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ATTACKS ON DIVING BIRDS BY 
BLACK-HEADED GULLS 

BY 

A. W. BOYD. 

[In connexion with Mr, Ingram's observations (antea, pp. 12-13) I have 
asked Major Boyd, who has given particular attention to the subject, to record 
his experiences. I t is clear that , a t any rate on some waters, actual robbing 
of food brought up by diving birds, especially grebes, is not uncommon. 
Attention may also be drawn to a note by Mr. H. J. Massingham (antea, 
Vol. xiv, p . 260) recording how Tufted Ducks, which are described as, in this 
case, bringing food, thought to be molluscs, to the surface, were obliged to 
drop the food, which the gulls secured. Though The Handbook statement 
criticized by Mr. Ingram is perhaps rather too sweeping and the word " snatch
ing," if taken in the most literal sense, might be better replaced by some more 
general term, such as " robbing," i t is nevertheless evident tha t the essential 
fact of such robbery, usually by harrying the divers and obliging them to drop 
what they have brought up, is well established.—B.W.T.]. 

I HAVE made many notes during the last fifteen years on the attacks 
by Black-headed Gulls (Larus r. ridibundus) on grebes and diving 
duck on the Cheshire meres and Staffs, reservoirs and have noted 
that they often attach themselves to a bird or birds, swimming 
beside them on the water and rising to hover over them when they 
dive. Undoubtedly in many cases they are in search of food, but 
some attacks are apparently the outcome of mere combativeness. 
Great Crested Grebes (Podiceps c. cristatus) are the birds most 
consistently attacked and very active attacks are made when 
the grebes are feeding young. A gull attached itself to a juvenile 
(September 27th, 1930) and made the adult drop the fish it was 
carrying to the young one. Grebes with young sometimes counter
attack and assume the offensive attitude with ear tufts and facial 
frill expanded and wide open bill (August 27th, 1932) ; on May 17th, 
1926, a pair, one of them an adult with a juvenile on its back, was 
attacked and the other adult dropped the fish it was carrying, 
leapt in the air with bill pointed upwards and frill expanded and 
practically left the water—I saw its feet—almost hit the gull, and 
drove it off. Attacks on adults are frequent. On November 5th, 
1941, eight or nine grebes were attended by a dozen gulls (in this 
case both Black-headed-Gulls and Common Gulls (Larus c. canus) 
were present), which attacked them after each dive ; one grebe 
came up with a fish, which a gull apparently secured. The Dabchick 
(Podiceps r. ruficollis) is less often attacked. On August 7th, 1932, 
a Black-headed Gull dashed at an adult which was feeding a juvenile, 
made it drop and at once secured the food it was carrying. An 
adult carrying a small fish (February 21st, 1936) managed to retain 
its fish when attacked. 

I have seen a Tufted Duck (Aythya fuligula) (October n t h , 1936) 
and Goldeneye (Bucephala c. clangula) (November 17th, 1942), 
strike at and drive off gulls which persistently attacked ; the 
Goldeneye appeared actually to strike a gull. On February 14th, 
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1938, over a flock of some forty Goosanders (Mergus m. merganser), -
which were diving simultaneously, a number of gulls hovered and 
persistently attacked them when they reappeared and I have seen 
a gull in attendance on a drake Smew (M. a. albellus) (January 27th, 
!935)-

Both grebes and diving duck when attacked frequently dive 
instantly and in a far more hurried way than normally to escape the 
gulls. 

That these gulls do at times snatch food from the birds attacked 
is shown from what I have seen, and the fact that they hover while 
the grebes are under water and always attack them immediately 
they reappear seems to show that their primary object is to rob them 
rather than wait for food stirred up by the birds in their dive. I 
cannot think that the grebes and duck would resent the gulls' 
attention so greatly, if the gulls were seeking nothing more than what 
they had disturbed. 

But Black-headed Gulls are evidently naturally pugnacious. On 
November n t h , 1943, I watched an attack from the air on 
six Mallard {Anas p. platyrhyncha), which were badly flustered and 
flew off in alarm. Even Cormorants {Phalacrocorax c. carbo) are 
attacked on the water (October 18th, 1928), and in the air (October 
30th, 1943) ; I have seen attacks made on Herons {Ardea c. cinerea) 
on several occasions, one of which was chased for 650 yards, on a 
Kestrel {Falco t. tinnunculus) and on a Barn-Owl {Tyto a. alba) 
flying in the sunshine. 

Black-headed Gulls do not often dive in fresh water in my 
experience : on November 21st, 1926 four or five continually dived 
head first from a height of two to three feet in rather shallow water, 
but never entirely closed their wings ; again on October 6th, 1938 
I saw one dive headlong and become entirely submerged. 




