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SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE HABITS OF THE 
RED-THllOATED DIVER IN SPITSBERGEN* 

BY 

G. J. VAN OORDT AND J. S. HUXLEY. 

WHILST staying last summer in the Dutch settlement near 
Cape Boheman (Icefjord, Spitsbergen), I had a good oppor
tunity to study the biology and the behaviour of some of the 
birds inhabiting the tundra and the surrounding islets. 

Cape Boheman is the eastern point of the large Tundra 
Boheman, which is about 8 miles long. The tundra itself 
can be divided into a wet, swampy, low part, in which numerous 
lakes and pools are to be found, and a higher and drier part 
where, in some places, the sandstone rocks, eroded by ice 
action in the glacial period, reach the surface, 

The coast of the Tundra Boheman is not steep ; it is only 
on the eastern side and at some places of the south coast 
that moderately high slopes occur. South of the tundra 
several islands are to be found, on which Northern Eiders 
and Arctic Terns bred in great numbers. However, both 
species were nesting also on Cape Boheman and scattered 
along the coast. At the east coast of the tundra, in the 
crevices of strongly weather-beaten sandstone rocks, I found 
a small colony of Mandt's Guillemots, consisting only of 
four pairs. Scattered all over the tundra, in the wet as well 
as in the higher part, the splendid King-Eiders and the 
Red-necked Phalaropes were breeding abundantly. Charac
teristic breeding birds of the dry tundra are the Snow-Bunting 
and the Purple Sandpiper, while at the side of the lakelets 
a few pairs of the beautiful Red-throated Diver (Colymbus 
stettatus) had their nests. 

This fine species can be found on most freshwater lakes 
and pools of Spitsbergen, but nowhere is it very common, 
for never more than one pair is found at a time on one lake. 
In the Tundra Boheman they bred rather numerously. 
Continually we heard their goose-like call and saw them 
flying high in the air with great speed to and from the fjord, 
where they usually sought their food. Sometimes, however, 
I saw a bird feeding in one of the lakes in the neighbourhood 
of our settlement. 

In a small pool, about one mile north-east of the settlement, 
I several times saw one or two Divers in the last week of June; 

* No. 12 of the results of the Oxford University Expsdition to 
Spitsbergen, 1921. 
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so I concluded that here or close by the nest might be expected. 
On June 30th I went to the spot. At the north-east side this 
pool was bounded by a fairly high hill on which several large 
stones lay scattered. Making a wide detour, I crept to the 
upper side of this hill and hid myself behind one of these 
boulders, from which I could overlook the pool and the 
surrounding land with my glasses. The first thing I saw 
was a bird on its nest, quite near the water's edge, but when 
I reached it, it turned out to be a female King-Eider. The 
nest contained six eggs, somewhat smaller than those of the 
Common Eider.* No Diver was to be seen then, but on 
walking along the pool I chanced upon a large flat heap of 
mud and vegetable remains, on the shore of the pool, sur
rounded on all sides by shallow water. It contained one 
dark coloured brown egg. So I had very quickly found 
the nest, whose owner later allowed me to make the following 
interesting observations. 

According to Le Roi (in the excellent Avifauna Spitzbergensis) 
the Red-throated Diver is, even in Spitsbergen, very shy near 
the nest. This I could establish for most of the Divers, 
which I saw in the Icefjord area. But the femalef belonging 
to this nest behaved very differently. Visiting the pool a 
few days later on, 1 saw the hen from afar, sitting on her 
nest. I approached slowly and when I came nearer and 
she saw me, she stretched her neck horizontally (Fig. 1). 
It would appear that this renders the bird less conspicuous. 
When it appeared that in spite of my approach to within 
20 yards, the bird did not leave the nest, I made up my 
mind to photograph her on her nest, though I had no 
tent. I came nearer and nearer, but yet the bird remained 
on the nest (Fig. 2). When I came close to her she uttered an 
anxious plaintive call, not unlike the mewing of a cat. Also 
she made a guttural sound with open bill and raised neck 
(as in Fig. 3) but she did not fly from her nest, though I was 
less than two feet away from her. Thus I had an excellent 
opportunity to photograph her. 

WThen I found the nest the water was pretty high. When 
the bird adopted the protective attitude of stretching her 

* This duck and the eggs arc now in the collection of the Oxford 
University Expedition. 

f When a pair of birds is seen together, there is usually a marked 
difference in general size, and particularly in massiveness. I t is pre
sumable that, although the size measurements of the two sexes 
overlap, the smaller of a pair is normally the female. The bird seen 
on the nest in our case was apparently always the same individual, 
and is presumed, though not proved, to have been the female. J .S.H. 
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neck over the water's surface she was very well concealed 
from an observer at any distance; the nest with the bird on it 
looked like a heap of mud near the water's edge. But later 
on, when the water in the pool had sunk, she still observed the 
same attitude, although this was no longer protective, for 
then the head and neck, being about six inches above the 
water's surface, were very conspicuous. 

Some days after I had found the nest, she laid a second 
egg. I could not make out the exact date, for I would not 

Fig. i. RED-THROATED D I V E R : Bird No. i (Cape Boheman) with 
neck outstretched in "a larm position." 

{Photographed by G. J. van Oordt.) 

move the bird from the nest, being afraid that then she 
would leave it for ever. As far as I could ascertain only 
the female, which was distinctly smaller than the male, was 
incubating. The male was not often in the vicinity of the 
nest, except in the last days of June, during the courtship 
period, and later on, when the young were expected to hatch 
off. During the entire month of July the behaviour of the 
bird was the same. She was rarely off the nest ; she sat so 
closely that I had to push her with my foot to see whether 
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she had eggs or newly hatched young. Even then she did 
not fly away, but pecked furiously at my boots (cf. Fig. 4). 

Coming back from a trip in the Icefjord with the Oxford 
University Expedition, I saw (July 20th) that the bird sat as 
closely as in the first half of July. At the end of this month, 
i.e., the time in which the eggs were expected to hatch 
off, the male was, as already stated, more in the vicinity of 
the nest. He was very shy and always flew away when I 
was still at a great distance from the pool. Because I wanted 

Fig. 2. RED-THROATED DIVER : Bird No. i in normal 
incubating attitude. 

(Photographed by G. J. van Oordt.) 

to know the duration of the incubation period, I visited the 
nest daily in early August. On August 2nd the female 
appeared not to be on the nest, but swam near the nest in 
the water. When I came nearer she remained in the water 
and did not fly away. When I stood in the water quite near 
the nest, she approached me, swimming, attacked me, and tried 
to peck my boots and outstretched hand. The nest contained 
only one egg, the other lay beside it, broken. On examination 
it appeared to contain no embryo. How it had been removed 
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I did not discover. Perhaps it had been taken by one of 
the Skuas, which were always in the neighbourhood in search 
ol King-Eider ducklings, or by one of our dogs, which were 
always wandering over the tundra for the same purpose. 
The bird continued to incubate the other egg. Next day 
(August 3rd) I took several photographs of the bird on the 
nest and of the bird pecking at the foot of one of my friends. 
When the bird was forcibly pushed off the nest, it swam in 
the water and attacked my friend furiously with open bill 
(Fig. 4). After the attack, when my friend withdrew, she 

Fig. 3. RED-THROATED D I V E R : In att i tude of anger adopted on 
the close approach of an intruder. 
(Photographed by G. J. van Oordt.) 

immediately returned to the nest and sat on it to incubate 
further (Fig. 3). 

All her devotion was in vain, however, for on August 10th, 
after more than five weeks of incubation, she had left the 
nest, and it appeared that the remaining egg was also infertile. 

G. J. VAN O. 
During the absence of Dr. van Oordt with the Oxford 

Expedition's ship, I took his place ashore at Cape Boheman, 
and was enabled to make a number of observations on the 
bird he describes. This was in the period July 12-16, when 
she had two eggs. 



Fig. 4. RED-THROATED D I V E R : Pecking at an intruder after being forcibly driven off the nest. 
(Photographed by G. J. van Oordt.) 
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The stretching of the neck forwards was a common occur
rence when intruders came within a certain distance, but 
was usually given up when they came close—say, within 
10 yards. With the water at the low level it then had, it 
was certainly only to a slight extent protective. It should 
be mentioned that the same attitude is adopted, so far as 
my own observations go, whenever the mewing call-note is 

Fig. 5. RED-THROATED DIVER : Bird No. 1 
photographed at two feet. 

(Photographed by J. S. Huxley.) 

given, even on open water. I am inclined to think that it 
is not protective, but associated with the call-note, or with 
a state of mind similar to that occurring when the call-note 
is given, for when it is adopted on the nest it is often accom
panied by this note. Miss Turner ('13) also mentions the 
bird's adoption of this pose when alarmed and gives a good 
photograph. Bahr ('07) believes in its protective value 
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and says it is adopted when Ravens or Black-backed Gulls 
fly overhead. 

The bird sat very quiet as an intruder approached, not 
doing much more than move its head slightly until one 
was within about six feet, when she would begin to give 
utterance to the guttural sounds above alluded to. I was 
able to photograph her at the near limit of the lens, getting 
what one may call a "close-up" picture (Fig. 5). On the 
two occasions when I went right up to her, she had to be 
pushed off the nest; curiously enough, when another member 
of the party visited her on the day succeeding one of my 
visits, she slipped off the nest when he was at a fair distance. 
On neither of my visits did she resume her position on the 

Fig. 6. RED-THROATED DIVER : Attitude adopted 
when swimming on open water hesitating to attack 

an intruder between herself and the nest. 
(Photographed by J. S. Huxley.) 

nest as soon as I had gone ; in fact, on the only occasion when 
I gave special notice to this point, she refused to come on 
as long as I remained within sight—a distance of over 400 
yards. I conclude that the different behaviour recorded 
by Dr. van Oordt was due to his having seen her at a later 
stage of incubation. 

The bird did not attempt to peck at an intruder until he 
was within striking distance (Figs. 3,4). When pushed off the 
nest on two occasions by me, she did not attempt at once to 
peck, as she did at a later stage (see above). On the contrary, 
she swam off and remained some ten yards away. On my 
wading out between her and her nest, perhaps the most 
interesting of all her actions took place. 
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To start with, she repeatedly went through the process 
which I call "splash-diving"—a dive in which the normal 
rippleless submergence of diving for prey or to escape an 
enemy is completely abandoned, and the bird simply dives 
for a distance of a few feet, kicking up a shower of spray 
as she submerges. It is of considerable interest that this 
form of diving is used largely in post-nuptial "courtship," 
and, so far as my experience goes, nowhere else. 

We thus have an example of the employment of one and 
the same action under the influence of two quite different 
forms of emotion—a " transformation of emotion." This is 
of course well known. Another example of an action normally 
employed in courtship being used in anger is afforded by 
the singing of various birds, e.g. the Sedge-Warbler, when 
disturbed. In both cases it would not appear that any 
useful purpose is served by this secondary, abnormal use of 
the action, and we may conclude that it is simply a liberation 
of emotion. What, however, determines the precise trans
ference of one particular action from one emotion to another, 
what the associational mechanism is in any one case, is at 
present impossible to say. 

The Diver's actions, however, were not confined to this 
"splash-diving." At intervals she would swim deliberately 
at me with neck bent right down in a low curve, beak almost 
touching the water ; this usually happened after she had 
swum in the same position, or with head somewhat forward, 
body low in the water, but in irregular curves as if hesitating, 
for some little time (Fig. 6). Arrived within striking distance, 
she delivered a sharp peck at my leg, then turned—like a 
competitor in a swimming race turning at the end of the 
bath, but far quicker—and almost immediately dived. 
She would emerge five or ten yards away, but the emotional 
intensity under which she laboured was so great, the diving 
and subaqueous swimming actions so forcible, that she 
emerged as if shot, at a low angle to the surface, from a gun 
under the water, rising very nearly right off the surface, and 
settling down with a great splash. The way in which she 
turned and dived with great rapidity, immediately after 
pecking at me, was interesting as showing the psychological 
mechanism at work. The maternal instinct stimulated to 
anger against the intruder : this continued to gather until 
the impulse to attack became dominant. But even during 
its dominance the instinct of fear was active, and, imme
diately the anger was temporarily dissipated by its physical 
expression in attack, fear became dominant and led to very 
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rapid flight. The dissipation of an emotion by allowing 
free rein to its physical expression is of course a well-known 
psychological fact, but it is interesting to see psychological 
conflict at work in one of the lower animals. As soon as the 
flight instinct had expressed itself, the ground was free for 
the stimulus of the intruder's presence to arouse the maternal 
instinct once more, and so the bird continued to behave in this 
cyclical fashion for the ten or fifteen minutes that I remained. 

As Dr. van Oordt mentions, Konig records the Red-throated 
Divers of Spitsbergen as being shy. That this is by no means 
universal was found by us. Apart from the bird described, 
Mr. Seton Gordon was able to approach within six feet of a 
sitting bird in Liefde Bay, and Mr. Jourdain tells me that a 
pair in the same locality, swimming in the fjord, approached 
to within two or three yards of a party standing on the water's 
edge. On Prince Charles' Foreland, while most of the Divers, 
including a pair with one egg, were extremely shy, I found 
one bird which showed an intermediate grade of behaviour, 
swimming round on the nest-pool thirty or forty yards from 
the intruder. It appears clear that, while the species is 
extremely variable in its reactions to man, " t a m e " birds 
are far more common in Spitsbergen than in civilised countries. 
Miss Turner ('13) finds very great variation in tameness in 
the British-breeding birds. Great variability is also found 
in the amount and kind of nesting material; see Bent ('19). 

I should add that on one occasion I saw the other bird, 
presumably the male, on the same pool as the nest, but that 
he left at the first sign of danger. Both sexes are said to 
take turns during incubation, but in the birds I saw, one 
member of the pair appeared to be invariably on the nest. 
Accurate observations ol the time spent by male and female 
on the nest would be interesting; also as to whether a nest-
relief ceremony took place. 

A word may be in order on the Diver's mode of progression 
on land. In Spitsbergen, where a period of rapid melting 
takes place, the water level of the breeding-pools may change 
considerably. The birds build close to the water's edge as 
soon as the ice is melted, but within a week the first burst 
of the thaw is over, and the water-level, in practically all 
the pools I observed, is lowered by several inches. As the 
pools are generally shallow, with gently-sloping margins, 
this means that the nest will now be at a considerable distance 
irom the water. In the case of one bird which I watched 
closely, the nest, shortly after the deposition of the second 
egg, was about five yards from the water; while in another, 
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which had been built on the margin of a shallow arm draining 
into a pool, the bird had to make its way over 15 yards or 
more of mud, or water so shallow as not to permit of swimming, 
and this before the second egg had been laid. 

Thus interesting opportunities were afforded for seeing 
the Diver on the alien element of land. The usual method 
of land progression that has been observed is that accurately 
described, e.g. by Pike ('11). The bird lies on the ground, 
gives a powerful stroke with its hind legs, which first raises 

Fig. 7. RED-THROATED D I V E R : Bird No. 2 (Prince Charles 
Foreland), walking towards her nest. Note the angle of the body 

and the downwardly directed head. 
(Photcgtaphcd by J. S. Huxley.) 

the hinder part of the body, then lifts the breast off the 
ground, then pushes the whole body forward. The unsup
ported fore-part tends to fall meanwhile, and so the breast 
comes down with a bump some distance ahead of where it 
was before. The general impression was similar to that 
made by the slow progression of a feedirg rabbit; only of 
course here the whole action was much more awkward, for 
to make the comparison fair, one would have to deprive 
the rabbit of its fore-legs' 
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This method seems to be the more common one; however, 
another exists, in which the upright position, or one approxi
mating to it, is adopted. In this, the bird rises on to its 
legs (presumably the whole tarsus is on the ground, but I 
was never able to satisfy myself of this by direct observation) ; 
the body slopes forwards at a considerable angle, and the 
head and neck are stretched down, with the head about 
horizontal and almost touching the ground, in the extra
ordinary pose shown in Fig. 7. 

Fig. 8. RED-THROATED D I V E R : Bird No. 2 pushing her eggs back 
with her lower mandible before settling down to incubate. Note 

the open bill. 
(Photographed by J. S. Huxley.) 

In this attitude the bird takes a few steps forward, and 
then, after covering at most six or eight feet, collapses into 
the sitting position. There she will lie for perhaps a quarter 
or half a minute, and then resume her " walk." The condition 
is obviously one of unstable equilibrium, which can only 
be maintained so long as the bird is moving forwards at 
a certain rate; when, through exhaustion or some inequality 
in the ground, this rate is slowed down, the bird can 
only fall. 
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One nest seen by our party on Moffen Island was 20 yards 
from the water, yet the bird never walked to it (Jourdain, 
'22). This once more illustrates the variability of the bird's 
behaviour. 

The nest of the very tame bird above described was so 
close to the water that she could slip off it directly into the 
swimming attitude. The pool by which she had nested 
was a large one and not so subject to changes of level. 

In connection with this subject, reference should be made 
to the observations of Miss Turner ('13), who describes a 
Red-throated Diver jumping a considerable distance up a 
steep bank towards the nest, and diving directly off the nest 
into the water, either from a sitting position, or, more rarely, 
after standing up. When the nest was far from the water, 
I have seen birds fly straight up from the nest if alarmed. 

In Bent ('19) the only authority quoted in favour for the 
Red-throated Diver assuming the standing position is 
Audubon. Sedlitz ('13) who has had wide experience, never 
saw any Diver adopt the erect posture except in coition. 

Bahr ('07), however, not only describes a Red-throated 
Diver as walking to her nest just as I have described, but 
gives a very good photograph. It probably occurs only 
when the nest is at some distance from water, but even then 
is not adopted by all individuals. 

The bird always arranges the eggs on coming on to the 
nest, shoving them well back under the body with her bill. 
While incubating, she may rise and repeat the process. 
When doing this, it is worth noting that she always has the 
bill open; she is of course pressing the eggs with the lower 
mandible. This is illustrated in Fig. 8, and is also well 
shown in one of Miss Turner's photographs (loc. cit.), although 
she does not refer to the opening of the bill in the text. It is 
not figured in the drawing given by Bahr ('07, p. 32), where 
the bill is drawn closed. J. S. H. 
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