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Podargus strigoides 

Tawny Frogmouth 
Class:  Aves. Order:  Caprimulgiformes. Family:  Podargidae. 
Other names:  Mopoke, morepork, freckled frogmouth, night 
hawk, podargus, tawny-shouldered frogmouth. 
 
Physical Description: Often mistaken for an owl, the tawny 
frogmouth is actually a member of the nightjar family.  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.)  They have rounded, medium length wings. 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.  Tawny 
frogmouths have enormous, wide, frog-like mouths to capture insects topped with bristly feathers and 
large yellow eyes. Their bill is large, horny, triangular, and sharply hooked.  The upper mandible is strongly 
hooked.  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, little to no sexual dimorphism. Head to tail these birds are about 13” to 
18” long; typically weighing 12-16 oz.  Their legs are very short and their feet small and weak. They are slow 
and deliberate in their movements, and are the weakest fliers in the order Caprimulgiformes. 
 
Diet in the Wild: Chiefly insects, spiders, scorpions, centipedes, frogs, worms, snails and vertebrates small 
enough to be swallowed whole, such as lizards, birds, and mice. They catch their prey with their beaks.  
Large moths are a preferred favorite of the tawny frogmouth.  They will occasionally eat fruit. 
 
Diet at the Zoo:  One mouse with vitamins; sometimes crickets. 
 
Habitat & 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 but primarily inhabit 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. 
 
Life Span:  Average 10 years in captivity. 
 
Perils in the wild: Large marsupial predators, dogs, foxes and feral cats. The main enemy is the carpet 
python. The snake detects the bird by physical and chemical stimuli, rather than by sight, coils around it 
and swallows it whole. 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. 
 
Physical Adaptations: 

 The plumage and markings of the tawny frogmouth resemble tree bark, making the bird nearly 
invisible when motionless;   helping it avoid detection by predators during the day. 

 the tawny frogmouth uses its large eyes and excellent hearing to hunt  

 The frogmouth is a nocturnal hunter, with soft plumage and silent flight.  
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 The facial bristles are feathers hardened like bone to help them detect and capture food 

 It has simple toes, adapted for perching only and captures most of its food on the ground, pouncing 
on it from a low branch, or other vantage point; using its wide beak.  

 Cryptic coloration is perfect camouflage leaving the bird indistinguishable from a tree bark 
 

Behavioral Adaptations: 

 Nocturnal 

 paired permanently, families of three to four individuals or single birds have been observed.  

 The voice is a repetitious low, oom-oom-oom, heard at night and kept up for long periods during the 
breeding season 

 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. 

 It usually rests motionless during the day, perched on a low branch of mallee, belar, or eucalyptus 
trees, often with head hunched and feathers loosely raised. The eyes may appear closed, but as the 
upper eyelids are only lowered half way, the bird is still alert and observant.  

 Intricate plumage, tufts of coarse feathers over the bill and jagged tips to the tail, give the bird the 
appearance of dead branch stubs.   

 When they sense danger they freeze in a position that looks like a dead tree branch; it stretches its 
neck and body with feathers tightened and beak pointing upwards. 

 Only if pushed do they flash or react with a frightening snapping of their yellow, mouthed bills. 

 They have the ability to assume an intimidating posture, appearing much larger than they actually 
are by standing their feathers up over their head and body, eyes wide opened, beak gapped.  

 They occasionally eat fruit or road-kill carrion to supplement their diet.  

 They are non-migratory except in a few areas of Australia.  
 

Reproduction and Development:  

 The nest is a shallow, flimsy platform made of small sticks or a wad of its own feathers across a 
horizontal fork of a branch up to thirteen meters above the ground, camouflaged with plants.  
Sometimes uses the old nests of other birds such as the Australian magpie or white-winged chough. 
Usually they use the same nest each year, and must make repairs to their loosely built nests.    

 Two-three glossy, white, oval eggs, incubated by both parents on a lining of green leaves in the nest  

 Both male and female take turns sitting on the eggs to incubate them (the male by day and the 
female by night) until they hatch about 30 days later. 

 Nesting duties are shared evenly by the sexes; building, incubating, brooding and feeding one 
another on the nest, as well as young. Each may spend up to 12 hours incubating eggs. 

 When first hatched, the young are covered with long, creamy-white down. Both parents help feed 
the chicks. About 25 days after hatching, the chicks are ready to leave the nest. 

 
Additional Information:   

 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. 

 In the wild, these birds receive the majority of their hydration from their diet and from the rains. 
 

Conservation Status:  Least Concern 
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Conservation Efforts:  The biggest threat to Tawny Frogmouth is road accidents. This is due to insects being 
attracted to car lights and in turn the Tawny Frogmouth is attracted to the insects. Unfortunately in pursuit 
of a meal it is common for these birds to glide down and crash into a car. 
 

Sources: 

 Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Gardens 

 Tawny Frogmouth by Gisela Kaplan 

 http://www.australiazoo.com.au/our-animals/amazing-
animals/birds/?bird=nightjars&animal=tawny_frogmouth 

 http://www.torontozoo.com/ExploretheZoo/AnimalDetails.asp?pg=535. 
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