Tiger and an Evening Surprise

Just a few weeks ago | was writing about the owl box in our neighbour’s garden. | was quite
content to think of owls as something happening “next door,” close enough for interest but
not something | would wake up to. So you can imagine my surprise when this week an
immature Spotted Eagle-Owl turned up in our very own garden.

As usual, it was Tiger, our cat, who made the discovery. Tiger has a gift for stubbornness.
When she ignores us calling her inside, there is usually a reason, but this time she was
unusually fixated on the Wendy house roof. She sat stock-still, tail twitching, eyes locked on a
point above us. We tried bribing, coaxing, even threatening to shut the door, but Tiger would
not budge. And only when we followed her gaze did we finally see it: the unmistakable outline
of an owl fledgling in the fading light.

There is something almost surreal about spotting an owl in your own backyard. You expect
them in game reserves, or if you are lucky, on a country road, their eyes catching the glow of
your headlights. To see one perched calmly at home, feathers puffed against the evening
breeze, was a moment of pure magic. The young bird still had the fluffy down of a fledgling,
though its wide golden eyes already carried that ageless, knowing look owls are famous for.

It felt like a privilege, a glimpse into a secret world. Our neighbour’s vacant property has been
quiet for months, almost completely undisturbed, and | suspect that peace made it the
perfect breeding ground for a pair of Spotted Eagle-Owls. The owl box may have played its
part, but it is just as likely that the natural shelter of trees and hidden corners attracted them.
Wherever they chose, it clearly worked. At least one chick made it to fledging, and this little
one found its way into our garden.

We stood in silence, watching. The air was still, the light slipping quickly into dusk, and for a
few minutes the world seemed to pause. The fledgling blinked slowly, turning its head in that
smooth, uncanny way only owls can. It seemed calm, unbothered by our presence, as if it had
decided our garden was a safe place to practice being an owl.

Of course, owls are not always welcomed so peacefully. In daylight, they often draw noisy
mobs of smaller birds. Bulbuls, starlings, even doves will shriek and dive at them, a gang-up
tactic designed to drive the predator away. Scientists call this behaviour “mobbing,” and while
it might look chaotic, it serves a real purpose. Owls are silent hunters, able to approach
without warning, so making noise and exposing their position is the best defence smaller
birds have. For a fledgling, this kind of harassment is probably a tough lesson in survival. But
on this particular evening, there was no mob, only quiet.

That calm gave us a chance to truly appreciate what was in front of us. Spotted Eagle-Owls
are among the most widespread owls in Southern Africa, yet many people go years without
seeing one. They hunt at night, feeding mostly on rodents, insects, and the occasional bird or
reptile, and by doing so, they play an important role in balancing local ecosystems. Having
them around is not only a thrill for birders, it is a natural form of pest control.

| found myself wondering how many evenings the owl had been sitting there unnoticed. Had
it been watching us just as we were now watching it? Did it recognise Tiger as a potential



threat or just another odd creature in its new world? Whatever the case, it felt like a quiet
acceptance, as though the young owl was saying, “This is my neighbourhood now too.”

Moments like this remind me that the wild is never far away. We often think of nature as
something that exists “out there” in parks and reserves, but here it was, alive and breathing
on our doorstep. An owl fledgling finding its footing in the world, choosing our garden as its
temporary stage.

After a while, the fledgling took to the air and glided effortlessly onto a nearby rooftop. Just
when we thought the moment couldn’t get any better, one of the adults swooped in with
dinner. What followed was nothing short of chaos — the little one screeched with
impatience, flapped about dramatically, and sounded like it was being given a proper telling-
off between bites. The noise echoed through the garden, part feeding time, part family
drama. After close to 30 magical minutes of front-row viewing, we decided to leave them to
it. If the evening’s performance was anything to go by, mom’s got her wings full.

So thank you, Tiger, for refusing to come inside. Without your stubborn stare, we might have
missed the gift entirely. And welcome, little Spotted Eagle-Owl, to the neighbourhood. May
you grow strong, find your wings in the night skies, and continue to remind us that even in
the most ordinary places, extraordinary things are waiting if we just take the time to look up.



