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ON A MALLARD DUCK REMOVING HER EGGS. 
BY 

EMMA L. TURNER. 

I FIRST attempted to photograph this Mallard duck 
(Anas boscas) on May 30th, 1910, but waited for her in 
yain about four hours. Her own eggs had been removed 
and a clutch of addled ones substituted, as the duck-tribe 
is exceedingly shy, and when disturbed will often not 
return to the nest for many hours. 

The next day I tried again, and after three hours' 
delay, thought I had secured a photograph of the duck 
brooding, but there was nothing on the plate ! Having 
other and more interesting work, which occupied me till 
June 28th, I forgot all about this troublesome duck ; 
but, finding she was still persistently brooding and I had 
a spare day or two, it seemed worth while making another 
attempt, besides which I was very tired, and the prospect 
of four hours of sitting still with intervals for sleep was 
not without its attractions for once. But I paid heavily 
for not being wide awake and attending strictly to business. 
The Duck only kept me waiting an hour and a half. I awoke 
to find her creeping slowly up to the nest; when close to 
it, she carefully surveyed the situation, and evidently 
took exception to something, what I cannot tell; the inner 
workings of a bird's—and especially a duck's—mind are 
as complex, and sometimes as irresponsible, as a woman's. 
My shelter had stood opposite her for a month and ap
parently presented the same front; but to the wary bird 
there was a difference, for suddenly she made up her mind, 
and, thrusting her bill into the nest, raked up four 
eggs all together—shovelled them up, perhaps, I should 
say—till they rested against her breast, then gently 
assisted them out of the nest. I, alas, not being fully 
awake> thought she was merely making a space inside the 
nest in which to plant her great splay feet before arranging 
herself upon the eggs, and thus lost my best chance of a 
curious photograph. Having done this she seemed in 
two minds and unable to come to any decision. After 
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some moments of intent gazing in my direction she ven
tured on to the nest, but as every movement still betrayed 
her anxiety, I dropped the shutter and secured a portrait 
in this attitude (Plate 2). "With infinite care and caution 
I managed to change my plate almost noiselessly, during 
which process, however, she slipped off and crouched at a 
distance, but soon returned and commenced pulling down 
and material out of the nest and arranging it under the 
eggs that were removed. She then settled down to brood 
over these four eggs, eyeing those in the nest all the while 
and frequently pulling out more down. More cautiously even 
than before I removed the plate, focussed afresh, and photo
graphed her (Fig. 1). She then took fright and went away. 

As a gale of wind was blowing all the time, I had to 
come out and remove bits of loose reed which had blown 
across my path ; I also replaced the four eggs and down 
inside the nest, returned to my shelter, and waited. It 
was just two hours before the duck came back ; mean
while some reeds had blown down, but these I dared not 
remove, as the bird was always near at hand. She then 
began taking out the eggs one at a time by pushing them 
under her chin (Fig. 2), guiding them with her bill down 
the soft slope of her breast, and so " easing " them to the 
ground. It was all so quickly done ; four more were 
removed in as many seconds, and these she then pushed 
one by one along the narrow trackway that most marsh-
birds make to and from their nests, till about eighteen 
inches away, and well within the shady rushes. There 
she brooded over them with her tail towards me. I waited 
some time, but nothing happened, neither did she worry 
about the six neglected eggs in her nest; birds have 
curious limitations, which vary with individuals. 

As the situation was now dull and uninteresting I 
went home to lunch, first replacing the eggs. On my 
return at 2.30 she had again removed four to the same 
spot, which I as persistently put back into the nest, and 
waited till 5.30, but she would not show herself, so, 
partially covering up the eggs, I left her. 
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On June 29th all the eggs were as usual in the nest and 
warm, and the duck close at hand, but though I waited 
four hours on that and two successive days, she did not 
once venture near, though eventually returning to the nest 
after I left. She was sitting closely till to-day, July 8th, 
when either her patience is exhausted or the almost un
paralleled rise of water for the time of year has flooded her out. 

FIG. 1. MALLARD DUCK BBOODING BEHIND ITS NEST. 

(Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner.) 

These instances, frequently recorded, of birds 
removing eggs or young, while simply pointing to the 
fact that, like human beings, they are subject to attacks 
of " nerves," nevertheless have an added interest, 
because they prove that there is almost as great an 
individuality amongst birds, even of the same species, 
as amongst men. Snipe, for instance, will usually fly 
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straight from the nest at the faintest sound made by the 
photographer; yet, on May 12th and 16th, I sat most 
of the day three feet from a Snipe, waiting for her to hatch 
off. Nothing I could do short of actually emerging from 
my shelter and putting her up, would induce that bird to 
stir. I wrote letters, ate my lunch, took photographs of her 
and changed plates with more or less noise, struck matches 

FIG. 2 . MALLARD DUCK REMOVING AN EGG. 

(Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner.) 

and barked like a dog, but she bore it all with the utmost 
serenity. No two birds will ever behave exactly alike 
under the same circumstances. Heredity and tradition 
hold them in a tight grip, yet each individual has a certain 
amount of " play," and one can never lay down hard and 
fast rulesfor birds—of all nature's children the most erratic. 
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