
T
he recent establishment of breeding Eagle
Owls Bubo bubo in Yorkshire has been the
cause of some controversy, mainly over

whether the bird belongs in Britain and whether
it has been a native part of the British avifauna
before. A key concern with the newly established
Eagle Owls is that they may predate other rare
raptors in the area, such as Hen Harriers Circus
cyaneus and Hobbies Falco subbuteo. The fossil
and more recent archaeological records of Eagle
Owl for Britain are clearly of relevance to the
debate and a list of these has been published
recently (Turk 2004). The literature-based
record suggests a comparatively continuous
occupation of the British Isles by this species
but, because of questions over the identifications
of bird remains in general (Stewart 2002), it is
necessary to review these records with reference
to the original skeletal remains. In a recent
article, Dennis (2005) claimed that some pre-
medieval archaeological records exist, but these
were not specified. Post-glacial (later than the
last glacial maximum, which ended c. 16,000
years BP) finds are necessary to confirm native
status; these would put the species in Britain
during a time when many of our native living
animal populations were already present.

The latest archaeological record claimed is

that from Meare Lake Village, Somerset, an Iron
Age settlement, which would make the record
about 2,000 years old (Gray 1966; table 1). A
late date such as this, coming from our present
climatic regime, would, if genuine, confirm the
native status of Eagle Owl in Britain. However,
this particular record could also represent an
individual imported for use in hunting; the late
prehistoric period saw other introductions,
whether purposeful or accidental, such as the
domestic fowl Gallus gallus (believed to have
arrived in Europe during the Iron Age from the
India–Burma area; Davis 1987) and the House
Sparrow Passer domesticus (whose earliest
records in northern Europe are late Bronze Age
(3,200–2,800 years BP), from Sweden; Ericson et
al. 1997). It is certainly possible, however, that
the Iron Age Eagle Owl remains represent native
British birds. This species may have been
present in the Mesolithic (10,000–5,500 years
BP) (Bramwell & Yalden 1988), when humans in
Britain were leading hunter-gatherer lifestyles
and not in the habit of moving animals around
the world. In addition to these more recent
Holocene records, there are claims that cover
the last 700,000 years, from interglacials (with
climates similar to that of the present time) as
well as from colder and drier glacials.
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ABSTRACT Eagle Owls Bubo bubo have bred in northern England in most 
years since the mid 1990s, and this has prompted much debate about their

place in the British avifauna.The paper reassesses the fossil and more recent
archaeological records of Eagle Owl in Britain. Separating fossil remains of 

Eagle Owl from those of the closely related Snowy Owl B. scandiacus is
extremely difficult, but records suggest that Eagle Owls, or a species of 
Bubo closely allied with modern Eagle Owl, have been present in Britain 

for up to 700,000 years, through to the end of the last ice age, some 
10,000 years ago, and into the Holocene.
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Review of the fossil records of Bubo in Britain
A review of the finds listed in table 1 is pre-
sented here, although not all material was
located for this survey. The finds will be dis-
cussed starting from the oldest record; numbers
correspond with those in table 1.

1. The record from East Runton, Norfolk (see
fig. 1), is considered to be somewhere
between 1.7 million and 700,000 years old.
The environment indicated from other fossils
at the site (pollen and other animals) is that
of a temperate climate, the vegetation typical
of an interglacial with deciduous woodland
(Stuart 1982). Harrison (1979, 1985, 1988)
suggested that this bone was more akin to
that of a (modern) southern form of Eagle
Owl, with relatively small overall size and
long legs. This has been confirmed during the
present study and is problematic as birds
with these proportions today live in open,
treeless habitats such as the deserts of North
Africa and Arabia. Why a bird with such pro-
portions, which may suggest an adaptation to

warmer or more open conditions, should live
during an interglacial in Britain is difficult to
fathom. Harrison’s (1979a, 1985) explanation
was that the species was then in its ancestral
state and that larger body size and shorter
legs evolved after exposure to northern climes
for a longer period of time. Alternatively, this
specimen may belong to an undescribed
species of Bubo.

2. Another early record is from Boxgrove, West
Sussex (Stewart in press), and is approxi-
mately 500,000 years old (fig. 2). The envir-
onment at the time was again that of an
interglacial (a temperate episode), although
the accompanying rodent species indicate
that the climate was more continental than
that of Britain today (Parfitt 1999). Some
doubt exists over this specimen’s identifica-
tion since the bone is considerably (up to
20%) larger than the same bone in modern
Eagle Owls. Other taxa at Boxgrove include
the following, verified personally by the
author: a swan Cygnus, a goose Anser, a par-
tridge Perdix (perdix), a probable Northern
Gannet Morus bassanus, a large falcon Falco, a
crane Grus, a probable Razorbill Alca torda, a
Great Auk Pinguinus impennis (the oldest
known record), a swift Apus and a crow
Corvus, as well as a number of undetermined
ducks, waders and passerines (Harrison &
Stewart 1999; Stewart in press).

3. A record from the Lower Loam at Barnfield
Pit, Swanscombe, Kent (Harrison 1979b) is
about 400,000 years old. This was the time of
the Hoxnian (Holsteinian) interglacial and
the Eagle Owl would then have been accom-
panied by birds such as Capercaillie Tetrao
urogallus, Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax
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Fig. 1. Distal tarsometatarsus, possibly of small
Eagle Owl Bubo bubo from East Runton,

Norfolk (record no. 1, table 1).

Fig. 2. Coracoid fragment, probably of large 
Eagle Owl Bubo bubo from Boxgrove,
West Sussex (record no. 2, table 1).



carbo, Osprey Pandion haliaetus, Wood Pigeon
Columba palumbus and various geese, ducks
and songbirds (Harrison 1979b; Parry 1996).

4. The record from Tornewton Cave (Harrison
1980) is problematic. First, there is no indica-
tion as to which deposit within the cave the
specimen was excavated from and, as many
different strata exist, this means that its age is
uncertain. Second, the specimen is dubious
owing to a lack of diagnostic osteological fea-
tures, and Stewart (1996) suggested that the
bone cannot be confirmed as that of an Eagle
Owl.

5. The fossil from Chelm’s Combe Shelter,
Cheddar, Somerset, was formerly identified as
Eagle Owl by Harrison (1989). Unfortunately,
while the specimen (fig. 3) can be confirmed
as belonging to the genus Bubo, it is not pos-
sible to establish whether it belonged to an

Eagle Owl or to a Snowy Owl B. scandiacus, as
these two cannot be distinguished on detailed
morphology (Ford 1967) and the specimen
lies between these two extant species in size.
Osteological evidence was part of the reason
for the BOU placing Snowy Owl into the
genus Bubo in 2003 (see Collinson 2006). The
accompanying avifauna includes Willow/Red
Grouse Lagopus lagopus, Ptarmigan L. muta,
Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus, Little
Auk Alle alle and thrushes Turdus (Harrison
1989) as well as mammals such as Reindeer
Rangifer tarandus.

6, 7, 10, 11. Specimens from a number of cave
localities have not been located in the present
survey. Until these fossils can be re-examined,
the possibility will remain that they are
misidentified remains of Snowy Owl or, even
worse, not an owl at all. Separation of Eagle
and Snowy Owl can be extremely difficult,
particularly if specimens are fragmentary.

8, 9. Both Eagle Owl and Snowy Owl have been
listed as having been identified from Kent’s
Cavern, Devon (Harrison 1980; Tyrberg
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Fig. 3. Distal carpometacarpus of Eagle Owl Bubo
bubo or Snowy Owl B. scandiacus from Chelm’s

Combe Shelter, Cheddar, Somerset (record no. 5,
table 1).

Fig. 4. Tarsometatarsus of Snowy Owl Bubo
scandiacus from Kent’s Cavern, Devon (record no. 9,

table 1). Note that it is significantly shorter in relative
terms than that from East Runton (fig. 1).



1998), although only the latter species has
been located in the collection of the Natural
History Museum, London, and its identifica-
tion confirmed (fig. 4). The Eagle Owl record
may have been lost or the Snowy Owl speci-
men may have been misidentified at some
stage and thus two taxa claimed from a single
fossil. The Snowy Owl specimen is of great
importance and interest as it is the only Pleis-
tocene record for the species in Britain. This
is in contrast to the situation in France, where
their remains are relatively common from the
Late to Middle Pleistocene (Mourer-Chauviré
1975). It is interesting to note that they are
also relatively uncommon in Poland, which is
on a similar latitude to Britain (Lorenc 2006).

12. The latest confirmed identification of Eagle
Owl is from Demen’s Dale, Derbyshire
(Bramwell & Yalden 1988). The specimen
itself has not been re-examined in this study
but photographs confirm the identification
(and the specimen has also been examined by
many experienced palaeornithologists;
Bramwell & Yalden 1988). The dimensions of
this tarsometatarsus are large, and the rela-
tively long shaft length rules out Snowy Owl.
This suggests that the Eagle Owls that lived in
Britain during the Holocene were similar in
dimensions to the northern birds living in
Scandinavia today and raises the possibility
that the native British population of Eagle
Owls belonged to the nominate subspecies of
Eagle Owl B. bubo bubo.

13. The claimed record of Eagle Owl from
Meare Lake Village (Gray 1966) cannot be
traced, despite considerable effort (Derek
Yalden pers. comm.), and is perhaps best
regarded as unconfirmed. Even when first
published, there was doubt over the identifi-
cation of this specimen. If confirmed, it
would provide the latest date for the species,
in the region of 2,000 years ago. It is inter-
esting that no other, more recent, records
exist, despite a great deal of work by zoo-
archaeologists working on assemblages from
the Roman period onwards (Parker 1988;
Derek Yalden pers. comm.).

Conclusions
The absence of the Eagle Owl from Britain in
historical times (i.e. the last 1,000–2,000 years)
has been thought to be due to persecution

(Mikkola 1983), although this is difficult to
prove. Until recently, the species has occupied
most of Europe except the northwest, where
many other raptors have certainly been affected
by persecution (e.g. Whitlock 1953, O’Connor
1993). Protective legislation has allowed many
of these birds to recover to some degree and
return to old haunts. The wider phenomenon
of human disturbance has affected a whole suite
of organisms in Britain and elsewhere (Stewart
2004; Hetherington et al. 2005). The recent
breeding of Eagle Owl in Britain may have
stemmed from the release of captive birds.
Alternatively, it may be partly the result of
natural recolonisation from mainland Europe,
where the population has both increased and
spread westwards into Belgium and The Nether-
lands (Dennis 2005). The change in protective
legislation concerning the Eagle Owl in Europe
is likely to be partly responsible for its range
expansion on the mainland, and it is not impos-
sible that some birds in Britain arrived naturally.

The fossil records discussed here suggest that
Eagle Owls, or at least a species from the genus
Bubo very closely allied with modern Eagle Owl
B. bubo, have been present in Britain for up to
700,000 years, through to the end of the last ice
age some 10,000 years ago and into the
Holocene (table 1). During this time they have
lived in temperate interglacials (Pastonian,
Cromerian, Hoxnian and Holocene) and pos-
sibly cold glacials (Devensian). The Hoxnian
(Swanscombe) and Pastonian (East Runton)
fossils were from river deposits while that from
Boxgrove is from a freshwater deposit on a
coastal plain of southern England. However, the
only Devensian fossil examined by the author
(Chelm’s Combe, Cheddar) has not been con-
firmed as Eagle Owl and may represent Snowy
Owl. Indeed, previous analyses may have over-
looked the osteological similarity between
Snowy Owl and Eagle Owl, so that fossil records
should not be accepted (as Eagle Owl) unless it
can be shown convincingly that Snowy Owl has
been considered and eliminated. If genuine, the
Chelm’s Combe record corresponds with a cold
phase of the Late Glacial (the end of the last ice
age). The latest confirmed find is from the
earlier Holocene (Demen’s Dale) in a temperate
climate with indications of woodland. This
shows that the Eagle Owl (as defined above) has
probably been a native species in Britain for a
long time and possibly through different cli-
matic regimes with different habitats. It may be
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that this native status was not continuous and
was punctuated by the extreme conditions of
the most severe glacial periods. However, at
most other times the climate would probably
have been suitable for the species. The finds
from the Late Glacial, if they represent Eagle
Owl, may well be part of the same population as
the earlier Holocene find. There is no climatic
reason why these birds may not be part of a
continuous occupation by the species.

It is the view of the author that the fossil and
archaeological record suggest strongly that the
Eagle Owl is part of the natural, native British
fauna.

Acknowledgments

I thank Derek Yalden for help with the Eagle Owl find
spots and for sending me a photo of the Demen’s Dale
bone. His knowledge of the records of the species comes
in large par t from his database of Pleistocene and
Holocene fossi l birds funded by a grant from the
Leverhulme Trust. Simon Parfitt is thanked for discussing
this contribution and giving access to the Boxgrove
material. Andy Currant is thanked for access to the
Chelm’s Combe specimen and details of its associated
fauna. Finally, I thank Phil Hurst of the Natural History
Museum photographic unit for the photographs of the
Eagle Owl and Snowy Owl bones.

References

Bramwell, D. 1960. Some research into bird distribution in
Britain during the late glacial and postglacial periods.
Bird Report 1959–60, Merseyside Naturalists’
Association: 51–58.

— 1977. Archaeology and Palaeontology. In: Ford,T. D.,
Limestones and Caves of the Peak District: 263–291.
Geo Books, Norwich.

— & Yalden, D.W. 1988. Birds from the Mesolithic of
Demen’s Dale, Derbyshire. Naturalist 113: 141–146.

Collinson, M. 2006. Splitting headaches? Recent taxonomic
changes affecting the British and Western Palearctic
lists. Brit. Birds 99: 306–323.

Davis, S. J. M. 1987. The Archaeology of Animals. Batsford,
London.

Dennis, R. 2005.The eagle owl has landed. BBC Wildlife 23
(13): 24–29.

Ericson, P. G. P.,Tyrberg,T., Kjellberg, A. S., Jonsson, L., & 
Ullén, I. 1997.The earliest record of the House
Sparrow (Passer domesticus) in northern Europe. J.
Archaeological Science 24: 183–191.

Ford, N. L. 1967. ‘A systematic study of the owls based on
comparative osteology.’ PhD dissertation, University of
Michigan.

Gray, H. S. G. 1966. The Meare Lake Village. Vol. 3. A full
description of the excavation and relics from the eastern
half of the West Village, 1910–1933. Privately published,
Taunton.

Harrison, C. J. O. 1979a. Birds of the Cromer Forest Bed
series of the East Anglian Pleistocene. Trans. Norfolk &
Norwich Naturalists’ Soc. 25: 277–286.

— 1979b. Pleistocene birds from Swanscombe, Kent.

London Naturalist 58: 6–8.
— 1980. Pleistocene bird remains from Tornewton Cave

and the Brixham Windmill Hill Cave in south Devon.
Bull. Brit. Nat. Hist. (Geol.) 33(2): 91–100.

— 1985.The Pleistocene birds of south eastern England.
Bull. Geol. Soc. Norfolk 35: 53–69.

— 1986. Bird remains from Gough’s Cave, Cheddar,
Somerset. Proc. Univ. Bristol Spelaeol. Soc. 17(3):
305–310.

— 1988. The History of the Birds of Britain. Collins, London.
— 1989. Bird bones from Chelm’s Combe Shelter,

Cheddar, Somerset. Proc. Univ. Bristol Spelaeol. Soc.
18(3): 412–414.

— & Stewart, J. R. 1999.The bird remains. In: Roberts,
M. B., & Parfitt, S. A. (eds.), The Middle Pleistocene Site at
ARC Eartham Quarry, Boxgrove,West Sussex, UK. English
Heritage Monograph Series 16, London.

Hetherington, D. A., Lord,T. C., & Jacobi, R. M. 2005. New
evidence for the occurrence of Eurasian Lynx (Lynx
lynx) in medieval Britain. J. Quaternary Science 21(1):
3–8.

Lorenc, M. 2006. On the taphonomic origins of Vistulian
bird remains from cave deposits in Poland. Acta
Zoologica Cracoviensa 49A(1–2): 63–82.

Mikkola, H. 1983. Owls of Europe. Poyser, London.
Mourer-Chauviré, C. 1975. Les Oiseaux du Pléistocène

Moyen et Supérieur de France. Documents de
Laboratoire de Géologie de la Faculté de Lyon No. 64.

Newton, E.T. 1924. Note on birds’ bones from Merlin’s
Cave. Proc. Univ. Bristol Spelaeol. Soc., 2(2): 159–161.

O’Connor,T. P. 1993. Birds and the scavenger niche.
Archaeofauna 2: 155–162.

Parfitt, S. 1999. Mammalia. In: Roberts, M. B., & Parfitt, S. A.
(eds.), The Middle Pleistocene Site at ARC Eartham
Quarry, Boxgrove,West Sussex, UK: 197–290. English
Heritage Monograph Series 16, London.

Parker, A. J. 1988.The birds of Roman Britain. Oxford
Journal of Archaeology 7(2): 197–226.

Parry, S. 1996.The avifaunal remains. In: Conway, B.,
McNabb, J., & Ashton, N. (eds.), Excavations at Barnfield
Pit, Swanscombe, 1968–72. British Museum Occasional
Paper 94: 137–143.

Stewart, J. R. 1996. Quaternary birds from Torbryan Valley.
In: Charman, D. J., Newnham, R. M., & Croot, D. G.
(eds.), The Quaternary of Devon and East Cornwall: field
guide. Quaternary Research Association, London.

— 2002.The evidence for the timing of speciation of
modern continental birds and the taxonomic ambiguity
of the Quaternary fossil record. In: Zhou, Z., & Zhang,
F. (eds.), Proceedings of the 5th Symposium of the Society
of Avian Paleontology and Evolution: 261–282. China
Science Press, Beijing.

— 2004.Wetland birds in the recent fossil record of
Britain and northwest Europe. Brit. Birds 97: 33–43.

— In press.The bird remains. In: Roberts, M. B., & Parfitt,
S. A. (eds.), The Boxgrove Hominid Site. English Heritage
Monograph Series, London.

Stuart, A. J. 1982. Pleistocene Vertebrates in the British Isles.
Longman, London.

Turk,T. 2004. The eagle owl in Britain 2004. Has the
native returned? Tyto 9(3): 9–20.

Tyrberg,T. 1998. Pleistocene birds of the Palaearctic: a
catalogue. Nuttall Ornithological Club, Cambridge, MA.

Whitlock, R. 1953. Rare and Extinct Birds of Britain.
Phoenix House Limited, London.

486 British Birds 100 • August 2007 • 481–486

The fossil and archaeological record of Eagle Owl in Britain

John R. Stewart, Department of Palaeontology, Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road,
London SW7 5BD; e-mail s.john@nhm.ac.uk


