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ID EN TITY  OF SPE C IA L IZ E D  F E E D IN G -H A B IT S  O F 
TH E TU R N ST O N E  AND T H E  O Y S T E R -C A T C H E R .

BY

J. M. D E W A R , M.D.

T h e  habit of the Turnstone (Strepsilas i. interpres) of over
turning jetsam is so well known th a t  it is apt to be overlooked 
that the bird has other and even more interesting feeding 
habits. The present communication refers to th e  w ay in  
which the Turnstone opens mussels and overturns lim pets, 
and demonstrates the identity  of these specialized h ab its  in  
Turnstone and Oyster-catcher (Haematopus ostralegus). Owing 
to the small size of th e  Turnstone and the smallness of its  
food-objects, as compared with th e  size of the O yster-catcher 
and its food, it has not been possible to study the  T urnstone 
in the same detail as the Oyster-catcher, bu t enough has 
been seen to establish the main points of sim ilarity.

Edible mussel (Mytilus edulis). The ways by  which the  
Oyster-catcher opens mussels have already been described 
(Dewar, 1908, 1913). Like the Oyster-catcher the T urnstone  
does not take mussels as they come, but searches for certa in  
shells, selection being certainly for size and p robab ly  for 
accessibility. If the shell is tigh tly  closed and th e  ven tra l 
border with its permanent byssal fissure is no t open to  
attack, it is probable th a t the' shell cannot be en tered  except 
by hammering on the valves. Only the O yster-catcher has 
been seen to use this method, and  even this strong bird  is 
limited by the size, tha t is the strength, of the shells, and  by  
its capacity to withstand the exhaustion induced by continued 
hammering.

The Turnstone walks about inspecting the m ussel-scalp. 
It can be seen to run quickly to  a spot and drive the  bill 
downwards by  three or four vigorous thrusts. L ateral leverage 
of the bill, or its rotation through quarter or half a circle 
about its long axis, follows. Sidewise wriggling of th e  bill 
is often seen and indicates en try  to a shell th rough  th e  
posterior end. The bird can now look up for a m om ent, and 
then eat the contents of the shell a t leisure. All these m ethods 
repeat exactly those of the Oyster-catcher.

Very small shells are badly crushed by the stroke of th e  
bill, but the Turnstone manages very successfully to  shake 
the flesh off most of the fragments. Larger shells are opened 
through the dorsal or ventral borders or at the posterior end. 
Dorsal openings generally involve an elliptical frac tu re  of 
one valve around the hinge, ventral openings leave b o th  
valves intact, posterior end openings usually show some
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crushing of the  posterior end of each valve. E xam ination  of 
th e  opened shells confirms the iden tity  of m ethod and result 
in the  two species as the  results for th e  T urnstone are exactly  
those for th e  O yster-catcher. The only difference is in th e  
size of the  shells. The O yster-catcher’s mussels, m easured in  
each case from the anterior to the  posterior end, range from 
I in. to  2 ins. The T urnstone’s mussels, excluding the sm all 
and  badly  crushed examples, range from |  in. to f  in.

L im pet (Patella vulgata). The O yster-catcher’s m ethod of 
overturning the  lim pet has been described (Dewar, 1913). The 
T urnstone uses the sam e m ethod. I t  selects a lim pet, and  
approaching it  with th e  head low gives th e  rim  of the  shell 
a  sudden jab w ith the end of th e  bill. If th is surprise a tta c k  
fails to  topple the lim pet over, the  bill is pushed onw ards 
u nder th e  lim pet. If necessary, slight swaying m ovem ents, 
or p artia l ro tation  of the bill are added un til th e  lim pet 
overturns. The sudden jab, the swaying m ovem ents and  th e  
slight ro ta tion  of the  bill are also th e  devices em ployed by 
th e  Oyster-catcher. B oth species have to  look for certain  
lim pets, selection being for size and  probab ly  for p a rtia l 
re laxation  from the substrate . E xperim ents already recorded 
suggest th a t it is impossible to  overtu rn  a lim pet ad 
hering  tigh tly  to the rock, or one which has m ade for itself 
a depression in the rock. In  a ttack ing  a lim pet bo th  species 
keep the  sides of the bill vertical. I have never seen either 
species use the  bill w ith  the sides horizontal as some observers 
have claimed for the O yster-catcher. The T u rnstone’s m ethod 
of a ttack ing  a  limpet is exactly  its m ethod  of overturning 
jetsam . I t  has not been suggested th a t  th is  is done w ith  the  
flat of th e  bill.

F ive limpets overturned b y  th e  T urnstone m easured in no 
case more th an  \  in. in  the long diam eter of the  m outh  of the  
shell. Lim pets got by  the O yster-catcher ranged from  in. 
to i f  ins. in the long diam eter, th e  average for 164 shells 
being I  in.

T he iden tity  of these feeding hab its  in th e  T urnstone and 
O yster-catcher does no t extend to  the form  of the  bill, which 
differs in  shape in the  two species, being an elongated eone 
in the  Turnstone and chisel-shaped in the O yster-catcher. The 
T urnstone’s m ethods of overturning stones and lim pets are 
evidently  one and the same, and are identical w ith the  O yster- 
ca tcher’s mode of a ttack ing  limpets. B ut so far the  O yster- 
catcher has not been seen to  overturn  stones like the other 
species. I t  appears to  have only the  universal limicoline 
m ethod of hitching jetsam  to one or other side. The T urnstone 
retains th is m ethod and  uses it to  shift sm all objects while 
reserving its special m ethod  for heavy  objects.
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The manner in which both species open mussels is identical 
with the Oyster-catcher s mode of probing. In  probing the 
bill is thrust vigorously into sand or m ud, and levered from 
side to side, or rotated about its long axis, as in opening 
mussels. The Turnstone must be an infrequent prober. I t  
visits sand chiefly to pick up surface objects w ith or w ithout 
displacing jetsam previously. Only once has a Turnstone 
been seen to probe in sand. The bird did so in a place selected 
by sight and made a simple vertical th ru s t of the  bill to a 
hidden food-object which it retrieved and swallowed. A simple 
vertical thrust of the bill would not open a mussel.

Little seems to be known about progress tow ards m aturity  
in the Turnstone. Hand-reared young (Heinroth, 1931) began 
to overturn loose objects at the age of 6 weeks, which is late 
seeing that the birds were able to fly a little  a t 25 days.

In ' the young Oyster-catcher (Dewar, 1920) the act of 
probing appears about the n t h  day, latera l leverage and 
hammering begin in the 3rd week, b u t ro tation  of the  bill 
about its long axis not until the 5th week, when the  bill has 
assumed its definitive form. In the same week chicks, reared 
in an inland habitat, hammer and lever chips of wood from 
dead tree-stumps in exactly the same way as la ter on 
they will open mussels on the scalps. The inland chicks are 
pre-adapted to feeding upon mussels, b u t they  have no t yet 
been seen to simulate the activities of overturning a lim pet.

The Oyster-catcher is pre-adapted to open mussels and  the 
Turnstone to overturn limpets. I t is not in any way clear how 
the former came to overturn limpets and the la tte r to  open 
mussels.
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