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Raven? Crow? Black 
birds all look the same, 
right? 

Ravens and crows are 
often mistaken for each 
other because they look 
similar, live in similar 
areas and have the same 
mannerisms. Here is a 
quick guide to help you 
know the differences. 

Both ravens and crows 
are members of the fam-
ily Corvidae, which also 
includes jays, magpies 
and a few other birds. 
The two species that are 
most prevalent in Colora-
do are the common raven 
and the American crow, 
and they differ slightly 
from species found in 
other parts of the world. 

Size is probably the 
most noticeable differ-
ence between the two. 
In general, ravens are 
larger than crows. In our 
area, ravens are about the 
size of a red-tailed hawk, 
while crows here are the 
size of a pigeon. 

Ravens have a more 
powerful and curved bill, 
with a tuft of feathers 
on top; a crow’s bill is 
smaller, flatter and lacks 
feathers. The feathers of 
a raven are shinier and 
sometimes appear to 
have a wet sheen, while a 
crow’s feathers are duller 
and may have lighter 
markings. 

While in flight, the 
birds’ tails look different. 
A raven has tail feath-
ers of varying lengths 
(longer in the middle), so 
when it spreads its tail, 
it makes a wedge shape. 
Crows have tail feath-
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Raven, a Chihuahuan raven, is an animal ambassador in 
the Pueblo Zoo’s education department.
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ers that are all the same 
length, so when in flight, 
the tail opens like a fan. 

Another big difference 
is in the sounds they 
make. Ravens make more 
of a low-pitched croaking 
noise while crows make 
a higher-pitched cawing. 
Ravens have a longer 
lifespan, living up to 20 
years in the wild, while 
crows usually live about 
half that long.

The raven at the 
Pueblo Zoo is a Chihua-
huan raven (the slight 
differences between that 
and a common raven can 
be found in the accompa-
nying fact box). His name 
is Raven and he will turn 
20 this month. He came 
to the zoo in September 
of 1995 after being at a re-
habilitation center in Las 
Cruces, N.M., because he 
fell out of the nest as a 
baby. 

Raven is now an animal 
ambassador in the zoo’s 
education department 
and spends time at 
schools and other out-
reach events in Pueblo. 
When he is not helping 
educate people, he lives 
behind the scenes at 
the zoo. He can say the 
word “hello” when asked, 
although he is pretty shy 
and will usually only do 
it when he is in his home 
and for a reward (his 
favorite food is the yolk 
of a hard-boiled egg). 

Raven also can remem-
ber faces for years. A 
member of the Chieftain 
staff used to come to the 
zoo frequently when she 
was younger, because her 
mother was a volunteer 

and would spend time 
with Raven. Although 
she is not able to visit as 
frequently as she used to, 
she still stops by occa-
sionally to visit with him 
and he always remem-
bers her, no matter how 
long it has been (weeks, 
months, even years!), 
allowing her to pet his 
head (a rarity for even 
staff members). 

Scientific name: Cor-
vus cryptoleucus

Common name: Chi-
huahuan raven or white-
necked raven, due to 
the white coloring at the 
base of each feather.

Description: Chihua-
huan ravens look very 
similar to the common 
raven that resides here 
in Colorado. They are 
large, all-black birds, 
with a large black bill. 
The Chihuahuan raven 
(wingspan of up to 3½ 
feet) is smaller than the 
common raven (wing-
span of up to 4.9 feet) 
and is actually more 
similar in size to the 
American crow. An-
other difference can be 
found at the base of the 
feather: The Chihuahuan 
raven’s feather base 
(the part closest to the 
body) is white in color; it 
is difficult to see unless 
the bird has its feath-
ers fluffed or raised. 
Males and females are 
about the same size 
and mate for life. They 
are omnivores, eating a 
variety of foods, includ-
ing insects, grains, car-
rion, eggs, birds, fruits, 
lizards, small mammals 
and garbage. Although 
ravens are often thought 
to be strictly scaven-
gers, they also can be 
successful hunters.

Range: Southwestern 
deserts, including areas 
of Arizona, New Mexico, 

Texas and south into Cen-
tral America. Most popula-
tions do not migrate during 
the year.

Habitat: Dry, open grass-
lands. They scan for food 
from above (either while in 
flight or from a perch), but 
they catch their food on 
the ground.

Reproduction and 
rearing: The Chihuahuan 
raven usually nests in a 
tree, shrub or utility pole, 
although they will some-
times use buildings or 
other man-made struc-
tures. The nest is made of 
sticks and twigs and forms 
a bowl shape. The female 
lays 3-8 eggs in a clutch. 
Both parents help to incu-
bate the eggs and care for 
the young once they hatch 
(bringing food and provid-
ing protection). Nestlings 
leave their parents about a 
month after hatching. 

Predators: Larger birds, 
such as hawks, owls and 
eagles.

Lifespan: Usually 10-15 
years in the wild. They can 
live 30-40 years in captivity.

Conservation status: 
Least concern.

References: allabout-
birds.org, arkive.org, 

desertmuseum.org, Audu-
bon.org, iucnredlist.org.

— Mo Walsh

Dear Abby: My 
mother has Alzheimer’s. 
She has been in a nursing 
home for 10 years. I feel 
sorry for her because 
she can’t verbalize that 
her teeth are killing her, 
but I can see the pain in 
her face. When I asked 
her if her teeth hurt, she 
rubbed my arm up and 
down, which I took to 
mean yes. I asked for her 
to be seen by a doctor, 
but at this time we have 
to wait at least six weeks 
to see one.

Something I would 
like people to know 
is there is little dental 
care available in nurs-
ing homes. Because of 
improved dental care 
by the general public, 
many more people arrive 
in nursing homes with 
their teeth intact than 
they used to. This sounds 
good, but the problem 
is that patients often 
refuse to allow anyone 
to assist them with oral 
hygiene. Eventually they 
may become too frail to 
withstand the stress of 
surgery or other treat-
ment that comes with 
failing teeth.

As I understand it, not 
many dentists are willing 
to shoulder the extra 
challenge of caring for 
this “difficult” popula-
tion, or the red tape of 
getting paid for the care 
of patients in nursing 
homes.

It is very important 
to take care of our teeth 
as we age. We can help 
overworked staff by en-
couraging our loved ones 
to brush and floss. Take 
them out for a checkup 
every six months.

Please let the public 
know how important this 
is. — Nancy C. in West 
Virginia

Dear Nancy: As you 
noted, people are keep-
ing their teeth longer. We 
now know that a healthy 
mouth is important for 
good overall health, no 
matter what your age.

In addition to dentists, 
there are now dental 
hygienists in many states 
who can provide care for 
people in nursing homes 
and homebound patients. 
Some specialize in treat-
ing the developmentally 
disabled and “difficult” 
populations.

Specially licensed 
dental hygienists can 
provide services outside 
of the dental office in 
the states that allow it, 
and can refer the patient 
to a dentist for further 
service. In the United 
States, individual states 
determine the scope of 
practice for providers, 
which includes what 
types of services dental 
hygienists may provide 
in that state. 

If you have additional 
questions, the American 
Dental Hygienists’ As-
sociation (adha.org) can 
provide further state-
specific information on 
this subject.

Write Dear Abby at 
www.DearAbby.com or 
P.O. Box 69440, Los Ange-
les, CA 90069.
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