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THE RED-THROATED DIVER IN ITS 
BREEDING-HAUNTS. 

BY 

E. L. TURNER, H O N . MEM. B.O.U. 

(PiATES 12-15.) 

W E can hardly imagine a greater contrast than that 
which exists between an English hedgerow in early 
June and the haunt of the Red-throated Diver. In 
the one : 

AH little birds tha t are 
How they seem to fill the sea and air 
With their sweet jargoning. 

And if the birds are silent, there is the hum of insect-
life, and the thousand and one indefinable sounds 
which make summer. 

But the locality chosen by the Red-throated Diver 
(Gavia stellata) for the up-bringing of its young, is 
remote from man, and pervaded by a silence often so 
profound and absolute, that the sudden rattle of a 
focal-plane shutter startles the photographer as much, 
and perhaps more, than it does the bird. After hours 
of long waiting, when one is tired and dispirited, 
the wild call of the Red-throated Diver is enough 
to maka one's flesh creep : it resembles the cry of a 
little child in pain, but is more akin maybe to the wail 
of a lost spirit, echoing and re-echoing round the 
lonely hills. 

I made two unsuccessful attempts at photographing 
this species ; the first bird was shy and refused to sit 
for me. On May 26th I waited nearly three hours in 
a hole two feet square, cut in the peat and covered with 
a tiny tent. The water gradually oozed through till 
up to my knees, and soon rendered the situation 
impossible. On June 3rd I tried again, but waited in 
vain for seven hours. The nest was on the edge of 
a deep and dark little mountain-tarn above the main 
loch ; from my peep-hole I could see several Greater 
Black-backed Gulls brooding on the moor, and between 
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1.30 and 2 p.m. five of these birds came to feed round 
the tarn; they were in a great hurrj, and evidently 
bent on making the most of their time. There 
was another pool higher up, and at 3 p.m. a Red-
throated Diver, which I took to be my bird, alighted 
there and began to play about; the light was fine and 
the bird looked beautiful, turning and twisting, diving, 
shaking its wings and preening itself. I waited—• 
all excitement—hoping every moment that it would 
return to its maternal duties ; but when, after some two 
hours of this irresponsible behaviour, the bird quietly 
settled down to sleep with its head and neck twisted 
over its back, and just floated idly with the wind, it 
suddenly dawned upon me that such callous behaviour 
could only be the result of masculine indifference. 

Meanwhile, I had taken advantage of the Diver's 
comparative remoteness, to re-focus and change my 
plate, thereby making a considerable rustling inside 
the tent. Becoming suddenly aware of my mistake 
and its probable results, I gently thrust a hatpin through 
the back of the tent, and by placing one eye close to 
this tiny hole, surveyed that portion of the tarn which 
was behind me. Great was my annoyance at finding 
the female lurking within two feet of my tent, where 
no doubt she had been all the time her mate was enjoying 
himself in the upper pool. My chances were spoilt 
for that day, as it was then 6 p.m., so I merely 
photographed the eggs, moving my camera near the 
nest in order to do this. When unscrewing my big 
Zeiss lens, it gave a kick at the last turn, spun out of 
my hand and rolled into the tarn. My depression was 
then complete and only the stentorian commands of 
the gillie prevented me from following the lens : the 
tarn was deep and dark as the inferno is said to be. 
The next day, however, a solemn procession consisting 
of the two keepers, Miss Haviland and myself, armed 
with poles and landing-nets, set out to recover the 
lens; and after a while it was deftly hauled up by the 
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head keeper, absolutely unhurt—quite the most -valuable 
fish that had ever been landed in that net ! I had 
no desire however to revisit this spot, and as Miss 
Haviland had successfully photographed a much more 
amenable bird in another locality, I repaired to that 
Diver, and during three days, June 9th, 10th and 23rd 
I exposed seventy-two plates. 

This second nest was also situated on the edge of 
a little pool above a larger loch; about a mile from the 
one and only road round the island. On leaving the 
road we had to keep along the edge of a low ridge for 
three parts of the way, then descend abruptly to the 
tarn. Directly anyone appeared on the end of the 
ridge the Diver slipped into the water, and as the 
intruder approached the nest, she either took wing 
and circled round one's head, or else swam to the 
far end of the pool and watcKed ; but as soon as quiet 
reigned she returned to the eggs and no amount of 
movement inside the tent would put her off. She 
seemed curious and interested. Each day I came out 
of the tent to eat my lunch, and sat a few feet from her, 
photographing her at intervals. Once I tried to stroke 
her on the neck but that was too great a liberty on 
my part, though she allowed me to keep within two 
feet (Plate 12) before diving off; even then she returned 
a t once when I retired, merely giving me a glance 
of scorn, as with haughty mien and upcurved beak a 
trifle more tip-tilted than usual, she swam swiftly up 
to the bank (Plate 12). 

The Red-throated Diver is a beautiful bird ; personally 
I prefer it to the Black-throated Diver, though the 
latter may be considered the more handsome species ; 
nevertheless when seen a t close quarters the Red-
throated possesses a quiet and unsurpassed beauty 
of her own. In bright sunlight the colour of her head 
is a soft pale grey, a fit setting for the splendid ruby 
eye ; the longitudinal stripes down the back of the 
neck and the poise of the head add dignity to the bird, 
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and one could almost imagine she was consciously proud 
of the brilliant crimson gorget worn during the breeding-
season. And indeed she probably is, for what feminine 
thing—or masculine either—is not conscious of its charm 1 

On dull days the head looks dark slate-grey which 
exactly tones with the sullen water, and in all lights 
the white line along the upper mandible tends to merge 
the bird into its surroundings. In the water all the 
movements of this Diver are characterized by a dainty 
grace—out of it she is ungainly as a seal (Plate 13). 
When you see her shuffling up to her nest you feel 
you would like to walk behind and help her ; the breast-
feathers become stained and discoloured from contact 
with the moist peaty earth as she struggles clumsily up 
the bank. On returning to the eggs she usually dived 
when within twenty yards, re-appearing close to the 
bank. On one occasion I was lucky enough to catch 
her just as she came up from the dive, the photograph 
showing only the head and neck, with a swirl of water 
where the body is about to emerge (Plate 13). 

She scrambled on to the bank at a point immediately 
opposite the camera (Plate 14); generally one bound landed 
her close to the eggs ; she then flopped down somewhere 
within touch of them, and fell forwards, thrusting the 
eggs very far aft with her bill. Every two or three 
hours she stood up and turned them (Plate 14), then 
fell forwards again. For the most part she sat gazing 
out over the moor, sometimes wide awake and suspicious, 
frequently dozing; now and again she played with 
loose bits of grass within reach. Often she moved 
her head from side to side with rapid, sinuous twists 
as if looking for her mate-—whom I never once saw— 
but nothing seemed to scare her. Once I had a prolonged 
and violent fit of coughing, and when this occurs birds 
are usually scared out of their wi ts ; but the Diver 
only stretched out her long neck and listened (Plate 15), 
resuming her usual nonchalant air as soon as the un
wonted sounds were over. At the last I took down the 
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tent, packed up everything and walked away without 
in the least disturbing her serenity. During a heavy 
shower the bird was covered with iridescent raindrops 
(Plate 15), which she made no attempt to remove. 
Did the self-conscious beauty realize the additional 
charm imparted to her plumage by this delicate net
work of rare jewels ? 

"deliberately took a header." 

When leaving the nest she usually dived off quite 
suddenly, but once she stood up and deliberately took 
a header into the water, then swam round and round 
the tarn, preening her feathers, stretching and napping 
her wings and drinking, but on no occasion was she 
absent from the nest for more than five minutes. 

No two birds of the same species could possibly 
present a greater contrast than did the two pairs of 
Red-throated Divers I tried to photograph. The first, 
shy, bird was generally accompanied by her mate, 
whereas the second, perfectly amenable one, might 
almost have been alone in charge of the eggs. 

The first had been sitting a fortnight when I went 
to her the second time, yet she was as shy and wild as 
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possifole; while the second Diver had fresh eggs on 
June 3rd, when Miss Haviland first photographed her, 
and did not hatch out tili June 25th ; another striking 
illustration of variety of temperament in individual 
birds of the same species, for both were nesting in 
utterly wild surroundings, and under precisely the same 
isolated conditions. 

■' stretohing and flapping hei' wings." 

As I climbed the brae after my last visit to the Diver, 
I stood and had one long final look at the bird which 
had given me so much pleasure, and the wild moorland 
and bog which surrounded her. Though I must have 
been sharply outlined against the horizon, she merely 
turned her head and watched me out of sight. I left 
her with a feeling akin to remorse, for I am not likely 
ever to see this beautiful species " at home " again; but I 
soon cheered up at the thought of the many I should see 
around our Kentish coasts during the winter, not alone 
and brooding midst the silent hüls ; but gay and buoyant, 
riding at ease beyond the breakers whose dull roar and 
backwash make music and companionship alike for bird 
and bird-lover. 
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" within two feet." 

" with haughty mien and upcurved beak." 

THE RED-THROATED DIVER. 

Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner. 
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" ungainly as a seal." 

" she came up from the dive." 

THE RED THROATED DIVER. 

Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner. 
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" she scrambled on to the bank " 

Turning the Eggs, 

THE RED THROATED DIVER 

Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner. 
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" stretched out her neck and listened." 

" covered with iridescent raindrops." 

THE RED-THROATED DIVER. 

Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner. 
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