groomed him, our fingers would get a layer of white dust on them. When I groomed Wesley, however, my fingers stayed completely clean.
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    Wesley grooming himself. Stacey OBrien.


    Almost all other birds also produce oil in a gland (the uropygial gland) located at the base of their tails, which they preen over their feathers, conditioning them to make them last longer. Wesley would religiously pinch this vestigial oil gland with his beak out of some old instinct, even though these glands dont produce oil in barn owls. Then he would act as if he were spreading the nonexistent oil all over his feathers.


    Since barn owls cant oil their feathers, they are at a terrible disadvantage because theyre not waterproofed like other birds. They get soaking wet quite easily and can become so weighed down by their soggy feathers that they cant fly. If an owl isnt able to dry off quickly, it can shiver with cold and die. Perhaps this is why they evolved to live in hollow trees and others burrows. Wet down is a miserable, heavy substance, as anyone who has had to camp with a wet down sleeping bag can attest.
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    At about a year old, Wesley plays in the sink. Stacey OBrien.


    WESLEY WAS BECOMING more and more active at night. He started pulling his perch closer to the bed, tugging at it laboriously and patiently, then climbing my bedcovers in an attempt to get me to play. And of course it worked, since I had to get up anyway to move the perch back. Id release him from his leash and run my feet under the covers, making sure there were many layers of blankets between my feet and him, and hed take chase, pouncing on them. During the day if I took a nap, Id let him stay off his perch since he was usually sleepy and would join my nap time. He would find an elevated place in the room to sleep  a pile of books on the desk or the top of one of the finch cages  but sometimes hed rest on my shoulder or the side of my head. One time, though, I awoke to find him asleep on the side of my head with his foot positioned so that one long talon curved down into my ear canal, almost touching my eardrum. I didnt dare move my head, but I reached up and, with my finger, slowly pulled the talon out of my ear. Then and there I decided that Wesley needed his own pillow where he had to sleep when I was napping. He took to the pillow like hed had it forever, and from then on he knew that it was his place on my bed.


    Wesley had been expressive from the day he opened his eyes, but now that he was literally leaving the nest at three months, he was becoming increasingly opinionated and emotionally invested in everything that went on around him. He also began to withdraw from everyone in the household except me, as an owl would do in the wild when he separated from his parents and began to seek a mate. Wendy could no longer just walk up to Wesley and pet him casually: he would back away and hiss or even threaten her with lunges and hisses. I guess my days of snuggling little Wesley are over, Wendy said one afternoon. Do you think hell let me touch him? I said she should at least try, and I held on to Wesley, who was already tethered, as she carefully and slowly approached him, speaking softly in a reassuring tone. There, little guy. So handsome. Little Wesley, youre okay . . . and Wesley held still and allowed her to pet him. For the rest of his life he would allow her to pet him if she approached him in this careful, gentle way, as long as I was holding on to him so that he wouldnt attack. Perhaps it reassured him that he was under my wing in a sense.
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    Sitting on top of a covered finch cage as a young adult.

    Stacey OBrien.


    Wesley quickly sorted out who he would allow to do this and who he would absolutely not tolerate  men, dogs, and people he didnt know as a baby (with a few exceptions). Poor Courtney the dog couldnt figure out why her little friend didnt like her anymore, but she respected Wesleys threats and stopped trying to come into the room. Wesley always seemed to prefer my mother and sister, who resemble me in voice and looks, and he would sometimes decide that he liked someone for reasons that I couldnt fathom, other than the fact that they had a deep affinity for animals, were very patient and soft in their movements and voice, and they just loved him dearly. One woman who became his babysitter years later would sit by the door and read books to him. He would always have a special trust for Wendy, and later, for my dear friend Cit Reed, who also sounds and looks a little bit like me, and also has a deep understanding of animals. As long as people stayed next to the door, he was fine. He might threaten them, but he didnt go after them. If he wasnt tethered and could go to a high place where he felt safe, he would allow people to come into the room if I was with them, without attacking. But he would not let them come close to him and would fly away as soon as they started toward him, landing on the other side of the room. I never let anyone test his limits beyond that. The days of Wesley the trusting baby were over. He was now a young teen.


    Yet, like many adolescents, Wesley still had embarrassing moments as he perfected his flying. His landings werent so hot, and he still slid across my desk and whacked into the wall fairly regularly, but with each day of practice, the humiliation of learning how to fly soon gave way to the sheer delights of knowing how to fly. And Wesley would come to express his joy in flying in many different ways.
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    Attack Kitten on Wings
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    Wesley at about a year old, killing a film canister. Stacey OBrien.


    MY BEDROOM AT Wendys was dimly lit, but otherwise looked pretty much like any other bedroom full of stuffed animals. One particular day, however, one of the seemingly stuffed animals had a menacing glint in its eyes. It was Wesley and he was crouching motionless, his attention fixed on a small object in front of him. Suddenly, his head started gyrating wildly from side to side, round and round and upside down. In an instant, he shot into the air and pounced on his newfound prey  a hair scrunchee  with all his wild might. He pounced again and again, flying into the air and slamming back onto it with clenched talons, killing it over and over again.


    Finally satisfied that the hair scrunchee was thoroughly dead, he turned to the next victim, an unfortunate empty film canister. Wesley flew around the room to gain speed and hit the canister at full power. Wham. Wesley pounced again. Whack. He held down the canister with his talons and gave it a bite that would have severed its spine, if it had had one. Then he looked at me for the first time and let out his new victory cry  Deedle deedle deedle DEET DEET DEET DEET deedle deedle dee! I murmured approval and he took a victory lap. Soon he would be ready for his first live mouse.


    OWLS HAVE NO pack, flock, or herd, so they are absolute loners except for their mate and offspring. Because of this inborn inclination, Wesley was strengthening his bond with me and had started to consider every other life form an enemy combatant. If anyone else even looked into the room, he had recently begun to exhibit a strange display, which I called his owl no-nos, because it looked as if he were shaking his head no.


    My first experience with owl no-nos occurred in the wild owl section at Caltech, when I came upon a fledgling barn owl standing on the floor of an aviary, hunched over as if injured, rubbing his beak on the ground. I immediately went to his rescue, but he did not respond. If anything, the beak rubbing became even more pronounced. Maybe he was choking. I got down on my hands and knees and put my face close to his to figure out what was wrong. I stayed in that position for quite a while and he never changed his behavior or acknowledged my presence. I thought he must really be in trouble and ran up to Dr. Penfields office, gasping that we had an owl down.


    Stay calm, he said, and describe the exact behavior to me.


    Oh, Dr. Penfield, hes all hunched over and his beak is almost touching the floor and hes rocking his head back and forth exactly as if hes saying No, no, no. I went in and checked  


    You went in?


    Yes and I got down on the floor with him to see whats wrong and put my face right up to his beak and couldnt see anything  


    You what? He leapt up from his chair. Thats the last threat before ripping your face off, didnt you know that? Stacey, you are lucky to have your eyes. That owl was trying to tell you that he was going to try to kill you.


    I suddenly felt weak all over. What a close call.


    Well, that seems like a stupid threat display, I mumbled, embarrassed at my ignorance. The owl cant even see the object of his concern, so how could he be threatening it? And who on earth could possibly interpret anything that ridiculous-looking to be a threat?


    Dr. Penfield just blinked.


    Its not clear if other animals recognize this behavior as a threat. To say the least, its downright strange, which might be enough to scare off another animal; but perhaps its understood only among owls. It seems to be specific to barn owls, a signature move of theirs, though all owls rotate their wings forward to make themselves look larger, puff their feathers up, and sway from side to side, swinging their heads back and forth as they look at their enemy, and hiss and clack their beaks. All this occurs before barn owls go into the no-nos, which is their final warning. They look a lot like the monster in the Alien movies when it would hunch itself and sway menacingly. Hissing seems to be a universally understood threat among all animals, and most animals puff themselves up in some manner when threatened. Think of swans and cats, who puff up and hiss. But the fact that barn owls dont make eye contact during the actual no-nos makes it seem a ridiculous threat display until you realize that their primary source of information comes from their ears. They are more likely to respond to the sound of an enemy tensing its muscles and shifting to pounce than they are to rely on visual cues like we would. Its very difficult for us to think the way a barn owl does, so his ways can seem pretty ridiculous  but they make sense to him, which is all that matters.


    NOW THAT WESLEY was more mature and tended to clam up with anyone else, I was the only one who could watch his playful antics. I tried to describe his entertaining flying and daredevil maneuvers to my friends, but they didnt quite believe me. One friend, Kurt, begged me to find a way to hide him so that he could see Wesley play. I finally gave in to his pleas, figuring that if I were to carefully ensconce Kurt in my bed under lots of blankets and he were to keep perfectly still, just like a field biologist observing wild animals from a blind, then we could bring Wesley into the room and Kurt could watch him do his thing. Kurt agreed to my brilliant plan, saying, If it works with me, then you can do this for anyone else who wants to see him play.


    I put Wesley in the bathroom by himself while Kurt quietly sneaked into my bedroom. We piled blankets on top of him and fashioned a little peephole.


    Okay, I said, whatever you do, dont move or make any sounds. And remember, patience is the key! He will start to play and if you cant see something, dont move, just wait until he comes back into view, okay?


    A huge Norwegian guy from South Dakota who could carry a refrigerator down a flight of stairs all by himself, Kurt suddenly looked worried.


    What do I do if something happens? he asked.


    What could happen? I said impatiently. Ill come back in about twenty minutes. If he isnt playing, well try again another time.


    Once Kurt was comfortable I said, Okay, now be completely silent. Im going to go get him.


    Okay, he whispered.


    I placed Wesley inside the door of my bedroom and closed it like I always did when I let him fly around and play by himself. I didnt stay in the room because I thought that if he noticed someone breathing under the covers, he would think it was me, hopefully forgetting that I had left the room. I wandered off into the house and hung out with Wendy and Annie for a while, losing track of the time, so it was more like forty-five minutes later when I decided to check on how things were going. I stood at the door hoping to hear the sounds of Wes playing. I didnt hear a thing. It was dead silent.


    I opened the door to see Wesley standing on the bed with his face less than an inch from the peephole, his body crouched, wings flung all the way out and rotated forward in the classic owl threat posture. He was rocking from side to side doing his no-nos, and occasionally lunging with a loud hissing snap of his beak.


    From under the covers I heard a tiny voice, Help me . . .


    What are you doing, Wesley? I said, and picked him up and leashed him to his perch. Kurt then threw the covers back. He was sweating and pale, almost green.


    Where were you? he demanded.


    Uh . . . well, I just thought youd be okay. When did he discover you?


    When? When? The second you shut the door, thats when! He came straight at me and has been threatening my eye for the last two hours!


    Kurt, I said, Its only been about forty-five minutes.


    Forty-five minutes? You try having an owl snapping at your eye for forty-five minutes sometime!


    I held back my laughter. Im sorry, Kurt. I was sure it would work out. At least we tried.


    I should have known that Wesley would figure out that the person under my blankets wasnt me. I had underestimated his intelligence by a long shot. After all, if owls can hear a mouses heartbeat, Wesley could have heard the heart of a big guy like Kurt and recognized it as different from my own.


    Kurt made a long circle around Wesleys perch on his way back to the door and scooted out as Wes flung himself forward at him with one last snap of his beak.


    BECAUSE WESLEYS FLYING had improved, he needed an adult perch. I bought a parrot perch and modified it so that it was about four and a half feet tall, with a wooden dowel across the top for Wesley to stand on and a round platform below about three feet in diameter. In the center of the dowel I added a leather attachment for his leash, which turned freely so that nothing would get tangled, and I used strips of leather and chicken wire to block the area below the dowel so that Wesley wouldnt wind his leash around it and get pinned. I covered the platform with towels and taped them into place. The nesting box was history now. Wesley developed an entirely new play routine on his perch.


    [image: ]


    About eight years old on his adult perch, Wesley enjoys a mouse dinner, preparing to swallow it headfirst. Stacey OBrien.


    Late one night, 3:00 a.m. to be exact, I should have been sleeping, but Wesley was up and it was far more entertaining to watch him play. He knew the exact limits of his leash and flew in a circle just within that perimeter, playing helicopter, then flinging himself at the perch, power punching it by throwing his legs forward in an arc so that all the muscles of his chest, legs, and feet were fully engaged when he hit the dowel. Pow! What a move! I had added that resounding smack to my subconscious list of sounds that meant all was well in our world. Then he jumped off the dowel and onto the platform, with a hollow pom!


    Then quite deliberately he dived over the side of the platform and hung there dangling on his jess like a huge golden bat. Enjoying the view upside down, he looked over the room from that perspective. The first time he did this I had tried to help him right himself, but he was so irritated that I did not intervene again. Once he tired of this view, he reached up, grabbed the towels with his talons, and powered himself back up onto the platform using his abdominal muscles, like a gymnast pulling himself up onto a bar. He would do this for the rest of his life just for fun, it seemed. Id walk into a room and there hed be, hanging upside down, looking around calmly. I sometimes did lift him back up to the perch just to make sure he was okay, which he always was. The only time Ive known of an owl doing this in the wild was from a curious picture of a spotted owl hanging from a branch with the same expression of enjoyment that Wesley had. The person who took the picture said the owl wasnt stuck and easily righted itself when it got tired of hanging that way. Ravens and crows do this also, seemingly for fun.


    Television documentaries about animals all echo that they play in their youth because its necessary for them to learn the skills they need to survive  building muscle, coordination, fighting, and hunting moves. But this conventional wisdom doesnt begin to explain the full picture. Some species never seem to play at all, yet they still survive in the wild. On Wendys little farm, we had chickens, geese, cockatiels, and a cockatoo, among other animals, and we observed them closely at every stage of life. Annies pet chicken Herkomer never appeared to play, although she was as tame as an animal could be. Other species of birds play all their lives, like birds of the parrot family  and owls  long after theyve learned adult skills. Wendy once knew a woman who kept a screech owl that also played like a kitten with wings all of its life, well into old age.


    I actually dont think play is related only to predation, as prey animals such as rats, mice, ground squirrels, and goats play as adults, and some predators such as owls, otters, cats, and dogs also play as adults. At a wildlife refuge where I volunteered, grown Bengal tigers played for hours in their pool. One of them would carry his favorite red ball everywhere, throwing it ahead and pouncing on it, tossing it into the water then jumping in after it, pushing it all over the surface with his nose. Tiring of that, hed take it out of the pool and roll on his back, batting the ball into the air like a kitten, using all four paws to keep it in place. His enclosure mates would join in the fun, rolling around and growling like Harley-Davidsons revving their engines.


    So what makes one type of animal playful whereas another isnt? Or are they all playful, but we are unable to recognize it when some species do play? Clearly its not simply that animals play just to learn certain skills. There needs to be more scientific study on why animals play or dont play without the cultural bias that many western scientists seem to have against ascribing fun or joy to animals for fear of seeming to anthropomorphize them.


    Wesley was as playful at age thirteen as he was when he was a year old. Of course, I could say that he learned a certain behavior in order to experience the infusion of endorphins that play released, but really, is this necessary? Maybe he just did it for fun. Where did our emotions come from if not from our animal ancestors? Many human emotions are similar to those of animals. We are them and they are us.


    When off his leash and flying around the room, Wesley dive-bombed the pillows on my bed and popped straight back up, barely losing speed, then zoomed across the room to smack his talons full force into the couch, leaving punctures wherever he landed  an attack kitten. Then he headed straight for the wall and landed on the edge of a picture frame, holding on with all his might and flapping his wings so hard that the frame banged against the wall over and over again, leaving a dent. He finally lost his grip, rescued himself from falling with a quick flip sideways and a swoop to the floor. There he explored every nook and cranny, including suitcases, boxes, and bags. Galumphing with great intensity toward the dark closet  I had left the door open  he slipped inside.


    For a long time I heard him rummaging around. Then nothing. Hmm, awfully quiet in there. I started to worry and finally crawled into the closet to investigate. There was Wesley holding perfectly still, doing a split, with one leg desperately clinging to the top of one dress, the other leg holding on to another. Wesley was stuck, and uncharacteristically quiet about it. I recalled that, in the wild, when animals think theyre in trouble, they immediately freeze, hoping not to attract predators. He may have been anxious in that relatively new territory, but he allowed me to rescue him and return him to his perch.


    That wouldnt be the last time Wesley decided to mountain climb the clothing in my closet. From his vantage point on the floor, looking up at the dark spaces between clothes, it probably felt familiar to his instincts, which had evolved so that he would expect to be inside a hollow tree, or be attracted to that vertical dark situation. Hed explore this tree by working his way to the top, bracing himself between my dresses as he ascended. His legs would inch apart a little more at each step until he could no longer move, then hed hold on for dear life with his talons. Finding him in that helpless position, Id give him a little nudge so he could finish climbing up.


    Soon, every piece of fabric I owned bore little punctures, as if someone had patiently gone over each garment with an ice pick. I figured that being a biologist was explanation enough, so I just walked around in clothes with lots of holes in them. As a rule, scientists dont seem interested in fashion and dont tend to worry about what other people think, outside the machismo of the science culture. If I had taken a poll around Caltech, few would have known what Prada was, much less which shoes were worn in what season. If we shower and shave, we figure, what more do you want from us? One of my office mates owned ten identical pairs of gray pants, white shirts, and white socks, to go with one pair of Birkenstocks. For decades, he wore the same outfit to work and never needed to shop or make a decision about what to wear. His was a fairly typical and perfectly acceptable style among scientists.


    Wesley left a mark on almost every item I owned, and I sacrificed more and more of my property to Wesleys whims  clothes, books, papers, blankets, and furniture. I just didnt care about those things and felt like the luckiest person in the world to have him in my life. Each talon puncture was evidence of my babys brilliance and personality. I actually saved books that hed ripped apart because his beak marks were on them. I was pretty besotted.


    Wesleys play included me of course. Our early game of his chasing my feet under the blankets had evolved. At first he had just run back and forth on the bed chasing my toes, but as his flying improved, he would fly straight up into the air, flip, then do a power dive and thrust his legs forward for the attack. Then he would fly a lap around the room to gain speed and pounce with all his might on my well-blanketed feet.


    Of course there were little mistakes. One time my foot slipped out from under the covers while I was napping, and he did his power dive into my bare foot with full talon crunch. I leapt straight up from my pillow shrieking in pain, scaring Wesley so much that he flew around the room in a panic until I calmed him down and was able to hold him. He started his Im so ashamed routine of pushing me away, refusing to look at me, hunching up, and trying to face a wall. But I comforted him, crooning to him, Its okay, its okay. While I cradled him, my foot was bleeding, but that would have to wait. It wasnt his fault, I was the one who had let him play this way for so long.


    Since owls dont flock, herd, or pack, they have no social setup for correcting each others behavior. Therefore, Wesley had no way to interpret any act of aggression except as a threat on his life. For this reason, the number one rule in interacting with birds of prey is that you can never show them any aggression. You cannot try to discipline or correct them as you would a child or dog. They would not understand it. I could never raise my voice or do anything that might seem at all aggressive, even when trying to stop Wesley from doing something for his own protection. I could only gently remove him from whatever situation was putting him or me in danger. Eventually, he might learn that a certain behavior wasnt allowed, but not in the usual way. It took longer and required much more patience than the normal pet owner or parent is accustomed to.


    Wesley had his own mind and did not obey me, but rather, lived in a kind of mutual cooperation with me. I did not actually try to train him in the traditional sense, but simply endeavored to protect him from himself. He learned from me as he would have learned from an owl parent  not by being corrected, I think, but by observing me and making his own decisions about how to behave. Certainly I was not interested in changing him, since I was learning from him about what it meant to be an owl. Taming an animal is not the same as training him. I am not an animal trainer.


    Social animals in general are easier to teach because they seem to think the same way we do; they understand that a show of aggression is just a temporary correcting reaction. Wolves growl and snap at pack members, saying, in effect, Back off, so that they avoid fighting and particularly avoid fighting to the death. They understand aggressive signals. Owls dont. Owls will think you are trying to kill them, and for the rest of their lives they will remember that you tried to kill them. So if you mess up even once and yell at a bird of prey or, God forbid, make a threatening gesture toward it, it will never be as tame with you again. The owl has no context for such frightening behavior. Thats it. There are no second chances in the wild. That is the Way of the Owl.


    One of the reasons I had moved in with Wendy was to help out with her baby, Annie, while her husband was on the road. It was a joy to be involved in helping to rear a child, since I did not have children of my own. Following Wendys lead, we never said Annies name in anger and we didnt say no unless it was a very serious matter. We just informed Annie, Not for babies when she reached for something unsafe, and reserved the word no for the most dangerous situations.


    Knowing that I had to be as careful with Wesley as with Annie, I tried Wendys strategy with him, too, and I avoided using the word no for minor issues. Whenever he got into something that wasnt safe, I said, Not for owls and removed the object gently from his grasp. Because he tended to lock on to anything that interested him, Id often have to distract him to get him to let go. Trying to get him to let go of a mouse, for instance, would have been almost impossible if I hadnt distracted him, and he would have fought me for it. Thankfully, there were only a few occasions when I needed to take a mouse from him, for instance, when it wasnt fit for him to eat.


    Annie came to understand the seriousness of no and would stop dead in her tracks if one of us said it. Wesley, however, only stopped long enough to consider whether or not he thought it was worthy advice. Although he knew exactly what it meant, he was still an owl  stubborn and wild.


    Most people prefer to work with animals that have a social instinct, because they are more malleable. Owls willfulness often causes them to be misunderstood. I was told that owls were stupid, but much later learned that the person who told me this really had meant you cant train them to do your bidding. Well, those are two very different statements. Owls are highly intelligent. They just keep their own counsel and dont care to obey anyone else. Why should they? In the wild they are loners, although to their mates they are the sweetest, most devoted creatures on earth.


    During Wesleys first year, I continued to follow him around as he played and explored, watching out for anything that could pose a threat. Danger lurked everywhere, and as his owl mother, I had the job of saving his life on a fairly continual basis. Besides child-proofing everything, I was extremely careful about what I allowed into the living space we shared. Drinking glasses and flower vases were forbidden because he might knock one over and cut himself. Besides the obvious poisons like drain cleaners and bleach, other dangerous liquids included all caffeinated beverages: the caffeine jolt we depend on in the morning can cause heart attacks in birds. I had no idea what might lurk in houseplants, so I just kept them out of the room. No plastic bags  Wesley might have put his head into one, gotten stuck, and suffocated. Eventually, almost all my framed pictures were taken down, as his flying attacks on the frames sometimes ended with his falling pretty hard to the ground with the picture. Anything on which he could land that would flip up in his face was also forbidden, such as a saucer or plate. Any important paper items were also eventually hidden in drawers so he wouldnt rip them to shreds.


    Living in earthquake country meant I had to keep furniture bolted to the studs in the walls and had to make sure that nothing heavy that could fall on him was on a wall near Wesleys perch. Earthquakes usually start small, so even a minor quake would set everyone into crisis mode. I kept an animal carrier under Wesleys perch and would race to put him in there at the first sign of a temblor. He seemed to understand what was going on and stayed in the carrier quite happily until I felt that the danger had passed.


    [image: ]


    A few years old, playing in newspapers next to his emergency carrier. Stacey OBrien.


    Before I knew it, Wesley was celebrating his first birthday, February 10. Dr. Penfield and I figured that he was four days old when I first saw him on Valentines Day, so I made the tenth his official birthday (or hatch day). I decided it was time to let him kill his own mouse in honor of all hed learned and accomplished. After all, hed been practicing his flying and pouncing moves, so why not try them out on the real thing? I did not take this lightly and stood by to intervene if Wesley started to hurt or scare the mouse without killing it instantly.


    I got a small mouse and put it into the shower where it wouldnt hop out. Wesley would be able to take his time and chase it down. I imagined hed pop into the air, do a fast swoop with the talon-crunch follow-up, then bite the neck just as he had bitten the film canister. No such luck. Wesley was terrified of the live mouse, cowering against the shower door and hissing under his breath. Gathering his last bit of courage, he finally faced it and gave it his no-nos, standing in front of it and slowly moving his head from side to side. Not intimidated, the mouse simply washed its face. Dr. Penfield had said that an imprinted owl could never learn to hunt, so I should have expected this. The reasons for this belief are complicated. The most obvious is that an owl imprinted on a human doesnt have parents to teach him, and he was imitating me. But his threatening of the mouse was interesting. Perhaps he was confused, since he was used to seeing dead mice. Seeing one alive and animated may have frightened him so that he reverted to a threat gesture. But there may have been a lot more to it than that.


    Humans and other mammals sense danger using a very busy part of the brain called the amygdala, which handles sensory input. It acts as a sort of Grand Central Station for interpreting what the senses perceive, using memory and emotions in the process. In birds, the amygdala has developed to become much larger in proportion to that of mammals, and may partially account for the extreme intelligence of birds as well as some of the differences in their thinking. Scientists used to think birds brains were simpler than those of mammals; now we think they may be just as complex, but in a very different way.


    Birds make the same kinds of neural connections as mammals, but certain parts of their brains have developed differently. In birds, the larger amygdala may have evolved to handle more complex processes than it does in mammals. In mammals, this structure is a primary player in the handling of emotion, but in birds it is used more to integrate information and less if at all for emotion and danger assessment.


    The bottom line is that birds brains have evolved a different intelligence from our own and we are just now starting to get a handle on how they use their brains. By comparing the brain functions and structures of birds and mammals, we can now see that their brains evolved in different physiological directions. Even with different structures taking on different functions, however, the two groups developed similar kinds of intelligence  so similar, in fact, that we can communicate and share emotions with each other.


    Whatever was causing Wesleys strange response to the mouse, I decided to wait until next year to try it again.
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