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ON THE WHITE-BILLED NORTHERN DIVER 

AS A BRITISH BIRD. 
BY 

H. F. W I T H E R B Y . 

WHILE working out the plumages of the White-billed Diver 
(Colymbus adamsii) for the Practical Handbook of British 
Birds I found that a specimen in the British Museum collection 

C. adamsii, Embleton, Northumberland, Dec. 1829. 

obtained by Mr. Abel Chapman in 1879 in Northumberland 
and recorded by Mr. Ogilvie Grant in 1908 as of this species 
(British Birds, I., p. 295, see also V., p. 174) is in fact an 
example of the Great Northern Diver (C. immer). This error 
made me feel uncertain about the other recorded British 
occurrences accepted as correct in our Hand-List (p. 159)-
By the kindness of those in possession of the specimens I 
have been able to obtain sufficient details of some to determine 
the species and the result is that two in any case are Colymbus 
adamsii. Details of the specimens and records are as follow : 

1. Colymbus adamsii.—December 1829, near Embleton, 
Northumberland, now in the Hancock collection, Newcastle-
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on-Tyne. Mr. E. Leonard Gill, curator of the Hancock 
Museum, has very kindly sent me a photograph (here repro
duced) of this bird from which it is clear by the characteristic 
shape of the bill that it is an example of C. adamsii. Mr. Gill 
also informs me that the shafts of the primaries are nearly 
white, except just at the tips, where they are dark brown. 
In the Great Northern Diver the shafts are dark brown 
throughout. 

2. C. adamsii.—Spring 1852, Pakefield, near Lowestoft, 
Suffolk, now in Mr. J. H. Gurney's collection. Mr. Gurney 

C. adamsii, Pakefield, Suffolk, 1852. 

kindly provides a photograph of the bill, from which it is 
clear that this bird also is C. adamsii. As the bird is cased, 
Mr. Gurney has been unable to examine its primary-shafts. 

3. Colymbus immcr.—In Babington's Birds of Suffolk 
other examples are recorded, but the one figured in the plate 
in any case is clearly nothing but a Great Northern Diver, as 
Mr. Gurney has already pointed out (Z00L, 1902, p. 99). 

4. C. immer.—December 1872, Hickling Broad, Norfolk, 
killed by Booth, and now in the Brighton Museum. Of this 
bird Mr. A. F. Griffith has kindly sent us a photograph (here 
reproduced) procured by Mr. Toms the curator, and a cast 
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of the bill as well as a drawing of one of the primaries made 
by Mr. Brazenor the taxidermist. From this evidence, so 
carefully provided by the gentlemen concerned, it is quite 
clear from the shape of the bill and the dark primary-shaft 
that this bird has been wrongly identified and is an ordinary 
Great Northern Diver. 

5. C. immer.—January 1879, Northumberland, killed 
by Mr. Abel Chapman and now in the British Museum 
collection. This specimen, as already remarked, has also 

C. immer, Hickling, Norfolk, Dec. 1872, erroneously recorded as 
C. adamsii. 

been wrongly identified as C. adamsii. Its bill is in no 
way characteristic of that species while its primary-shafts are 
dark brown. 

All the evidence in the above cases was submitted to the 
B.O.U. List Committee at a meeting at the British Museum 
on February 8th, 1922, and I am desired here to state that 
the committee unanimously agreed with my conclusions. 

There remain three other recorded examples (viz. 1893, 
autumn, Loch Fyne, Argyllshire; 1895-6, winter, Emsworth 
Harbour, Hants.; 1897, January, Filey, Yorks.), which I 
have been unable to trace and of which no sufficient details 
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have been published to enable me to come to any conclusion 
with regard to them. Under the circumstances I should 
exclude them from the British List until they can be proved 
to be correctly identified. 

In summer plumage C. adamsii is quite easy to distinguish 
owing to the white spots on the upper-parts being much larger 
and the white streaks on the throat and neck broader and 
fewer than in C. immer, besides the head and neck being 
glossed purple rather than green. At all seasons and ages 
the shafts of the primaries in C. immer are dark brown, while 
in C. adamsii they are whitish (except at the tip), but this 

C. immer, Northumberland, Jan. 1879, erroneously recorded as 
C. adamsii. The tip of the lower mandible was broken 

and has been repaired. 

character though useful is not invariable, since one specimen 
of C. adamsii in the British Museum has dark primary-shafts. 
Otherwise in juvenile and immature plumage the two birds 
are alike. The shape of the bill is, however, always diagnostic, 
and is much more important than its colour or size. The 
upper line of the upper mandible in C. adamsii is remarkably 
straight and does not descend towards the tip as in C. immer, 
while its sides are flatter and not so rounded ; also the upward 
slope of the gonys is more abrupt than in C. immer and this 
gives the tip of the lower mandible a slightly upturned 
appearance. These differences in the two species were 
clearly pointed out by the late Prof. Collett (Ibis, 1894, 
pp. 269-283). 
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