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NOTES ON T H E HABITS OF T H E FULMAR 
PETREL. 

BY 

OLIVER G. P I K E , F .B.P .S , F.Z.S. 

T H E first time that I became acquainted with the Fulmar 
Petrel (Firtmarus g. glacialis) in a wild state was on 
a steep cliff on one of the Orkney Islands. There were 
less than half-a-dozen pairs there, but on a second visit 
three years later they had largely increased, and with 

FULMAR PETREL GLIDING. 

(Photographed by O. G. Pike.) 

a vast flock of other sea-birds flying around it was 
not easy to estimate the number. However, the chief 
breeding-place of the Fulmar Petrel in the British Islands 
is the wild and lonely island of St. Kilda, and the two 
fortnights I have spent there have given me fairly good 
opportunities of studying this interesting bird. 

On my first visit, there was only one day, during the 
fortnight, that I was able to get a boat to take me across 



VOL. vin.] HABITS OF FULMAR PETREL. 231 

the bay to the great cliff on which the Petrels nested, 
and I made the most of that day by spending the whole 
time amongst the birds. To see this cliff at its best one 
should be on the sea. I t was one of the steepest cliffs 
I had ever seen. I t towered high above our small boat 
—a great frowning precipice, the lower part for three 
hundred feet composed of vast black rocks, washed bare 
and polished by the great waves of the winter storms. 
The higher portion for about one thousand feet was 
covered with grass and flowers. As we sailed slowly 
towards this gigantic cliff we noticed that high up on 
its grass-covered sides there were thousands of tiny 
white dots, like little specks of snow, while floating 
in a slow dreamy movement, thousands of the same 
white dots were passing and repassing before the face 
of the cliff. Hardly a sound was there—just the lap, 
lap of the water as our boat pushed its way through, 
or the cry of a startled sea-bird as it hurriedly left its 
nest. This vast precipice that towered above us was 
the home of the Fulmar Petrel that I had for so long 
wanted to visit; but now that I had at last reached it, 
I began to wonder how it was possible for an ordinary 
human being to scale those great slopes with a camera. 
But my guide, one of the best of the St. Kildan climbers, 
assured me that it was quite easy ! However, I had 
many doubts, for the landing was a risky job, as we 
had to jump from a boat that was rising and falling 
with a heavy swell, and endeavour to land on the 
slippery rocks. This was safely accomplished, and 
the cameras were passed up from the boat on a line 
with a running noose, and we began the ascent. About 
two hours later we were right amongst the birds, and 
the view from above, although not so grand as that 
from below, was nevertheless very wonderful. Thousands 
of the graceful birds were flying about before me, and 
going to or from their nests. The flight is distinct, 
and unlike that of any other sea-bird I have seen. The 
bird gives three, four, and sometimes five rapid flaps 
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of the wings, then floats on for about ten or twenty 
yards, then flaps again. I t s flight is as noiseless as that 
of the Owl, and exceedingly graceful. 

I t was the second week of July that I visited the 
Fulmars, and most of the eggs had hatched, which was 

FULMAR PETREL TURNING OR " BANKING " AGAINST THE WIND. 

(Photographed by O. G. Pike.) 

unfortunate so far as photographing the birds was 
concerned, for while the Fulmar has an egg in the nest 
she is easy to approach—that is if you can traverse the 
slippery and difficult cliffs—but as soon as the young 
leaves the shell, the mother-bird will fly off long before 
you are near enough to expose a plate. This seemed 
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rather strange, for one would have thought that the 
bird would have protected her young and left her egg, 
but I found it very difficult to get near enough to a bird 
to photograph it if it had a young one in the nest: in 
fact, I was only able to photograph one such, and that 
was on my second visit. The native who accompanied 
me told me that the birds are always difficult to snare 
while they have young, while if they have eggs it is a 
comparatively easy matter. They are captured with 
a small horsehair noose at the end of a long bamboo 
rod, the noose is slipped over their head, a jerk of the 
wrist is given, and the bird is pulled up by the climber 
above. 

The nest is not a large one ; if on the rocks, a few 
grasses suffice, while on the grassy parts, just a scratching 
in the ground with grasses added as incubation proceeds 
forms the home. I made many attempts to photograph 
the birds, and climbed about for several hours with no 
success. I t was heavy work with a camera and bioscope, 
a large supply of plates, and many hundred feet of 
film. I spotted one bird on a sloping piece of rock 
and made great efforts to reach her ; each time that she 
showed the slightest signs of moving I kept perfectly 
still, waited until she settled down, and then again 
went forward. By doing this I was able to get to within 
twelve feet of her and fixed up my cameras and pro
ceeded to expose all the film and plates that I desired. 
I found it almost impossible to dislodge her, and dis
covered that she had an egg. Other birds much farther 
away, with young, left long before I got into range. There 
were a few other birds here with eggs, and two left their 
nests in a great hurry owing to the sudden approach 
of my companion, and I noticed on both visits to this 
cliff that if a bird left its nest suddenly, it carried its 
egg with it for several feet. When the bird settles at 
her nest she seems to be a long time in settling upon her 
egg. She shuffles about the nest until she has one leg 
each side of the egg, and then with her beak she will 



FULMAR PETREL TURNING ON ITS EGG. 

(Photographed by O. G. Pike.) 



KULMAR PETREL SHOWING EGG ALMOST ENCLOSED IN THJS 
FEATHERS OF THE BREAST. 

(Photographed by O. G. Pike.) 



FULMAR PETREL ABOUT EIGHT DAYS OLD. 

(Photographed by O. G. Pike.) 
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push it under her feathers, arranging and rearranging 
these until the egg is firmly amongst them; she also 
turns round and round in the nest until in a perfectly 
comfortable position, and not until all this is accom
plished will she settle down. After she has been sitting 
for some time, the egg is so firmly embedded in the thick 
feathers, that if she leaves hurriedly she is not able 
to dislodge the egg before leaving. On one occasion I 
found this out to my cost. I was climbing round a 
difficult corner, with my camera on my back, when a 
bird above me became startled, left her nest in a great 
hurry, and when she had proceeded about a yard the 
egg dropped from her feathers and came tumbling down 
towards me. As fortune would have it, this happened 
to be an addled egg, and it struck a piece of rock a few 
inches from my face! I could not move quickly, as 
I might have followed the rest of the egg down the cliff 
if I had attempted to do so; all I could do was to hold 
tight, close my eyes and wait for the result! I t was 
the very worst egg I ever had anything to do with, 
and it will be a long time before I forget the smell 
and the contents that were scattered over my face 
and clothes! 

Only one egg is laid, and the majority of the young 
leave their shells about the last week of June. As soon 
as they are hatched they have a remarkable method 
of defending themselves. When a supposed enemy 
approaches them, they open their beaks and shoot at 
the intruder a quantity of evil-smelling green oil; the 
first charge will carry about a yard, but the second 
and third charges fall short of this. One youngster 
made a very successful shot at my camera, and succeeded 
in placing the best part of one charge right in the centre 
of my lens! The old birds are able to shoot a greater 
distance than the young, and during the several hours 
that I spent with the birds I had a good quantity of 
this oil on my clothes, and it was many weeks before 
the smell finally left them. 
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The young Fulmars form the chief food supply of the 
natives of St. Kilda, and it is about the 12th of August 
that they commence to collect them. Each family has 
a certain piece of cliff allotted to it, and the harvest 
of birds from each plot varies rather considerably in 
each season. I should like to have stayed on the island 
to see the collecting of the birds, but so late in the season 
it is rather a risky proceeding to remain, for the weather 
might happen to be stormy when the last boat was due 
and in that case it would not call, and you would be 
stranded until the following May—not a pleasant out
look with a busy lecture season just approaching ! So 
I did not risk it. When my boat was due it was so late 
that we did not think it would call, especially as a strong 
wind was blowing, and I had made arrangements to 
leave by a trawler that had put into the bay, but happily 
the steamer arrived. 


