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PAGES FROM A NATURALIST‘S DIARY

Dippers:

The Himalayas are the bird watch-
ers’ paradise. Every vegetation zone
here has its own distinct population
of bird species. Hundreds of streams
dot the Himalayas along their entire
length and birds like redstarts, chats,
forktails and numerous thrushes
frequent the vicinity of such
streams. Besides these, there are cer-
tain other birds which are seen at the
wildest of the streams. These are the
dippers—the kings of the Himalayan
torrents.

Dippers, also known as water- _
ouzels, are water-loving birds of the

mountain brooks. Two species are
found in the Indian region. They are
both found throughout the length of
the Himalayas but they have al-
titudinal differences. The brown di-
pper (in the accompanying illustra-
tion on the left) is the common
species from about 1,200 to 10,000ft.
titude.

The whitebreasted species is a
higher altitude bird, normally found
above the range of the brown dipper.
Both species are myna-sized,
short-winged and very short-tailed
birds, the tail being cocked (up-
raised). for most of the time. The
brown dipper is a sober, choco-
brown bird while the other has-a
sparkling white throat and breast.

Dippers are birds of the most wild
and roaring rivulets. Where the
water moves lazily, the dippers are
not seen. In the tumultously
tumbling streams you will almost
certainly see the dipper. Maybe be-
fore the bird has been sighted, it will
be heard. The shrill dzit...dzeet...
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Dippers: Birds of the wild mountain streams

calls of the dippers can be heard over
the roar of the hurrying waters.

It will not take very long to spot
the source of piercing calls. Settled
on a rock or a moss-covered boulder
right in the middle of the gushing
torrent, the dipper frequent%u bobs
and bows. Every few seconds the bird
nods, its curious jerky actions lend-
ing it a very amusing charm. How-

“ever, in spite of all their wild sur-

roundings, dippers are generally.very
shy birds and if an intruder ap-
proaches close the bird flies away,
very straight and swift, either up-
stream or down, often only a few in-

ches over the thundering waters,
calling sharply as it flies away—as if
cursing the intruder.

Observing the dippers feedin
must be the most delightful part o
these birds. They must be the only
birds that can walk, run, float and
swim in the water. Suddenly, from
its perch on the rock, almost half
immersed in water, the dipper slides
or drops into the snow-fed, ice-cold
waters in. the wildest parts of the
streams, And if the observer is above
the level of the bird and the stream,
it can be clearly seen that the dipper

.quickly moves to the bottom using

its short wings. It either walks or
creeps along the bottom, frequently
against the flow of the water. It
checks under small stones and de-
bris for possible food in the form of
aquatic insects and their larvae. It
can remain underwater for as long as
28 seconds and it may come up for a
breather though sometimes it floats
with only the head jutting out of the
water.

Dippers are normally solitary
birds though a second bird is never
far away along the stream. The birds
keep to certain stretches of the wat-
ers where they stick to their frolics
in the water, diving, resurfacing,

“shaking off the water from the very

dense plumage, bobbing and re-
diving.

Come spring, and the dippers are
in mating spirits. From some perch
on a rock or a broken log in or around
the water, the bira blasts forth a very
rich and trilling song which, I pre-
sume, has few, if any, competitors in
quality. The long-drawn, vibrating
song, accompanied by the roar of the
mountain streams lends a most cap-
tivating charm to spring in the
nountains.

The photograph of the chameleon in last
week’s column was by Isaac Kehimkar

1 have often observed a striking
display along with the song, par-
ticularly in the brown dipper,
characterised by much showing-
off—fluttering the short wings,
singing with beak pointed towards
sky, continuous dipping and bobbing
and circling. The girds hold certain
‘stretches of a stream as territory and
chase away any intruders of the
same species.

The breeding time is generally be-
tween March and May, somewhat
later higher up. The nest looks like a
mass of accumulated debris. It is a
large ball of grass, leaves and weed
stalks and is located between boul-
ders orin a crevice of a rock or in the
heart of other collected debris and is
not avery easy thing to find. Three or
four pure white form, the clutch.
And everytime I come back from the
Himalayas, I bring back with me
memories of the dippers—the daring
birds of savage mountain streams,
unconcemed of the rigors of their
ice-cold environs. -







