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The Wi ld  S ide
AMERICAN DIPPER

The water ouzel or American dipper is one of the more inter-

esting residents of our mountain streams. Found from western 

Panama to Alaska, the water ouzel was writer and environmen-

talist John Muir’s favorite bird. “He is the mountain stream’s 

own darling, the hummingbird of blooming waters, loving rocky 

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

loves sunshine and meadows.”, wrote Muir.

America’s only aquatic songbird, dippers are chunky and thrush-

like at seven to eight and a half inches long, slate gray with stub-

by tail and short straight beak. They are always found near clear 

fast-flowing mountain streams; for it is there that they earn their 

living. Dippers possess specially adapted eerily colored inner-

eyelids which open and close from under their eyes while they 

search for larvae, fish, fish eggs, and small invertebrates on the 

river’s bottom. Small white feathers cover the eyelids and an ex-

tra layer of down keeps them warm while underwater during 

dives that can last half a minute and reach twenty feet in depth. 

Their long pale legs are well suited for gripping and walking 

when they aren’t steering themselves through the swift current 

with their tails acting as rudders. Their wings not only help di-

rect their path but also are used as a means of propulsion. Water 

ouzels often nest under waterfalls or slick rock faces or bridges. 

They are solitary except during breeding season, when nests are 

constructed from pine needles, mud, 

lichens, moss, and ferns. Two broods 

of four or five chicks are born each 

year and mortality rates are high. The 

young learn to swim before they can 

fly as the fledglings drop from the 

nest into the icy rapids.

Flying upstream and landing in the 

water, a dipper decides to take anoth-

er run down the twisting whitewater. 

Over and over throughout the day he 

alternately fishes and rides the waves 

sometimes getting out on a rock to 

dry and preen himself. A few bobs 

up and down and it becomes apparent how the “dipper” got 

his name. Minutes pass and he repeats a few sharp “zeets” then 

plops back into the creek. His unique behaviors and proficiency 

in air, water, and even underwater environments set him apart 

from other North American birds. It is easy to see why John 

Muir, while exploring the Sierra Nevadas, came to know the wa-

ter ouzel as his favorite bird.
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