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ON T H E BREEDING-SEASON AND CLUTCH OF 
T H E STEGANOPODES. 

(CORMORANT, SHAG, AND GANNET.) 

BY 

T H E R E V . F. C. R. JOURDAIN. 

ONLY three members of this Order figure on the British 
List, and some of the facts concerning their reproductive 
habits are sufficiently interesting to deserve a fuller 
treatment than they have received up to the present in 
the standard books on the habits and nidification of 
British birds.* Eor the sake of convenience each species 
will be treated separately. 

T H E CORMORANT, Phalacrocorax carbo carbo (L.). 

The Cormorant is tolerably generally distributed round 
the coasts of the British Isles except where the shores 
are too flat to provide suitable breeding-places. I t is 
a more adaptable species than the Shag, and some of 
its nesting-places are at considerable distances from the 
sea. Thus the well-known Bird Rock (" Craig-y-deryn ") 
near Towyn in Merioneth is quite four miles from the 
sea; in Wigtownshire there is a large colony on Castle 
Loch, and in Ireland there are breeding-colonies on 
islands in fresh-water lakes at considerable distances 
inland, the nests being situated sometimes on the ground 
and at other times in trees. There is not a great deal 
of variation in the breeding-season of this species. 
Probably the earliest British nesters are those on the 
south coast of Ireland. Mr. Ii . J . Ussher (Birds of 
Ireland, p . 153) states that in co. Waterford he found 
several nests with from one to three eggs on April 4th, 
1896. This was, however, an exceptionally early date, for 
in the Zoologist, for 1890, p. 436, the same writer gives 
April 15th and 16th as the earliest dates and also states 
(t.c, 1886, p. 93) that most of the eggs are laid about the 

* For example, in Yarrell (ed. IV., Vol. IV., p . 152) it is merely 
stated with regard to the Shag tha t the eggs " a r e laid from May 
to J u n e " ! 
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beginning of May. In the north-west of Ireland the 
season is but little later, and out of fourteen nests 
with eggs examined by the writer on April 24th, in co. 
Mayo, two were hard-set and had been incubated about 
a fortnight. On exposed sites they naturally breed 
rather later, and it is probable that more than one brood 
is sometimes reared in a season, for Mr. Ussher has met 
with eggs at various dates up to July 23rd, and has found 
young birds on the breeding-ledges as late as August. 

On the English and Welsh coasts the first eggs are 
generally to be found early in May or during the last 
week of April, but fresh eggs may be met with through 
May and June and unfledged young have been seen on 
the Northumbrian coast as late as July. Mr. A. 0. 
Walker's observations (quoted by Dr. W. H. Dobie) show 
that in North Wales two broods are reared in the season 
on the Little Orme. Professor J. H. Salter saw newly 
hatched young on the coast of Cardigan Bay on May 13th, 
so that full clutches must have been laid here by mid-
April (Zoologist, 1895, p. 253). 

In Scotland the breeding-season is slightly later. Saxby 
says that in Unst the first eggs are laid towards the middle 
of May, and Mr. Allan Briggs (Ann. Scott. Nat. Hist, 1893, 
p. 72) states that on a skerry off North Ronaldshay 
some fifty nests still contained fresh and hard-set eggs 
on July 4th. In this colony only four nests contained 
more than three eggs, but the Rev. J. R. Hale informs 
me that the average clutch was four, and some nests 
contained five eggs, in the colony on Mull Head, Pomona, 
on June 3rd. At Vardo, Schrader states that the usual 
clutch consists of two eggs only, which may be found 
at the beginning of June. 

In Germany the first eggs may be found from April 10th 
to 19th, as a rule, but exceptionally eggs have been taken 
on the Continent as early as the end of March. Seebohm, 
who visited the lower Danube late in the year, found 
fresh eggs on June 5th, and inferred that the Cormorants 
were able to alter the date of breeding according to 
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circumstances, and did not nest till the snows of the Alps 
and Carpathians had melted and flooded the country 
round the breeding-place. However, when I visited the 
same district at the beginning of April, 1910, hundreds 
of birds were sitting on eggs, which varied in number 
from one or two to six, and by April 29th many young 
were already hatched. Where the nests had been robbed 
by the peasants fresh eggs were still obtainable nearly 
a month later, and probably some birds would still be 
breeding in June. On the whole it is evident that the 
breeding-season of the Cormorant is very regular, varying 
normally from the end of March and early April in southern 
Europe to the latter part of April and early May in 
England and Ireland, and slightly later in Scotland, 
while in the Shetlands it breeds from mid-May onwards. 
Although Dixon and others describe it as single-brooded, 
there seems no doubt that in some localities at any rate 
two broods are reared. The number of eggs in the 
clutch varies considerably. In some northern districts 
three is the normal clutch, and a set of four is exceptional, 
but both Mr. Ussher and I have frequently met with sets 
of five in Ireland, where four is the usual number, and 
they have also been recorded from the English, Welsh, 
and Scotch coasts on many occasions. Mr. H. E. Forrest 
(Fauna of N. Wales, p. 250) states that six have been 
recorded ; Mr. G. Bolam (Birds of Northumberland, etc., 
p. 311) mentions two clutches of six each and several 
of five on the Megstone in 1908 ; I have seen a clutch 
of six taken from the Yorkshire coast, and found one in 
Roumania in 1910, all of which were remarkably small, 
and undoubtedly laid by the same bird. 

T H E SHAG, Phalacrocorax graculus graculus (L.). 

The Shag is strictly marine in its habits, unlike the 
Cormorant, and though it far outnumbers the Cormorant 
in the north and west of the British Isles, is absent from 
the south-east and eastern coasts of England as a breeding 
species. No inland breeding-places exist. As a nesting 
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species it is much more irregular in its breeding-season 
than its ally, but as a rule begins to breed earlier. Mr. 
R. J. Ussher (Birds of Ireland, p. 154) says that he has 
seen an egg on April 6th, a clutch of three on the 8th, 
and a slightly incubated set on the 15th. On Lambay 
Ihe first egg is recorded on April 11th, 1906 (Irish Nat., 
1907, p. 27). Mr. Walpole-Bond also found full clutches, 
some incubated fully a fortnight, off the Mayo coast on 
April 20th. Fresh eggs may, however, be found through
out May and even in June, and on the Saltees, Mr. Ussher 
found young as early as May 14th (Zoologist, 1890, 
p. 436)*. In the Channel Islands the breeding-season 
is still earlier, and eggs have been found on Sark between 
March 22nd and the end of the month (Zoologist, 1898, 
p. 274 ; 1903, p. 192), but in North Wales they apparently 
breed twice : the eggs of the first brood being laid in May 
and those of the second being still unhatched in mid-July 
(Fauna of N. Wales, p. 252). This discrepancy of dates 
is curious, but when we come to Scotland the differ
ence is still more remarkable : in Wigtownshire, Messrs. 
J. G. Gordon and H. F. Witherby noticed young about a 
week old on May 1st, and were told that the female 
was sitting on March 30th, 1913. In south-east 
Scotland Mr. H. Raeburn found nests with one to 
three eggs on March 29th, 1903 (Zoologist, 1903, 
p. 153). Mr. J. B. Dobbie, writing in the Annals 
of Scott. Nat. Hist., 1898, p. 71, says that on the coast 
of West Ross breeding does not become general till 
the end of June, but it seems probable that his obser
vations refer to the second broods. On Skye the late 
Rev. H. A. Macpherson found fresh eggs as well as 
fledged young at the beginning of July. In the Orkneys 
the breeding-season not only begins extremely early in 
the year, but also lasts till very late. In 1907 the first 
eggs were actually found on February 24th! (H. W. 
Robinson, The Field, October 26th, 1907; Zoologist, 
1907, p. 431) and young were seen still in the nest in 

* Not May 11th, as stated in the Zoologist, 1886, p . 91. 
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mid-September (J. G. Jeffreys, Field, November 2nd, 1907). 
Mr. J . Tomison considers mid-April as the usual date 
for the first eggs, but once took an egg on April 5th, 
1896 {Ann. Scott. Nat. Hist, 1904, p. 19). 

In the Shetlands, Saxby gives early May as the time 
for the first eggs on Unst, but instances of much earlier 
breeding are on record. Thus Mr. H. Raeburn {Zoologist, 
1895, p. 348) found some nests with young birds fully 
a week old on May 6th, so that the first eggs must have 
been laid by the end of March. I t is a most extraordinary 
fact that while in the case of the Cormorant the earliest 
breeding-dates are from the south of Ireland, the Shag 
on the other hand has been found nesting nearly a 
month earlier in the Orkneys than the earliest date in 
the Channel Isles, while the earliest Irish date is a week 
or so later still. 

At first sight it would seem that the fact of a bird's 
breeding-season extending from February to September 
was sufficient proof that more than one brood is reared 
during the season. On the other hand, it is well loiown 
that most of the earlier nests are washed away by heavy 
seas. Thus Mr. J . Tomison {Ann. Scott. Nat. Hist., 
1904, p. 18) states that whenever a few fine days occur 
in February in the Orkneys, the Shags begin nest-building 
at once, but that these early nests are washed away during 
the first spell of rough weather. On June 2nd, 1902, 
a very heavy sea washed away fully two hundred nests, 
many of them containing young, which were, however, 
too young to battle with the waves. During the following 
week nest-building operations were re-commenced, and 
most of the birds were again sitting by the end of June. 
These late-layings were hatched in July and August, 
and the young were able to accompany their parents in 
September, but it is obvious that in this case the birds 
could not strictly be called double-brooded. 

When we come to consider the number of eggs in the 
clutch, we find the same curious discrepancies. In the 
Shetlands the normal clutch consists of three, and four 
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are quite exceptional (only one being noted out of many-
hundreds of nests, according to Mr. H. Raeburn); yet 
Saxby states that they often lay as many as five eggs. 
In the Orkneys the Rev. J. R. Hale describes three as 
the usual clutch, but noticed a few nests with four. In 
Ireland, Mr. Ussher gives three as the usual number, 
but adds that four are not uncommon, and Mr. H. Massey 
has two sets of six in his collection from co. Kerry. In the 
Annals of Scott. Nat. Hist., 1904, p. 19, Mr. J. Tomison 
states that in a colony of over fifty nests, the eggs varied 
in number from two to five, but three was the commonest 
clutch. Professor Collett, who was a reliable and careful 
observer, states that in Norway the clutch ranges to 
five or six, and that in one case eight eggs were found 
in one nest, though probably this was due to two females 
laying together. The Mediterranean race of the Shag 
(P. graculus desmarestii) is also an early breeder, laying in 
February and having full-grown young by the end of 
April. Only on one occasion did I find the young still in 
the nest early in May, and these were probably a second 
laying. The usual clutch in the western Mediterranean 
varies from two to three, frequently two only. 

On comparing the records of the two species given 
above, it will be seen that while the breeding-season of 
the Cormorant remains almost constant or is subject 
only to slight variation, that of the Shag is extremely 
variable and does not appear to depend upon latitude, 
as the earliest dates from the Orkneys are not widely 
different from those in the Mediterranean, while on the 
other hand those for the Irish and Welsh coasts are much 
later. The average number of eggs laid by the Shag is 
less than that of the Cormorant, three being most usual 
in the former species and four in the latter, but both 
occasionally lay up to six eggs. 

THE GANNET, Sula oassana (L.). 

Owing to the abnormally long incubation-period of 
this species, which lasts for almost exactly six weeks, 
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and the slow development of the young, only a single 
brood is reared during the season, though, of course, 
a, second egg may be laid if the first is taken or destroyed. 
The clutch invariably consists of one egg,* which is laid 
as a rule from about the beginning of May, though some 
birds do not lay till the middle of the month. Mr. 
Oswin Lee, when visiting the Bass Rock On June 8th, 
found only two young hatched out. This would make 
the earliest date for eggs about April 26th, but occasionally 
they are found much earlier, as the late E. T. Booth 
saw a young bird already hatched on May 10th, 1867. 
In this case the egg must have been laid at the end 
of March, quite a month earlier than usual (Rough Notes, 
Vol. III.) . 

The breeding-places are not abandoned until September, 
and in some cases are still occupied in early October, 
Thus in the Annals of Scott. Nat. Hist., 1908, p . 198, it 
is stated that young in down were still in the nests on 
the Bass on October 8th, 1907 ; and Mr. W. Eagle Clarke 
mentions that the breeding-ledges at St. Kilda were still 
occupied on October 8th and 12th (Studies in Bird 
Migration, I I . , p . 233), but E. T. Booth was unable 
to discover a single nestling on the Bass on October 
7th, 1874. 

In the Faeroes, Muller states that eggs may be found 
from April 14th onward, and that the young are never 
fledged before September 8th, but exceptionally the old 
birds may be seen on the cliffs till October 14th. In the 
colonies on the south-west of Iceland, the eggs are laid 
in May and young may be met with from early July 
onwards, while at Grimsey the eggs are rarely seen before 
the end of May or early June, and Hantzsch could see 
no young in the nests on July 10th. Here the young are 
frequently not fully fledged till the end of September, 
though in the south of Iceland they may be seen from the 
end of August onwards. 

* E. T. Booth states tha t he has once or twice in a season seen two 
eggs in a nest, but ascribes it to two pairs using the same nest, or the 
eggs having been moved by visitors (Bough Notes, Vol. I I I , ) . 
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