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NOTES ON T H E GREAT NORTHERN DIVER. 
BY 

ERIC B. DUNXOP. 

T H E Great Northern Diver (Gavia immer) is best known 
in the British Isles as a winter-visitor, though in the 
Orkneys I have frequently seen it in summer, and it does 
not appear impossible tha t it may occasionally have 
bred there on some remote loch. 

In Canada I was able to make observations on two 
breeding pairs, one having eggs, the other young, and also 
with the help of a blind to photograph the bird on her eggs. 
The nest with the eggs was composed of a mass of grasses, 
sedges and moss, heaped together on a submerged bank, 
which was about three inches beneath the surface of the 
water. I t was at the margin of a small lake. This nest 
had undoubtedly been made by the birds themselves ; 
the material would have filled a large washing-basin 
to overflowing. The bird was seen to pick up a piece of 
vegetation whilst incubating. 

Whenever the bird was put off the nest she dived from 
it into the water with a splash, coming up some distance 
away and frequently swimming with the body submerged 
and only the head showing. On a close approach being 
made to the nest, both birds became bolder and occasion
ally came within about thirty yards, swimming on the 
surface. 

After erecting the blind, i t was left overnight, and the 
at tempt to photograph the bird was made the following 
day. After waiting a considerable time the bird swam 
up to the nest and shuffled on to it. She then moved 
the eggs with the open beak, holding them between the 
mandibles whilst arranging them. Next she partially 
settled down on them, then got up and moved the eggs 
with the open beak again, and then finally settled down. 
One of the photographs shows the position assumed by 
the bird when arranging the eggs. I saw her come on to 
the nest on three occasions. Each time she swam and 
dived about until within thirty yards. She then dived 
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and came up some ten yards from the nest, finally 
swimming the remainder of the distance on the surface. 

The second time she came on she again arranged the 
eggs with open beak; on the third occasion she moved 
them with the beak both opened and closed. She altered 
their position several times before she was satisfied, sitting 
on them in the intervals between re-arranging tbem. She 
also altered her own position on the nest. 

Fig. 1. NEST OP A GREAT NORTHERN DIVER BUILT ON A 
SUBMERGED BANK. 

(Photographed by Eric B. Dunlop.) 

Another pair of Great Northern Divers settled on this 
lake, one shortly after flying off, while the other joined 
the pair near the nest. All three dived about and preened 
their plumage together. This toleration of a strange 
bird in the vicinity of the nest was interesting, but it 
did not last long, for one of the pair suddenly jumped 
straight up in the water, the body vertical, until it was 
all but clear of the surface, and with wings extended 
struck inward with them towards the interloper. The 
latter then took wing and departed. 

A bird that flew directly over me carried the legs and 
feet extended behind the tail and pointed together in a 



144 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. IX. 

V-shape ; the points of the toes appeared to be touching, 
and the webbing of the feet was closed, not spread. 

The birds were frequently seen to lie on one side in the 
water with one leg out, preening their plumage, as ducks 
do. I also saw one when swimming on an even keel lift 
one leg an inch or two out of the water and wave it in 
the air behind it. I t both closed and opened the web 
when doing this. 

Fig. 2. GKEAT NOBTHEBN DIVER SWIMMING LOW NEAE THE NEST. 

(Photographed by Eric B. Dunlop.) 

The nest of the pair with young was also found. I t was 
at the margin of a small lake. The birds had apparently 
brought some grass together here also, but it was on land 
and not built up on a submerged bank. The shells of 
the hatched eggs had not been removed by the birds and 
were lying in fragments on the nest. The female swam 
about with the two young perched on her back. They 
were seated between the scapulars, and she kept turning 
her head round to them as she swam. On scaring her 
she dived, but on her coming to the surface again the 



VOL. ix.] GREAT NORTHERN DIVER. 145 

young swam after her and soon remounted. She lowered 
her back to assist them in doing so. 

Subsequently, when the young were in danger whilst 
swimming, the female tried to draw attention to herself 
by jumping straight up till she was nearly clear of the 
water in an upright position, and also by rushing for a 

Fig. 3. GREAT NORTHERN DIVER ARRANGING THE EGGS. 

{Photographed by Eric B. Dunlop.) 

few feet over its surface. The male now approached : 
he had previously kept at a distance. They both uttered 
their wild wailing cry. When heard together the male's 
was noticeably the deeper pitched. 

This Diver has a great variety of calls. The usual wail 
can be heard at a considerable distance. I also heard it 
uttered in an undertone when the birds thought them
selves alone. I t could then only be heard at close quarters. 

M 



Fig. 4. GKEAT NORTHERN DIVER INCUBATING. 

(Photographed by Eric B. Dunlop.) 
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The alarm call, though similar, is shorter and more 
abrupt. The birds uttered it if disturbed in the vicinity 
of the nest. This call differs again from their flight call, 
which is frequently uttered by both birds together, and 
more or less in unison, as they fly round. The latter is 
higher pitched, longer, and more rapidly uttered, but all 
three have the same wild quality. I do not think they 
can be adequately rendered in syllables. Another call 
somewhat resembles the Curlew's usual cry. Yeh another 
may perhaps be written " Oh-h," it is shorter than the 
others. A shrill-whistled " whee-whew " repeated several 
times was also noted. When calling to the young the 
female used a soft clucking note, very different to the 
usual wild wail. 

On October 4th, 1914, on one of the large lakes of 
central Canada, I saw about seventy Loons in a close 
flock ; they were no doubt on migration. They were 
keeping up a continual noise which closely resembled 
that made by Grey Lag-Geese when on the feed. On 
approaching them they dived and quickly scattered over 
the lake. 

It should be added that , in referring to the bird photo
graphed as the female, I had no proof that that was the 
sex. In the case of the bird accompanying the young, 
this point was ascertained with certainty. 


