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Original Dipper logo drawn by Sylvia Brockner

Brad Andres June 2, 2019

The Dipper: Evergreen Audubon Icon
evergreenaudubon.org/the-dipper-evergreen-audubon-icon

The American Dipper, Cinclus mexicanus, was

originally called the Water Ouzel because early

ornithologists thought it resembled the

European Ringed Ouzel (a thrush).  The

Dipper, or Ouzel, is remarkably, the only song

bird that swims, dipping and diving underwater

as it searches for aquatic insects.  Found along

clear, fast-flowing mountain streams such as

Bear Creek, Clear Creek and our other local

waterways, this charming and iconic bird has

been an identifying symbol of Evergreen

Audubon since our founding in 1968.

Our Dipper “logo” was first drawn by Sylvia Brockner and it adorned letterhead, cards and all

sorts of visual media for years. We still use the eDipper as a descriptor for our newsletter, the

e-dipper, and for our most cherished volunteer award, “The Dipper,” a hand painted

aluminum ladle (or “dipper”).  We also sell small ceramic Dippers in the Nature Center gift

shop, sculpted by our talented ENC Director, Dina Baker. 

To mark our 50+ years of existence, and to help protect our steadfast icon, Evergreen

Audubon has launched the pilot phase of a new citizen science project which will focus on

learning more about the health of our local dippers and their habitat.  A small group is

currently doing background research and working out exactly how the study will be

structured.  The plan is to engage the membership more fully in 2020, but if you want to

know more now, or have ideas you would like to share with the working group, please contact

me.

In the meantime, did you know that the Dipper’s claim to fame goes back centuries?  The

genus of Dipper, Cinclus, has a vague reference to a waterside bird observed by Aristotle. 

More recently, John Muir was clearly captivated by the birds.  This excerpt from his book

Mountains of California, provides a rich, poetic illustration of our loveable and iconic

American Dipper:

“He is a singularly joyous and lovable little fellow, about the size of a robin, clad in a plain

waterproof suit of bluish gray, with a tinge of chocolate on the head and shoulders. In form

he is about as smoothly plump and compact as a pebble that has been whirled in a pot-hole,

the flowing contour of his body being interrupted only by his strong feet and bill, the crisp

wing-tips, and the up-slanted wren-like tail.

https://evergreenaudubon.org/the-dipper-evergreen-audubon-icon/
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No cañon is too cold for this little bird, none too lonely, provided it be rich in falling water.

Find a fall, or cascade, or rushing rapid, anywhere upon a clear stream, and there you will

surely find its complementary Ouzel, flitting about in the spray, diving in foaming eddies,

whirling like a leaf among beaten foam-bells; ever vigorous and enthusiastic, yet self-

contained, and neither seeking nor shunning your company.

He is the mountain streams’ own darling, the humming-bird of blooming waters, loving

rocky ripple-slopes and sheets of foam as a bee loves flowers, as a lark loves sunshine and

meadows. Among all the mountain birds, none has cheered me so much in my lonely

wanderings, — none so unfailingly. For both in winter and summer he sings, sweetly,

cheerily, independent alike of sunshine and of love, requiring no other inspiration than the

stream on which he dwells. While water sings, so must he, in heat or cold, calm or storm, ever

attuning his voice in sure accord; low in the drought of summer and the drought of winter,

but never silent.

One wild winter morning, when Yosemite Valley was swept its length from west to east by a

cordial snow-storm, I sallied forth to see what I might learn and enjoy. The loose snow was

already over five feet deep on the meadows, making extended walks impossible without the

aid of snow-shoes. I found no great difficulty, however, in making my way to a certain ripple

on the river where one of my ouzels lived. He was at home, busily gleaning his breakfast

among the pebbles of a shallow portion of the margin, apparently unaware of anything

extraordinary in the weather. Presently he flew out to a stone against which the icy current

was beating, and turning his back to the wind, sang as delightfully as a lark in springtime.

His food, as far as I have noticed, consists of all kinds of water insects, which in summer are

chiefly procured along shallow margins. Here he wades about ducking his head under water

and deftly turning over pebbles and fallen leaves with his bill, seldom choosing to go into

deep water where he has to use his wings in diving. He seems to be especially fond of the

larvæ of mosquitos, found in abundance attached to the bottom of smooth rock channels

where the current is shallow. When feeding in such places he wades up-stream, and often

while his head is under water the swift current is deflected upward along the glossy curves of

his neck and shoulders, in the for of a clear, crystalline shell, which fairly incloses him like a

bell-glass, the shell being broken and re-formed as he lifts and dips his head; while ever and

anon he sidles out to where the too powerful current carries him off his feet; then he

dexterously rises on the wing and goes gleaning again in shallower places.

The Ouzel seldom swims more than a few yards on the surface, for, not being web-footed, he

makes rather slow progress, but by means of his strong, crisp wings he swims, or rather flies,

with celerity under the surface, often to considerable distances. But it is in withstanding the

force of heavy rapids that his strength of wing in this respect is most strikingly manifested.

The following may be regarded as a fair illustration of his power of sub-aquatic flight. One

stormy morning in winter when the Merced River was blue and green with unmelted snow, I

observed one of my ouzels perched on a snag out in the midst of a swift-rushing rapid,

singing cheerily, as if everything was just to his mind; and while I stood on the bank admiring
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him, he suddenly plunged into the sludgy current, leaving his song abruptly broken off. After

feeding a minute or two at the bottom, and when one would suppose that he must inevitably

be swept far down-stream, he emerged just where he went down, alighted on the same snag,

showered the water-beads from his feathers, and continued his unfinished song, seemingly in

tranquil ease as if it

Ouzels seem so completely part and parcel of the streams they inhabit, they scarce suggest

any other origin than the streams themselves; and one might almost be pardoned in fancying

they come direct from the living waters, like flowers from the ground.

On the lower reaches of the rivers where mills are built, they sing on through the din of the

machinery, and all the noisy confusion of dogs, cattle, and workmen. On one occasion, while

a wood-chopper was at work on the river-bank, I observed one cheerily singing within reach

of the flying chips. Nor does any kind of unwonted disturbance put him in bad humor, or

frighten him out of calm self-possession. In passing through a narrow gorge, I once drove one

ahead of me from rapid to rapid, disturbing him four times in quick succession where he

could not very well fly past me on account of the narrowness of the channel. Most birds

under similar circumstances fancy themselves pursued, and become suspiciously uneasy;

but, instead of growing nervous about it, he made his usual dippings, and sang one of his

most tranquil strains. When observed within a few yards their eyes are seen to express

remarkable gentleness and intelligence; but they seldom allow so near a view unless one

wears clothing of about the same color as the rocks and trees, and knows how to sit still. On

one occasion, while rambling along the shore of a mountain lake, where the birds, at least

those born that season, had never seen a man, I sat down to rest on a large stone close to the

water’s edge, upon which it seemed the ouzels and sandpipers were in the habit of alighting

when they came to feed on that part of the shore, and some of the other birds also, when they

came down to wash or drink. In a few minutes, along came a whirring Ouzel and alighted on

the stone beside me, within reach of my hand. Then suddenly observing me, he stooped

nervously as if about to fly on the instant, but as I remained as motionless as the stone, he

gained confidence, and looked me steadily in the face for about a minute, then flew quietly to

the outlet and began to sing. Next came a sandpiper and gazed at me with much the same

guileless expression of eye as the Ouzel. Lastly, down with a swoop came a Steller’s jay out of

a fir-tree, probably with the intention of moistening his noisy throat. But instead of sitting

confidingly as my other visitors had done, he rushed off at once, nearly tumbling heels over

head into the lake in his suspicious confusion, and with loud screams roused the

neighborhood.

Even so far north as icy Alaska, I have found my glad singer. When I was exploring the

glaciers between Mount Fairweather and the Stikeen River, one cold day in November, after

trying in vain to force a way through the innumerable icebergs of Sum Dum Bay to the great

glaciers at the head of it, I was weary and baffled and sat resting in my canoe convinced at

last that I would have to leave this part of my work for another year. Then I began to plan my

escape to open water before the young ice which was beginning to form should shut me in.
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While I thus lingered drifting with the bergs, in the midst of these gloomy forebodings and all

the terrible glacial desolation and grandeur, I suddenly heard the well-known whir of an

Ouzel’s wings, and, looking up, saw my little comforter coming straight across the ice from

the shore. In a second or two he was with me, flying three times round my head with a happy

salute, as if saying, “Cheer up, old friend; you see I’m here, and all’s well.” Then he flew back

to the shore, alighted on the topmost jag of a stranded iceberg, and began to nod and bow as

though he were on one of his favorite boulders in the midst of a sunny Sierra cascade.

Such, then, is our little cinclus, beloved of every one who is so fortunate as to know him.

Tracing on strong wing every curve of the most precipitous torrents from one extremity of the

Sierra to the other; not fearing to follow them through their darkest gorges and coldest snow-

tunnels; acquainted with every waterfall, echoing their divine music; and throughout the

whole of their beautiful lives interpreting all that we in our unbelief call terrible in the

utterances of torrents and storms, as only varied expressions of God’s eternal love.”

From The Mountains of California John Muir, 1894, The Century Company, New York,

New York.

 

 


