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TAWNY FROGMOUTH 
 
 
Common Names:  Mopoke, morepork, freckled frogmouth, night hawk, podargus, tawny-
shouldered frogmouth. 
 
Order:  Strigiformes 
 
Suborder: Caprimulgiformes  
 
Infraorder:  Podargides 
 
Family:  Podargidae 
 
Latin Name:  Podargus strigoides 
 
Habitat and Range:  Australia, coastal islands of Indo-Malaysia, Southern New Guinea and 
Tasmania.  Widespread and common in well watered regions, sparse in arid regions.  May be 
found along roadsides, in golf courses, parks, and gardens.  Primarily inhabits woodlands along 
watercourses or in hills.  They are not found in either the denser rainforests or treeless deserts. 
Tawny frogmouths have a distinct preference for eucalyptus. 
 
Description:  There is a wide variation in size and color, which is not related to region.  The 
typical tawny frogmouth has mostly gray plumage, heavily and intricately mottled and marbled 
paler-gray or brownish tawny with dark streaks; often tawny to rufous on shoulders, wings and 
back; paler below, finely dark streaked.  (A reddish phase sometimes occurs.)  The leading edge of 
the first primary feather is fringed for silent flight; wings are relatively broad, suitable for strong 
flight over short distances only.  It has a very broad bill, topped with bristly feathers and large 
yellow eyes.  The inside of the mouth is yellow or apple-green; the tongue is thin like a scrap of 
paper. They have weak feet.  Sexes are similar. 
 
Adult Size:  Head to tail about 13” to 18” long.  Our program bird weighs approximately 14 oz. 
 
Voice: Low repeated “oom-oom-oom-oom,” slow or quite rapid and repeated up to 40 times; 
seems to have no distinct beginning or end.  While the sound may be heard over a mile away, up 
close the vocalization is barely audible. 
 
Diet in the Wild:  Chiefly insects, snails and vertebrates small enough to be swallowed whole, 
such as lizards and mice. They catch their prey with their beaks. 
 
Reproduction:  The nest is a shallow, flimsy platform made of small sticks or a wad of its own 
feathers, camouflaged with plants, placed on horizontal forks of a tree.  Sometimes uses the old 
nests of other birds such as the Australian magpie or white-winged chough; two white, rounded 
eggs, incubated by both parents (the male by day and the female by night).  Nestlings are downy-
white. 
 
Life Span: Average 10 years in captivity. 
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Perils:  Large marsupial predators, dogs, foxes and feral cats.  A heavy mortality is caused by 
traffic accidents.  These birds are slow to take wing. They are often hit by cars while chasing 
moths in headlights. 
 
Protection:  So far as natural predators are concerned, the plumage and markings of the tawny 
frogmouth resemble tree bark, making the bird nearly invisible when motionless.  At night it may 
dive from a branch at potential predators, clapping its beak very loudly.  Gaping and hissing and 
buzzing sounds also are used as a defense. 
 
Interesting Facts:  Ornithologists long have puzzled over how to classify the frogmouths, 
especially the Australian species.  These unique birds appear to defy most conventional systems.  
However, many experts currently are of the opinion that these birds are most closely related to and 
belong in the order Strigiformes (owls).  Twelve species in two families are known:  
 
Frogmouths are nocturnal, possess weak feet and are relatively lethargic.  They are named for their 
very broad, slightly hooked bills which are used to capture food.  This is done by pouncing upon 
terrestrial prey from a perch or by scouring the branches of trees.  They have a distinguishing tuft 
of bristle-like feathers around the nostrils at the base of the beak, which seems partially to conceal 
the beak and nostrils.  Eye color may be brown, red, or yellow.  They most often occur in pairs, 
but families of three to four individuals or single birds have been observed.  
 
At night, when plumage is relaxed, frogmouths look very large.  By day, these birds roost 
lengthwise on a tree branch with head up and eyes closed, feathers slimed, and assume a slim 
stick-like immobility.  Intricate plumage, tufts of coarse feathers over the bill and jagged tips to 
the tail, give the bird the appearance of dead branch stubs.  Tawny frogmouths possess no preen 
gland but produce powder down in two patches under the rump feathers.  This is spread through 
the plumage as feather dressing.  
 
Folklore:  Older books classify frogmouths in the order Caprimulgiformes.  They once were 
thought to be related to the goatsuckers or nightjars (so named because of their “night-jarring 
sounds”).  Ancient Greek goatherds, seeing nightjars hovering open-mouthed about their animals 
in the evening, believed that the birds were sucking milk from the teats of goats.  In reality the 
nightjars were hunting bugs stirred up from the grass by the goats.  As one author writes, “At 
times legend and fable become embedded in scientific ornithology.”  Such is the case with the 
family Caprimulgidae, which literally translates as “goatsucker” or “goatmilkers.”  Note that 
frogmouths still are classified in the Suborder Caprimulgi. 
 
Ecology:  These are benign, beneficial birds which consume large quantities of moths and beetles. 
They are considered to be common. 
 
Diet at the Zoo:  One mouse with vitamins; sometimes crickets. 
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