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THE GREAT AND ARCTIC SKUAS IN THE 
SHETLANDS. 

BY 

FRANCES PITT. 

PART II. THE ARCTIC SKUA. 

THE Arctic or Richardson's Skua (Stercorarius parasiticus) is 
abundant in the Shetlands, having large breeding colonies 
on many islands. Though this and the Great Skua, often 
occupy contiguous territory they keep apart and do not mix 
much. I have already mentioned that the smaller Skua 
usually occupies lower ground than the bigger. 

On Noss the majority of the nests were on the heather-clad 
stretch of land on the south-western side of the island. When 
one approached this the " Scouties " rose in numbers, and 
swept overhead, screaming and crying. Sometimes their cries 
sounded like " sku-arr " with great stress on the second 
syllable, and sometimes like the mewing of a cat. The 
general effect was a perfect babel of sound. We estimated 
that there were at least forty to fifty pairs of birds in this 
colony, and I am inclined to think we were under rather than 
over the mark. The nests among the short stunted heather, 
which was barely two inches high, were not difficult to find, 
for, as soon as we got near one, the pair to which it belonged 
would drop to the ground, grovel thereon, and roll about in 
the most fantastic variations of the "broken wing trick." 
Their anxiety, and the antics they indulged in to draw us off, 
were really pathetic, especially as they only served to show 
us where the nests were. These were mere scrapes, with one 
or two bents arranged round the edge ; real nest-making there 
was none. The nests we found all contained eggs, so apparently 
this Skua breeds a trifle later than the Great Skua, as this 
same day (June 20th) we found young belonging to the latter. 

The birds continued in a frantic state while we were 
wandering about their territory, and swooped over so near 
our heads that we fully expected them to hit us, but not one 
actually did so, despite the character given them by the 
natives, who say they are much more aggressive than the 
Great Skuas. The shepherd's dog annoyed them very much ; 
they stooped at it regardless of the way it snapped and barked 
at them. The little island sheep also roused their ire, and 
one day I saw a " Scouty " driven frantic by a ewe and lambs 
that almost walked over her eggs. The Skua went at the 
sheep again and again, buffeted it about the head, and when 
the bewildered sheep went the wrong way the bird held on 
and rode some yards. 
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The dimorphism that occurs in this species was most 
apparent throughout the Shetland colonies. The two types 
were present in apparently equal numbers, the one being a 
very dark sooty-brown bird, of the shade known in shops as 
" nigger," and the other a much lighter brown with white 
underparts, breast and collar. I saw a few specimens that 
belonged to neither extreme grade, but intermediates were 
scarce. The types were mated indiscriminately, dark with 
dark, light with light, light cock with dark hen and vice-versa. 

ARCTIC OR RICHARDSON'S SKUA. 

(Photographed by F . Pitt.) 

I only noticed one immature bird, which had horizontal 
breast stripes, so that it reminded one of a tabby cat. 

Viewed at close quarters, as from the shelter of a photo
graphing tent, this is a very attractive species. The birds 
alight with most graceful attitudes, and when they settle on 
their eggs have a soft, round, pigeon-like appearance that is 
most taking. The pair we worked at consisted of a dark and 
a light bird. The da}' I was in the tent only the dark bird 
covered the eggs while the other stood near, but on the second, 
when Miss Best kept watch, only the light one attended to 
the duties of incubation, so it is evident that both sexes sit. 



ARCTIC SKUA CHICK AND EGG IN N E S T . 

(Photographed by F. Pitt.) 



202 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. xvi. 

We found this species more shy than the Great Skua, though 
not really a troublesome bird to deal with. 

In the north of Mainland, is another flourishing colony 
of Richardson's Skuas, and when we visited it on July 2nd 
we found the young were just hatching. It seems that, 
as in the case of the Great Skua, the young leave the 
nest directly, but you can generally find them near, and 
I suspect the parents brood them upon it at night. The 
chicks are pretty little things, clad in olive-dun coloured 
down, with blue legs, feet, and bill, the latter adorned with 
a conspicuous white nail, a souvenir of its exit from the shell. 

We also saw great numbers of Arctic Skuas on Hermaness. 
The long rising moor that stretches up to the watcher's hut 
was alive with them, their extraordinarjf tameness being a 
striking feature. As one walked along the path they took 
hardly any notice. They simply sat in the heather and 
watched you go by, or rose, just flew quietly over, only to 
alight again a few yards beyond. Of their numbers it was 
difficult to make any accurate estimate, but there were two 
or three hundred pairs at least, and the watcher, Edwardson, 
put the number higher. He has two that are even tamer 
than the rest, so tame indeed that they come to his hut door 
for bits of bread ! He says they have been there for a 
great many years; indeed he declares that the darker of the 
two birds is at least twenty-eight years old! I suggested 
that perhaps it was the young one of the original bird, but this 
he would not hear of, adhering to his statement. Despite the 
fact that strange voices in the hut made this bird a little sus
picious, I managed to get a snap-shot of it just outside the door. 

Of the two Skuas the Arctic is certainly the more beautiful 
and graceful, and especially so in the air, as it flies with great 
swiftness and hawk-like elegance, while its turns and stoops 
when in pursuit of a Tern or some other quarry are wonderful. 
At the same time I never saw one of these Skuas actually 
obtain anything from a Tern, and the watchers were all of 
the opinion that they must fish on their own account as well 
as rob Kittiwakes and Terns. 

It was evident that there was a fairly heavy mortality 
among the Richardson's Skuas as we found the bodies of 
several, and that in widely separated localities. Unfortunately 
there was little to show what killed them, only wings and 
cleaned bones being left, but they are quarrelsome birds, 
continually disputing among themselves, and it may be that 
these were individuals that had got the worst of some brawl. 

Certainly the thanks of all ornithologists are due to the 
Watchers Committee of the R.S.P.B., but for whom the 
Skua colonies of Shetland would not be in their present 
flourishing state. 
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