Some Thoughts on Sea Bird Behavior From a
Fly Fisherman’s Perspective
Howard Eskin
I started photographing birds in February of 2005
when I joined some folks at Peace Valley Park in New
Britain, PA for a bird walk. It was the day that August
Mirabella and a young birder named Jessica spotted a
Redwing…an auspicious beginning.

a lifelong fly fisherman. “Rise form” describes how a
trout or salmon rises to take an insect in its feeding
lane in open water on a stream or river. Fishermen
watch, very carefully, the rise form of their quarry in
order to present their artificial fly in a manner most
conducive to “fooling” the fish.

Diving Patterns in Sea Ducks at Barnegat
While photographing Sea Ducks at Barnegat Jetty
and the Avalon Seawall, I noticed that each species
seems to have its own individual method or technique
for diving under the surface in the pursuit of food. The
Harlequins, the three Scoters (Surf, Black and Whitewinged), the Long-tailed Ducks, and the Eiders each
go under the water and emerge differently with their
catch. The question is: Does each species really have its
own unique diving behavior? For example, observations of their behavior could include the distance and
direction it will travel, the time it will stay submerged,
and where it will eventually come back up.

My watercolor of the Redwing

While I have been taking pictures forever (my first
camera was made of cardboard with a pinhole), I’ve
discovered that bird photography is exceptionally
challenging; and furthermore, it has given me a postretirement avocation that is helping preserve a 55 year
marriage by getting me out of the house 2.7 days per
week. In any event, my approach to birding is a mixture
of naïveté combined with what I have learned from
some of my experiences in other venues. I have been

My personal observations are shown in the table
below.
The fact that each species of duck may have its own
hunting pattern and that this pattern is both repetitive
and predictable could be very useful to the picturetaker. I think I am now able to tell 60% to 70% of the
(text continues on page 46)

Comparison of Diving Patterns
SPECIES

TIME UNDER

DIRECTION TO EMERGENCE

DISTANCE COVERED

Scoters

10-15 seconds

In straight line with dive

10 feet

Long-tailed Ducks

40 seconds

In straight line with dive

60 feet

Harlequins

15-20 seconds

In straight line with dive

15 feet

Eiders

30 seconds

In straight line with dive

30 feet

20% of the time, in straight line
with dive 80% of the time, anywhere
within 360°

Up to 100 yards

Loons
30-55 seconds
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Surf Scoter drake comes up with a crab
White-winged scoter drake pops up

Surf Scoter hen emerges
Harlequin hen emerges

Black Scoter drake emerges

All photos by Howard Eskin

First winter Harlequin drake with crab

Black Scoter hen comes up
Harlequin drake dives
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Common Eider drake comes up
Long-tailed drake emerging

Common Eider hen comes up
Long-tailed drake dives

Common Loon emerges
King Eider drake comes up with breakfast

All photos by Howard Eskin

Common Loon dives
King Eider drake dives
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them. I’ve found that Loons, which are known to be
notorious fish chasers, for example, are totally unpredictable. “The name ‘loon’ from the Scandinavian lom,
meaning ‘lame,’ describes the bird’s floppy helplessness on land.” 2

Collaborative Behavior in Birds
We know that Northern Harriers, like the ones
below, hunt together. One Harrier will flush the prey,
while the other catches it. Harris’s Hawks have also long
been known to hunt together in much the same way.

All photos by Howard Eskin

Red-throated Loon at Barnegat

Red-throated Loon with a Parr Salmon, Alagnak River,
Alaska, 2008

time where a particular bird will emerge, and my camera lens is ready!

Northern Harrier coursing over the cattails at E.B. Forsythe
NWR

The literature1 contains a great deal of information about how long a diving duck stays under water.
These studies for the most part consider the amount
of oxygen consumed by each bird species while submerged versus the potential replacement calories
taken in with the food it is able to catch and consume.
But nowhere could I find anything about the “style”
of the bird’s dive (i.e., the direction that a particular
species of duck would swim or where it might possibly come up).
By the way, the “most predictable birds” are those
basically diving for fairly stationary prey, such as
crabs, mussels, and clams. The least predictable birds
are those chasing moving fish that are trying to evade

Northern Harrier at Bombay Hook NWR

1

“For common eiders (Somateria mollissima sedentaria) wintering in sea ice habitats in the Canadian Arctic, time and energy
costs of diving increase exponentially with tidal current speed.” When Foraging Becomes Unprofitable: Energetics of Diving
in Tidal Currents by Common Eiders Wintering in The Arctic. Author(s): Joel P. Heath; H. Grant Gilchrist Source: MarineEcology-Progress-Series, 1-12.
2

From D.Wells. 100 Birds and How They Got Their Names. p. 139 (2002).
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Laughing gulls in formation herding fish

Double-crested Cormorants herding fish

All photos by Howard Eskin

Harris’s Hawk at Mitchell Lake Audubon Center

I photographed the flock of Laughing Gulls above
at Brigantine in 2009. The birds were marching along
in the shallows, pushing fish towards a small island.
When the school of fish was pinned in against the
shore, one of the Gulls in front would take a fish and
then peel off to the side and proceed to go to the back
of the formation. The next group of birds would move
up and feed, and then, they in turn, would move to the
back of the flock. This continued until all the birds
had finished feeding. I’ve seen this activity repeated

Double-crested Cormorant with lunch

several times over the past few years. The Gulls were
obviously working collaboratively to herd the fish into
a position where they could feed, and they then took
turns feeding and moving to the back of the line…
neat!
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Two American White Pelican “buddies” demonstrating anthropomorphic, collegial behavior at the Mitchell Lake Audubon Center
in San Antonio, Texas, 2008

I’ve also watched Double-crested Cormorants, like
those shown above [p. 47], doing exactly the same
thing. They moved along in a line forcing fish into the
shore in order to trap them, and then each bird, in
turn, would feed. Each successful Cormorant would
then move to the back of the line allowing the next
group of Cormorants to move forward to feed. Amer-

ican White Pelicans3 (above) are also known to practice this collaborative behavior.
Howard B. Eskin
670 Whittaker Way
Harleysville, PA 19438

3

“When feeding with conspecifics, pelicans usually engaged in some form of ‘cooperative herding,’ either driving fish into shallow water or surrounding them in more open areas. Members of groups of two to six birds caught significantly more fish than
single birds or those in larger groups.” Foraging Behavior of the American White Pelican (Pelecanus erythrorhyncos) in Western
Nevada. Author(s): John G.T. Anderson. Source: Colonial Waterbirds, Vol. 14, No. 2 (1991), 166-172.
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