
ON T H E FPERYLOSIS OF T H E BLACK-THROATED 
DIVER. 

BY 
W. P. PYCRAFT. 

I T is surely a matter for regret that so little interest has 
been taken in that side of ornithology which concerns 
structural characters, for these often throw an unsuspected 
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light on habits, and always, a t any rate, contribute 
towards our understanding of the wider problems of 
ornithology. The study of Pterylography, founded by 
Nitzsch just upon a century ago, has really made very 
little progress since, and this because his work has been 
used as though he had left nothing more to be said or 
done in the matter. Nearly all the references to Ptery-
losis contained in the various text books can be traced 
back to Nitzsch; and his work, though good, was not 
always accurate, for he had often to depend for his in
terpretation on dried skins instead of birds in the flesh 
a fruitful source of error. And thus it is tha t all the 
descriptions and figures of the Pterylosis, for instance, of 
the Black-throated Diver (Colymbtis arcticus) are mis
leading, for they are one and all taken from Nitzsch 
and he was wrong ! 

But, I hear some reader of this magazine say, this may 
be most interesting to the anatomist but it can scarcely 
be supposed to come within the purview of the ordinary 
student of British birds. But it does. A knowledge of 
the Pterylosis of the Grebes would have convinced Mr. 
Edmund Selous that he was mistaken when, in one of his 
books, he describes the Dabchick as sending up a shower 
of spray with a " flick" of its t a i l ! Mr. Selous saw 
nothing of the kind, he only thought he did. A know 
ledge of Pterylosis would have brought to light the 
true nature of the plumage of the fledgling Tawny Owl 
long before I had the good fortune to discover i t : and 
finally, it would have introduced more accuracy into the 
figures of our native birds, most of which, in details, such 
as the number and overlap of the wing-coverts, for 
instance, are hopelessly wrong, so that Eagles are shown 
with wings which properly belong to Sparrows, only the 
mistake has been masked by enlarging the size of the 
wing to fit the Eagle ! ! In short, then, if we want to 
know all tha t can, at any rate, be discovered by busy 
men, about our native birds, Pterylosis must be included: 
and I propose, from time to time, to recount such facts 
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on this head as may seem of interest to the readers of 
BRITISH BIRDS. 

Circumstances recently placed in my way, at the 
British Museum, a newly-killed Black-throated Diver, and 
I immediately set to work to examine its Pterylosis, and 
to compare the results of my examination with the figures 
thereof which have from time to time appeared—all, 
however, from Mtzsch. All these figures are inaccurate, 
in showing tha t this bird presented extensive bare spaces, 
or "apteria" on either side of the body, and along the 
median line of the spinal tract between the shoulder-
blades : the under surface is not figured. But in the text 
of Nitzsch's work (Eng. Trans., pub. 1867, Ray Soc , 
p. 152), he says of the ventral aspect, "The inferior space 
is very narrow, remains of equal breadth throughout, 
and extends forward only to the furcula." This de
scription is certainly inadequate. I t is founded, apparently, 
on an examination of two species—the Black- and Red-
throated Divers, and does not appear to fit either ! We 
suspect, however, tha t here, as in so many other cases, 
Nitzsch was working from dried skins for want of fresh 
material, and this because he remarks that , " On the 
pinion of the wing there are probably only ten feathers 
. . . ." In a freshly-killed bird these could easily have 
been counted. 

Now let us turn to the facts, which, as may be seen 
by a glance at the accompanying figures, in no way con
firm Nitzsch's figures, or descriptions ; for this species of 
the genus Colymbus at any rate, is even more closely 
feathered than any of the Struthiones, which, so far, have 
been commonly regarded as the most densely feathered 
of all birds. 

The Apterium mesogastrcei is traceable only with diffi
culty, and is represented by a very narrow space running 
immediately under the free edge of the carina sterni, and 
terminating with this, as may be seen in Fig. 1, the 
apterium being indicated by the narrow blank space down 
the middle of the breast. The Apterium tranci laterale 
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is confined to a very small space not extending anteriorly 
beyond the level of the wrist-joint when the wing is 

FIG. 1. 
PTERYLOSIS OF THE BLACK-THROATED DIVER (UNDERSIDE). 

The dotted areas represent the pterylos or feather-tracts, 

closed, nor posteriorly beyond the level of the femur: 
above it is bounded by the axilla, below by the flank-
feathers. The small dorsi-lateral space overlying the 
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scapula is a vestige of the dorsal extension of this space. 
(Kg. 2.) 

A 

PIG. 2 . 

FTERYLOSIS OF THE BLACK-THROATED DIVER (TJPPERSIDE). 

The dotted areas represent the pterylce or feather-tracts. 

The cervical tract is absolutely continuous. The spinal 
tract is of enormous width posteriorly, and blends with 
the femoral tract, which is unusually closely feathered. 
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Anteriorly, it should be remarked, the spinal t ract ex
pands immediately behind the scapula, and, running 
outwards, joins the posterior border of the humeral t ract : 
from thence it becomes continuous with the pteryla 
femoralis. In the region covered by the closed wing the 
feathers are very small, but only in what is practically 
the axilla have they disappeared. Just as the pteryla 
femoralis is continuous with the pteryla spinalis above, 
so it is also continuous with the pteryla ventralis below. 

There are 11 primaries, and 18 rectrices. 
There are yet other features in connection with the 

Pterylosis of this bird which have long puzzled me, and 
the most elusive of these concerns the nature of the 
feathers of the neck during the adult and winter 
plumages. On this theme, and on one or two minor 
points, I hope to have something to record in the near 
future. But I would draw attention here to the webbing 
of the feet, for I find, on careful examination, that the 
foot approaches that of the Steganopodous type, since 
the hallux is bound by a very distinct web to the base 
of the inner toe, and this web, it seems to me, should be 
regarded as a vestige of a thin sheet of membrane 
extending between the hallux and inner toes, as in the 
Steganopodes. An examination of the feet of nestlings, 
or embryos, may show tha t this web, during earlier 
stages of development, is more extensive than in the 
adult. 

In considering the Pterylosis of the Divers one turns 
naturally to that of the Grebes for comparison. And 
here, as with the Divers, all figures so far published, 
seem to be inaccurate. I have just completed a study of 
the Dabchick from this point of view, and was surprised 
to find how far from the t ruth are the descriptions here 
referred to . When I have made a similar examination 
of the Great Crested Grebe I propose to communicate the 
results to the pages of BRITISH BIRDS. 




