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NOTES ON T H E S U M M E R H A B I T S OF T H E 
N O R T H E R N E I D E R . 

BY 

FRANCIS A. MONTAGUE. 

T H E S E notes are based upon the joint observations of Mr. 
C. S. Elton, of the Department of Zoology, Oxford, and 
myself, while members of the 1924 Oxford Arctic Expedition. 
I have to thank Dr. H. A. Baylis, of the British Museum, for 
the identification of various parasites. This paper makes no 
claim to be a complete, or even original, account of the breeding 
habits of the Northern Eider (Somateria mollissima borealis). 
It occurred to the writer that observations made by the same 
observers in one district, throughout the greater part of a 
single summer, might well go into greater detail and give a 
more comprehensive account of the matter , than scattered 
notes by a number of persons in different areas. Our results, 
therefore, are here summarized. I t must be understood tha t 
all generalizations made apply only to our own observations. 

Our observations included points on the north and wesi 
coasts of Spitsbergen, and on the coasts of North East Land : 
we arrived at the end of June, and sailed south from Green 
Harbour, Ice Fjord, early in September. We were thus 
enabled to cover the greater part of the Arctic summer. 

W E A T H E R CONDITIONS. 

The weather of 1924 was rather worse than the average. 
There was a fine sunny spell for about a fortnight, early in 
July ; after that , mist and rain predominated, with occasional 
high winds, The temperature dropped quickly in the latter 
half of August, and snow fell at intervals, accompanied by 
sharper frosts than are usual at tha t date. 

There was, however, no sign that the weather had been 
sufficiently unfavourable to prevent any of the Eiders breeding 
at all, as often happens in Greenland. There had been fine 
weather in June, though the season as a whole was much later 
than the average. Conditions varied locally to a surprising 
extent. They were generally a great deal worse in North 
East Land than elsewhere, but this had no very obvious 
effect on the birds breeding there. 

ARRIVAL IN SPRING. 

I am informed by one who has spent many winters in 
Spitsbergen, both as a trapper and in the mines, tha t in 
spring the Eiders usually appear off the coast as soon as the 
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ice starts breaking up ; an event normally occurring in April 
or May. When the break-up comes in March, birds seldom 
appear before April. The first birds to arrive are the drakes, 
with a few ducks among them ; the mass of the ducks appear 
later. At this time the sexes mingle freely round the shore. 

We saw no birds of either sex between June 28th and 
July 2nd, while crossing the Barent's Sea. 

TIME OF NESTING. 

When we first arrived at Green Harbour, on July 2nd, Ice 
Fjord was practically free of ice ; but the small inlet of Green 
Harbour contained a considerable amount of broken bay-ice, 
which drifted out for the most part in the following week. 
Where steep, the shores were still fringed with little cliffs of 
compressed snow. On a piece of snowy tundra at the head 
of the inlet several pairs of Eiders were already sitting on 
eggs. About an equal number were not yet breeding, and were 
swimming in the open water, accompanied by many of the 
drakes from pairs already breeding. The males were in 
excess of the females ; a typical party would contain about 
five drakes to every duck. Wherever she went, an isolated 
duck would be followed by two or three drakes. There were 
also parties numbering up to twenty or so of unattached 
drakes, and pairs of birds which appeared to be mated, but 
had not yet started nesting. Mr. Elton noted similar condi
tions among the Eiders at Gip's Bay, in June 1921. 

The courtship seemed to consist entirely of the drakes 
swimming round the ducks, spasmodically flinging the head 
and neck upwards, simultaneously uttering their well-known 
groaning call. This was the condition of affairs up to July 6th. 

On Deer Bay Island, King's Bay, conditions were different. 
The bay was almost free of ice, the vegetation of the island 
was extremely rich, and the situation probably warmed by 
warm winds from off the encircling Blomstrand Glacier. The 
majority of the birds were already sitting upon full nests on 
the island, and a relatively small number of ducks were 
swimming with the mass of the drakes in the open water. 
This area was visited on July 7th. 

Liefde Bay, on the north coast of Spitsbergen, was reached 
on the morning of July 9th. Ice conditions, naturally, were 
not so far advanced as at King's Bay or Ice Fjord. As we 
steamed up the coast a large field'of loose bay-ice, recently 
drifted out of the bay, stretched far out to sea. Within the 
bay were many floes drifting out on the ebb, and the shores 
were fringed with compressed snow. None the less the 
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breeding of the Eiders on the islets within the bay was con
siderably more advanced than further south. Practically 
all the ducks were sitting on full nests, and no signs of courtship 
were observed. As far as could be judged through glasses 
from the deck of the boat, this was also the state of affairs 
on the Norways Islands, further westward along the north 
coast, passed on July 8th. 

The impression gathered was that the Eiders preferred, 
where possible, to wait until the fjords were nearly ice free 
to breed ; this they could do on the west coast, owing to the 
longer open season. Lamont (Yachting in the Arctic Seas, 
London, 1876) observed in King's Bay that they did not 
breed on known Eider-holms while these were joined by ice 
to the mainland, but waited in nearby open water for the 
ice to break. But on the north coast, where a descent of the 
pack might cut short the available breeding time, and winter 
conditions start earlier, they begin breeding as soon as possible. 

Exactly the same conditions are found with the Arctic Tern 
[Sterna macrura) occupying similar nesting places. 

NESTING HABITS. 

There is very considerable variation in the nesting site 
selected. While islands are preferred, the birds will occupy 
the mainland when these are not present. As mentioned, 
they bred on the tundra at Green Harbour ; they also nested 
all over the coasts of North East Land, in the absence of ice, 
including even the east coast. This is of particular interest 
in that that coast is in many years permanently ice-bound, 
and is comparatively rarely free of ice for any length of time. 

Of actual types of ground, thick vegetation, as found on 
Deer Bay Island, was most favoured ; then came the thinner 
tundra-vegetation as found on the more northerly islets. 
Least favoured of all, and rarely used if any other site was 
available, was the bare shingle. This was the typical nesting 
site on Low Island, the Foster and Waiigats Islands, and on 
the coasts of North East Land. It was notable how on the 
island-groups in Liefde Bay an islet bearing tundra vegetation 
would be covered with nests, some of them even overflowing 
down on to the shingle beach; while a barer islet, separated 
only by a hundred yards or so of channel, would be entirely 
unoccupied. There did not appear to be any instinct for 
the monopolizing and defence of territory while nesting ; 
I saw three nests within a square yard on a peculiarly favour
able spot, and never saw any ill-feeling between birds nesting 
together. 
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Deer Bay Island was, very roughly, half a mile long by a 
quarter across, and rose to an elevation of about sixty feet. 
There were hundreds of nests upon it, and not one was more 
than a hundred and fifty yards from the shore. The altitude 
did not affect them, or the type of ground.on the island; 
distance from the sea appeared to be the controlling factor. 
As far as I could see, there was a similar coastal belt round 
the Norways Islands. The lesser islets, only a few hundred 
yards across, were more generally covered by the nesting birds. 

On luxuriant vegetation the nest of down is usually in a 
natural depression between the clumps ; on tundra a distinct 
hollow is scraped out first. On two or three occasions I found 
nests composed entirely of fine moss, with no down in their 
make-up ; possibly the owners had failed in an earlier attempt 
to breed, and being in poor condition had been unable to 
supply any more. Nests upon shingle were sometimes 
sheltered in driftwood, small portions of which might even 
be used for building purposes. These were the only cases 
in which we noted any nesting material other than down 
being used. 

MOVEMENTS AND BEHAVIOUR OF THE DRAKES. 

The drakes are the first to arrive off the coast, and soon 
repair to the breeding places. Here, for the first fortnight 
or so of July they were in excess of the ducks. A small 
proportion—10 per cent, to 15 per cent.—-would spend much 
time in the earlier stages of brooding sitting a few feet away 
from the nest, as though on guard. We did not see them 
brood at all; nor did they keep up this watch through the 
whole incubation period. The remainder gathered together 
into bachelor flocks of as many as a hundred strong on the 
surrounding water, and took no more notice of their mates. 

In Lief de Bay their numbers began to lessen early in August, 
and by the end of the month only an odd drake or two 
remained. When we returned to Ice Fjord in the first week 
of September, they had all vanished from there too, though 
females and young were still numerous. 

BEHAVIOUR OF DUCKS. 

The ducks were close sitters, often remaining on the nest 
until an intruder was within a yard or two. This boldness 
was in part dependent on numbers ; isolated birds left their 
nests a great deal sooner. On a few occasions a bird feigned 
injury, but this was unusual. As a rule they either walked 
quietly off, or flew directly out to sea. Unlike most of the 
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Spitsbergen birds, Mr. A. N. Rankin, our photographei, found 
them shy and hard to take actually sitting on the nest. 

I never saw a nest in which the eggs had been covered in 
down, even when the birds had left unhurriedly. Very 
commonly, though, as a duck left her nest hastily, her 
" kick-off " had the effect of folding back the side of the nest 
behind her, so that it fell across the eggs, thus partly covering 
them. I do not think it could be called a purposive action. 

It was also notable that when an Eider left her nest hastily, 
she extruded over the eggs a nauseous-smelling liquid, often 
taken to serve as a protection. But the only enemies to 
Northern Eider eggs, apart from man, are Skua Gulls and 
foxes. The latter do not occur on the islands forming the 
principal breeding haunts, being very averse to swimming ; 
and against the former it is no protection at all. Moreover, 
when a disturbed bird left her nest unhurriedly, this ejaculation 
of fluid did not occur. It is, I think, simply an incidental 
result of sudden emotion stimulating the alimentary canal 
—a very familiar cause and effect. 

CARE OF YOUNG. 

Immediately on hatching, the young are led down to the 
shore and out into the water ; for some days they keep to 
the shallows close to the shore. They were not observed to 
lead out the newly-hatched young on fresh water, after the 
manner of the King Eiders. This difference is due, I fancy, 
to the fact that the young Eiders are fed almost exclusively 
on marine molluscs. (See section on Food.) To my regret, 
I was never able to witness the actual passage of the young 
ducklings to water. 

In Liefde Bay the young were first seen on the water on 
July 23rd ; Dr. H. W. Florey noted them off the east coast 
of North East Land in the first week of August. 

The precise number of young is hard to determine, as the 
Spitsbergen breeding places are so harried by trappers and 
men from the sealers that it is impossible to say for certain 
whether any nest holds a full clutch or not. Presumably 
undisturbed broods on North East Land coasts consisted 
of six or seven chicks. 

After they have been a short time on the water, the care 
of the young seems to become almost promiscuous. Single 
ducks may be seen escorting as many as sixteen or seventeen 
ducklings ; on the other hand, a couple of ducks may be 
fully occupied tending two or tliree youngsters. In some 
cases the appearance of things is of a party of ducks indis
criminately tending a slightly larger party of ducklings. 
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There were several sharp frosts in the latter half of August, 
which caused a considerable mortality among the young 
Eiders. Remains of them were also found in the stomachs 
of Skuas and Glaucous Gulls. 

It seems possible that a heavy mortality of young consequent 
on these factors might play a part in producing this confusion 
of family relationships. 

In the first week of September, both on the north and west 
coasts, ducks and young were flocking together in the deep 
open waters of the bays. In these flocks the young scarcely 
outnumbered the old birds ; the mortality among them was 
probably unusually heavy in 1924, owing to the late summer 
and early cold. 

When we left Liefde Bay on September 1st, the ice-pack 
was a very few miles from the north-east coast, and would 
probably have closed down within a week or so. Open water 
would, of course, remain for some time longer within a land
locked bay such as Liefde Bay ; even so, it appeared that the 
winter would catch a considerable number of ducklings still 
unfitted for migration. We saw no Eiders of either sex on 
the Barent's Sea between September 6th and 10th. 

ECOLOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS. 

It has been said that the Eiders derive protection against 
enemies, especially Skuas, from nesting in close relationship 
with the Arctic Terns. Observation did not support this 
view. Though often nesting on the same islets, they did not 
always do so. On Deer Bay Island nesting was in full swing 
when only a few isolated pairs of Terns had begun breeding. 
An Arctic Skua which is flying above an islet jointly occupied 
by the two species is mobbed by the Terns, but I have never 
seen one really driven away. Repeatedly I have seen Skuas 
settled down sucking the eggs from an Eider nest in the 
middle of a Ternery, and noted that they received very little 
attention from the Terns while so occupied ; when they took 
wing again, they were swooped at repeatedly. In two or 
three cases in which Skuas carried oft Eider eggs in their 
feet, the attentions of the Terns compelled them to drop 
their captures. 

I have seen an Eider duck successfully defend her nest 
against the attack of a Skua ; judging by the small numbers 
of sucked eggs found in a colony, I think only uncovered 
nests are raided. From a little distance away, while the 
ducks were still undisturbed, I never saw a raid carried out ; 
but repeatedly, as soon as our closer approach drove the 
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Eiders from their nests, the Skuas came circling round us. 
On one occasion I noticed four of them resting on a spit of 
shingle which projected from one end of an Eider-holm. As 
I watched, two people appeared on the islet, disturbing the 
sitting ducks; at once all four Skuas rose in the air, and, 
regardless of the Terns, descended on the uncovered nests. 

I do not think the Eiders derive any protection against 
Skuas from the Terns. We never saw a Glaucous Gull 
raiding nests, though chicks were found in their stomachs ; 
probably their slower flight renders them more susceptible 
to the attacks of Terns. 

FOOD. 

A large number of stomach examinations were made on 
birds of both sexes and all ages. In every case the principal 
food was molluscan, and in every case about 70 per cent, to 
80 per cent, consisted of a Chiton. Fragments of Maia 
were also found, and, less frequently, of Conus, 

The food is broken up in the gizzard, and not, as sometimes 
stated, in the heavy bill. I have obtained whole Chitons, 
and a Conus shell over an inch in length, unbroken, from 
the gullets of freshly-killed birds. 

Examination of droppings revealed a small but regular 
amount of vegetable food; but only once or twice were the 
ducks seen grazing. The grass consumed was Glycera 
vilfoidea, which occurs on salt marshes near the coast. 

PARASITES. 

An Acanthocephaline worm was obtained from the small 
intestine of a female Eider shot on Reindeer Peninsula, 
Liefde Bay, on July 14th. It was identified by Dr. H. A. 
Baylis, of the British Natural History Museum, as Filicollis 
boiulus (Van Cleave, 1916). 

This parasite has once previously been recorded from an 
Eider obtained in Spitsbergen. (N. Kostylev. " Sur les 
Acanthocephales de l'Eider (S. mollissima L.), Parasitology, 
Vol. XIV., p. 372, 1922.) It has also been obtained from 
the Murmansk Coast. 
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