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T H E SEQUENCE OF PLUMAGES OF T H E 
COMMON EIDER. 

BY 

J. G. MILLAIS. 

MANY accounts have appeared in the works of naturalists 
on the subject of the plumage of the male and female 
Eider (Somateria m. mollissima) and the age at which 
the sexes arrive at maturity. In nearly all of these 
there is much guesswork owing to the small series of 
specimens examined, although in several of the accounts 
it is stated correctly that the male bird becomes adult 
in its third year. 

So long ago as 1756 we find the description of the 
typical (Swedish) Eider by M. Thrane Brunnich, who, 
roughly, yet accurately, states that it is not until 
the third year that the male " in all things resembles 
the adult male " and " they do not pair until the third 
year unless through an irregularity or an occasional 
wantonness." With his description of the plumages 
of the immature female I cannot agree, for he states 
that " During the first year the female bird alone attains 
almost the same plumage as the mother bird, the only 
difference being that they are somewhat lighter," etc. 
Later, in his Supplement III . , he states that the two 
white bands on the wings do not become distinct until 
after several years' moulting. This is somewhat contra
dictory. Various authors such as Nilsson, Lilljeborg, and 
M. von Wright, all give descriptions of various stages 
of the plumage, but in no way seem to come to definite 
conclusions. Faber (Prodromus der islandisch. Ornith., 
p. 70, 1822) says that the male bird is not capable of 
procreation until its fifth summer and that it retains its 
youthful plumage four.years. Kjaerbolling (Skandina-
viens Fugle, p. 691) thinks that in the first and 
second year the male bird lacks the beautiful markings 
on the head, and the white is entirely absent on the neck 
or begins on the throat. Brehm, too (Handbuch der 
Naturgeschichte alter Vog. Deutsch.), is equally inaccurate 
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in his statements about the age when the male gets its 
full plumage. After Briinnich, Holboll (Ornith. Beitrag 
zur Fauna Grdnlands, pp. 69-73) seems to have been 
the next author who diagnosed the plumage-change 
of the Eider correctly. On page 72 he says that, 
having compared a great number of young birds of 
both species (8. mollissima and 8. spectabilis), he has 
come to the conclusion that both require two years 
to become full grown, so that young birds which were 
hatched in 1840 were full grown in the autumn of 1842 
and had attained a complete winter-plumage in October.* 
This period, he states, is alike for both sexes. During 
the first year the female bird is quite grey, without the 
white bands on the wings ; in the second year she attains 
almost the same colour as the old birds, only differing 
from these by the absence of the white bands on the 
wings. Professor Collett gives (Mindre Meddelelser ved. 
Norges Fughfauna, 1881-1892, pp. 284-286) a detailed 
account of the plumage-change which seems to leave the 
reader in a state of some doubt, for he believes that the 
young males do not begin to turn white until the second 
winter. Most English authors, except Booth, say 
very little about the plumages of the Eider, and what 
they do is strictly of a non-committal order. By far 
the best account of the sequence of plumages of 
S. mollissima and its allied races is to be found in Mr. 
E. Lehn Schioler's paper on the Eider Duck (Somateria 
mollissima L.) and some of its allied races, which was 
published in the Dansk omithologisk Forenings Tidsskrift 
(Vol. III . , June, 1908, pp. 109-149). This contains a 
very complete summary of Mr. Schioler's views on the 
plumage passage of the Eider, as well as notes on skeletons, 
breeding-habits, and the distribution of allied races. 

In the following descriptions of the plumages of the 
Common Eider, I have taken specimens whose plumage 
is normal at the days mentioned. Sometimes there is a 

* Broadly speaking this is quite correct, although many males do 
not attain full plumage until December, owing to the delay in moulting. 
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delay or advance of several months, according to the 
condition or early hatching of the bird. All birds 
described are, for the sake of explanation, supposed to 
have been hatched on July 1st. 

MALE. 
DOWN-PLUMAGE.—Crown, cheeks, wings, back, and rump 

brown with long hair-like down of brownish-grey on shoulders 
and wings (over the whole of the back there is an olive-green 
tinge which soon vanishes), darker towards the rump and 
tail; eye-stripe, chin, breast, and belly grey, grey-yellow, or 
very pale brown ; neck brownish-grey; thighs brown. Bill 
blue-grey ; nail bone-yellow ; feet blue-grey ; irides brown. 
Length at four days, 9 inches. 

JFVEOTLE-PLFMAGE.—At four weeks, feathers appear 
on the shoulders, and the legs and feet become lead-blue 
and grow to a large size. The irides too become more 
red-brown. By August 12th the young are three-parts 
grown, and by September 1st they are clothed in their 
first plumage and are able to fly. I t is generally stated 
that the young at first resemble the adult female, but 
this is hardly the case on close examination. 

Head and neck grey with dark brown centres to the 
feathers; eye-stripe light grey with dark brown centres; 
nape, shoulders, scapulars blackish-brown with narrow 
sandy edges ; rump brown-black ; upper tail-coverts black 
edged with reddish-brown; centre of the wing blackish-
brown edged with sandy-brown ; primaries brown ; secondaries 
grey-brown edged with pale sandy-brown; throat grey ; 
chest and lower-parts blackish-brown with sandy edges to the 
feathers (in some examples the lower-belly and vent are a 
uniform grey-brown, whilst others are almost black with 
the feathers edged with sandy-brown) ; thighs reddish-brown 
and barred with black-brown. Feet and toes lead-grey; 
bill green above, running into blue-grey below and in front 
of the nostrils. 

F I R S T WINTER-PLTJMAGE. •— There is little change 
until the middle of October* when a very general moult 
commences through the plumage except on the mantle, 
wings, lower-breast and belly, and rump—these portions 

* Sometimes a few white feathers come into the scapulars as early 
as September. 
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of the plumage not being renewed as a rule until the 
chief moult in July. On examining a large series of 
young males between October and July of the first year, 
the most remarkable variation is noticeable in the time 
of shedding the tail-feathers. In some examples the 
worn juvenile-feathers are moulted in October and a 
new black set is obtained by the 19th of that month, 
whilst in others they are being renewed in April, and yet 
in others in July after the birds have passed into their 
first eclipse-plumage. 

Between October and February the quantity of new 
plumage acquired by young males by fresh moult is 
extremely variable, some being as far advanced at the 
end of October as others by the end of February. 

First stage.—The average young male in November has 
the crown and sides of the head rich red-brown; eye-strife 
from sandy-yellow to russet-brown; over the eye a blaek-
brown patch of feathers; cheeks and sides of the neck 
almost black; nape, neck-collar, and upper tail-coverts 
black; back and inner scapulars black and white or 
brown and white intermixed; chin, front of the neck, 
lores, and cheeks pale grey-brown, showing small blackish 
markings ; upper-chest white with black edgings or brown 
bars ; sides of the upper-chest and feathers on flanks that 
cover the wings black. The wings, mantle, rump, and lower-
parts usually retain the juvenile-plumage, but fade con
siderably as the season advances. Many examples, however, 
assume a large number of black feathers, from the lower 
portion of the white-and-cream chest-shield to the rump. 

So the advance continues—new feathers coming in and 
old ones " wearing " and moulting—to April, when the young 
male seems to have effected all the plumage-change he will 
do until the eclipse-plumage commences. 

Second Stage.—By the middle of April many advanced 
young males have the whole of the chin, chest, and nape 
white and cream-buff as in old birds ; the crown and sides 
of the back of the head remain reddish-brown, the black 
patches above, below, and in front of the eye to the bill are 
generally half-changed*; the sea-green patch over and 

* The change when it takes place on the erown, as it does in a few 
advanced birds, is effected by a wearing process. The red-brown 
tips wear off and the proximal parts of the feathers, which are black 
with a blue gloss, are revealed. 
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behind the ear-coverts is also completely developed or inter
mixed with blaek-and-brown feathers of the first stage; 
the cheeks too are usually mixed dark brown and white; 
a line of black feathers is now fully developed along the 
upper flanks ; upper and lower tail-coverts are renewed and 
black; scapulars are white with broad or narrow edges of 
black. As previously stated the crown, mantle, rump, and 
wings and nearly all the lower-parts remain in juvenile-plumage, 
and the feathers of these parts are not shed until August. 
The change of the tail also varies in individuals. The most 
interesting feature of the plumage of the nine-months-old 
male in April, is that when gaining the white chin and throat 
it nearly always leaves a broad V-shaped line of the brown 
feathers. This characteristic mark is often retained through
out the summer, and forms an interesting parallel to the 
V-shaped mark found in many of the adult males of 
8. m, mollissinm and its allied races. 

FIRST ECLIPSE-PLUMAGE.—From April until the end 

of June little or no change takes place except the usual 
fading and wearing of the feathers, and then the first 
eclipse-plumage begins to make its appearance and may 
be said to be complete by the end of July. 

The feathers of the whole head and neck are shed and 
replaced in a few days by a plumage resembling, but somewhat 
darker than, that of the juvenile; eye-stripe dull white with 
blackish markings ; crown, upper-parts of cheeks, and back 
of head and neck black ; rest of cheeks and throat grey-brown ; 
mantle and scapulars blaekish-brown. In a bird killed on 
July 6th at Fitfulhead, Shetland, which has effected the 
above change, the wings, tail, and nearly all the lower-parts 
are still in juvenile-plumage, much worn and faded; the 
white-and-huff shield on the upper-chest and its sides is 
replaced by a new set of feathers—white with brown-
black bars and edged with reddish-brown ; the long faded 
scapulars are still unshed and sandy-yellow as well as the 
primaries. 

SECOND WINTER-PLUMAGE.—So the plumage remains 

until the middle of August when the wings and tail are 
generally renewed, though this is sometimes not accom
plished until early September. Towards the end of 
August the next change to second winter-plumage com
mences and all the lower-parts and flanks are changed 
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to black for the first time,* and a general moult takes 
place throughout the whole plumage. The moult 
proceeds somewhat slowly and is not as a rule complete 
until the end of November, whilst a few late birds even 
retain an occasional feather or so of the eclipse until 
February. The general character of the second winter-
plumage is similar to that of adult males, except that 
the former can always be distinguished by the black 
edges to the long curled sickle-feathers of the inner 
secondaries. Moreover these feathers are never so 
large or so well curled as in adults. This character is 
invariable as well as the " mottled " appearance of the 
wing. The wing in the second winter-plumage is 
generally black all round its edges, from the primary-
coverts to the shoulders, whilst the lesser, median, and 
secondary coverts have the feathers broadly or narrowly 
edged with black, these portions in the adult male 
always being pure white. By April all traces of 
immaturity have gone except on the wings. 

SECOND ECLIPSE-PUTMAGE.—This often begins to 
appear as early as June 1st, and like the first eclipse 
the moult commences on the head and neck, the dark 
colours next coming in by means of a moult over the 
chest, back, and scapulars, so that all the bright colours 
may be quickly obliterated. The feathers of the lower-
parts, rump, wings, and tail are not shed and remain in 
second winter-plumage. 

The second eclipse is for the most par t similar in 
colouring to the first eclipse, tha t is to say in the case 
of the new feathers that have been gained in July, but 
these second eclipse Eiders can always be distinguished 
in this month from first eclipse and adult birds by the 
colourings of the wings and curled secondaries, which 
remain as in second-winter birds. The whole of the 
lower-parts also are jet-black as in adult birds. Moreover 
males in the second eclipse never lose all the white 

* Instances of a young bird getting its black lower-parts in the 
first year are somewhat rare, bu t I have seen examples of this. 
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feathers on nape, back, and scapulars as adults do, and 
this plumage has an incomplete appearance. 

ADULT WINTER-PLUMAGE.—The breast, lower-parts, 
long sickle-feathers, wings, rump, under and upper 
tail-coverts are only shed once—between July 1st and 
October 1st, by which date the male has half-shed his 
second eclipse and has taken on half of his first adult 
winter-plumage. So the first adult winter-plumage 
continues to advance until it is often quite complete 
by November 1st. Wherefore the full plumage of the 
male Eider is obtained in two years and four months. 
Many however do not attain full plumage until 
December. 

Top of the head rich bluish-black divided in the centre of 
the crown which blends in the sea-green colour that covers 
the back of the head, the nape, and the auricular region ; 
cheeks, back, and scapulars white with the latter tinged with 
yellow; centre of back, rump, upper tail-coverts deep black; 
a conspicuous white patch on either side of the rump; tail 
brown with a grey suffusion; primaries brown; secondaries, 
outer feathers black, middle feather white with broad black 
margin, inner feathers long and curled and white; lesser 
and medium wing-coverts white with a slight tinge of yellow ; 
chin, throat and lower-neck white; upper-breast buff; flanks, 
lower-breast, belly, and under tail-coverts deep black. Bill 
olive-green above blending into blue-grey below and in front 
of the nostril; nail bone-yellow, a line of blue-grey along 
the side of the lower mandible; feet and legs brown 
suffused with green, webs black; irides rich brown. Length 
22 to 25 inches. Wing 11J in., tarsus If in. 

ADULT ECLIPSE-PLUMAGE.—In May, the males have 
lost the full beauty of their plumage : the upper-breast 
feathers become dull and the bird loses the fine yellow 
tint on the scapulars and the rich green tint on the 
head fades, and by June the tail and sickle-feathers 
are worn and abraded. 

Sometimes as early as June 23rd and more generally 
about July lst-4th, the eclipse-plumage of the adult 
male begins to appear on the neck and mantle. Some 
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birds change the bright parts of the plumage such as the 
head, neck, upper-breast, back and upper scapulars in 
a week, the rest of the plumage—which embraces the 
lower-parts, wings, inner secondaries, tail, and tail-
coverts—is only changed once into direct winter-plumage. 
The bird may be said to be in full eclipse about August 5th 
when it has a very " black " appearance on the water. 

Head and neck, except for a small space of grey and black 
feathers over the eye, black with proximal parts of the 
feathers brown; nape, mantle, and scapulars black; some
times the black feathers in the centre of the back are finely 
edged with white, but this wears off in October; wings and 
tail as in winter-plumage; upper-breast white barred with 
black and edged with reddish-brown; rest of under-parts 
black as in winter-plumage. 

NOTE.—Some examples are not so dark as above described 
and have the chin and throat suffused with grey, others never 
completely lose the white feathers on the nape but renew 
in September directly into white again. I do not feel certain 
as to what extent the feathers on the upper-breast are changed, 
and think this region is shed differently according to 
individuals, some taking on temporary eclipse-feathers and 
others only renewing once between July 1st and October 1st. 
I think however the region nearest to the neck is generally 
renewed twice and that nearest to the lower-breast and belly 
only once, because we find males in every degree of feathers 
" wearing " from October 1st to the end of November. The 
black-edged feathers in October and November are not 
shed again during these months to pure buff ones, but wear 
the black edges away. 

Briefly, to summarize the plumages of the male Eider, 
the duckling passes from its down-state to Juvenile-
plumage, which it only retains in part, varying greatly 
in individuals, for a short time. The " speckled" 
First Winter-plumage is attained through the first 
winter and early spring. The juvenile-wing, sometimes 
the tail, and usually the lower-parts are retained for 
a whole year. At twelve months the greater part of 
the First Eclipse-plumage is assumed, and this again is 
soon moulted with the parts of the plumage that only 
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change once a year. From fifteen to eighteen months 
the Second Winter-plumage is gained and the bird is 
like the adult male except for the pied fore-wing and 
the black-edged curled secondaries. This plumage is 
kept until twenty-four months when the Second Eclipse 
is assumed. At twenty-seven months the third winter-
moult is in full progress, and the bird attains Adult-
plumage with perfect white fore-wing and curled 
sscondaries at 28-30 months. 

There is not the least doubt that, as Mr. Sehioler 
points out, the male bird becomes more brilliant in plumage 
and more massive in skeleton in the fourth spring, but 
to all intents and purposes it is adult at 28-30 months 
and will pair and breed in the following spring. It may 
be possible that the immature male may pair and breed 
in its second year, though we have no conclusive proof 
that it does so, for it is usual to see these immature 
males in flocks at the pairing time ; whilst if they 
attempt to interfere with the females, they are driven 
off by the adult males. As I have myself seen, they go 
through the full " show " of the adult, and are capable 
of copulation although their testes are very small at 
this period. Whether the eggs of females paired to these 
two-year-old males are fertile or not I cannot say. 

Even the young males of ten months go through 
the full courtship show, and make the courting-call 
similar to the adult though they do not evince much 
desire to pair with a female. Such however is not 
always the case. On May 1st, 1912, at Scampston, 
Mr. St. Quintin had on his river-pond four ten-months-
old males, and one adult female which was most anxious 
for a mate. All the young males were " showing " and 
calling, and the old female literally hunted the most 
advanced young male until she got underneath him 
in the water and forced him to pair. Mr. St. Quintin 
and I witnessed the act twice. The female laid eggs, 
but they were not fertile, so we must presume that such 
abnormal pairing is unusual and ineffective. 
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FEMALE. 

DOWN-PLUMAGE.—Like that of the male but generally 
darker on the under-parts and the eye-stripe narrower and 
shorter. 

JUVENILE-PLUMAGE.—Head and neck brownish-grey with 
darker centres ; eye-stripe light grey with dark brown centres ; 
mantle, scapulars, back, and rump dark brown with light 
sandy-brown edges ; tail brown and worn at the tips ; upper-
wing above and including the lesser wing-coverts blackish-brown 
edged with rich brown ; primaries nearly black ; secondaries 
blackish-brown with a very narrow edge of pale greyish-
brown ; throat grey ; breast and belly pale grey-brown crossed 
with dark greyish-brown bars and edged with sandy grey-
brown (the dark bars on the upper-breast are much broader 
and more clearly defined than those on the belly, while the 
flank-feathers near the rump are also more heavily barred). 

NOTE.—The juvenile female can be distinguished from 
the juvenile male by its smaller eye-stripe and by its paler 
upper-parts and darker upper-breast. 

F I R S T WINTER-PLUMAGE.—As a rule the moult is 
slower in the case of the female, which does not commence 
its first winter-moult until early November. Then the 
first feathers with broad reddish-brown edges appear 
on the shoulders, lines of a chestnut-brown come in on 
the head, and new black-barred rich brown ones on the 
upper-breast and belly. So the advent of a first semi-
adult plumage proceeds slowly until March, when the 
bird has an appearance somewhat similar to the adult 
female except that the wings, tail, and long secondaries 
have not been renewed, and on close examination there 
are still a large number of the feathers of the juvenile-
plumage on the breast and belly. The tail is a most 
variable feature. As a rule it is not renewed until the 
end of the first year, but in very forward birds one or 
two (generally those in the centre) new feathers are 
gained in spring. By May these ten-months-old females 
have the whole of the breast- and belly-feathers changed 
and similar to adults. These young birds can however 
always be distinguished from adult females by the dark 
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and faded long scapulars and secondaries and by the 
absence of white on the secondaries and secondary-coverts. 

In July, these immature females of one year flock 
together and are again easily recognised by their " black " 
appearance on the water and their faded wings. In 
many of them the mantle and scapulars appear to be 
almost black, for the sandy-coloured edges are nearly 
worn off prior to moulting. 

SECOND WINTER-PLUMAGE.—The moult commences 
at the end of July, and during August and September 
the whole plumage undergoes a complete change to 
that of the second winter. In October these second-
year females are very similar to adult females except 
that the white band on the lower edge of the secondaries 
and secondary-coverts is very narrow. On examining 
several of these females the plumage seems more heavily 
barred and not so red-brown as in adult females, nor are 
the birds themselves so large. Neither do they moult 
quite so early as adults. On the other hand in spring 
they lose colour more quickly than adult females, and 
have a worn and faded appearance as early as June. 
The black bars on the flanks and breast are very 
conspicuous and the whole of the head and upper-parts 
very much darker than in adults. The secondaries and 
secondary-coverts are worn greyish-brown with the 
narrow white edge still showing. 

The oviduct of these second-year females is larger 
than that of the five-months females, but is not developed 
like tha t of an old bird. Schioler remarks that the 
ovary presents a somewhat different appearance, the single 
eggs being discernible and a few of them being a little 
enlarged. I t may be possible that some of these 
immature females of twenty-two months breed, yet 
I think that the majority do not do so, for I have shot 
several consorting with the small packs of nine-months 
old females which kept quite apart all the spring and 
summer from the breeding birds, whilst all Mr. Schioler's 
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examinations go to prove that female birds do not breed 
until the third spring. 

ADULT-PLUMAGE.—At the age of two years the bird 
commences another complete moult similar to that 
of the year before, and changes directly into its third 
winter-plumage which is that of the adult female. This 
is generally finished in November, when the female may 
be said to be adult at twenty-eight months—in fact 
maturity is reached at the same time as in the case of 
the male. 

In the following spring she breeds. Females in the 
fourth year are more brilliant than those in the third 
year. 

The female is in her best plumage in February. Head 
and neck sandy-rufous speckled with black; crown dark 
brown with sandy borders ; mantle, scapulars, upper parts 
of the wing, back, and rump dark brown, the feathers edged 
with sandy or rufous ; tail brown ; primaries nearly black ; 
secondaries and secondary-coverts brown with paler edges, 
the outer edges broadly transversed with white and forming 
two alar bars; the five inner secondaries are a rich sandy-
rufous ; chin inclined to grey; upper-breast, flanks, and 
under tail-coverts dark brown, the feathers edged with sandy 
or rufous; rest of under-parts greyish-brown. Legs and 
toes brownish-slate with green suffusion; bill like that of 
the male only paler. Length 24 in., wing 11 in., tarsus 1.75 in. 

NOTE.—With age there is an inclination on the part of 
the long secondaries to curl downwards, but not to such an 
extent as is seen in the male. 
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