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NOTES ON BREEDING-HABITS OF THE EIDER 
IN THE ORKNEYS. 

BY 
D. J. ROBERTSON. 

FOR some years I have, along with some members of my 
family, spent the nesting season iipon an otherwise unin
habited island in the Orkneys, and have thus been able to 
study the habits of the common Eider Duck (Somateria m. 
mollissima). My island, which is about 200 acres in extent, 
is surrounded by very strong tideways or rosts. There are 
on it the ruins of a Cistercian Monastery and of the Monks' 
barns dating back to the twelfth century. No part of it has 
been cultivated for over seventy years and it is covered in 
some parts with rough grass and in others with short heather. 
All over the island the Eiders nest, among the grass, in the 
heather and among the dried sea-weed thrown up on the 
beaches by winter gales. At one time the nests were regularly 
raided by people from the neighbouring islands, who took the 
eggs not only for their own consumption but for feeding 
their calves. Since I have tried to make a bird sanctuary 
of the isle the number of Eiders nesting there has increased, 
and in the summer of 1928 I knew of 136 nests. 

The birds pair about the beginning of May, and ducks and 
drakes together may be seen wandering over the island 
looking for suitable nesting-sites. In 1928 the first brood of 
ducklings was hatched on June n t h and the last on July 
27th. The latter must, I think, have been a second clutch, 
the first clutch or the young birds having been in some way 
destroyed, 

I have only once seen a nest being formed and then all the 
work was done by the duck, no drake being near. She sat 
in a tuft of coarse grass and scraped as a Peewit does, but 
seemed rather to beat down the earth than to throw it out ; 
indeed, I have never found any soil lying round the deep 
hollow in which the nest is made. Grass or heather is plucked 
up by the beak and used to line the nest and to cover the 
first eggs. No down is added to the nest as a rule until the 
third egg is laid, but so skilfully are the first eggs hidden that 
until one knows what to look for the nest is not easily 
discovered. The ducks as a rule begin to incubate only 
after the M l clutch is laid. I have found nests in which more 
eggs have appeared after incubation has begun, but could 
never be sure that such eggs might not have been laid by a 
second duck. Normally all the eggs are hatched on the same 
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day but there are exceptions to this rule. In 1925 I found 
a nest with two ducklings hatched and two eggs which were 
also hatched a day later. I avoid, if possible, disturbing a 
duck while the eggs are being hatched, as the ducklings, as 
soon as they are dry, are apt to scuttle away and will not 
return to the nest. In June, 1928, a duck had her nest with 
four eggs on the beach quite near my house. On the morning 
of June 25th we found the duck had gone, leaving three egg
shells and one egg, just chipping, in the nest. She had 

E I D E R DUCKS AND DRAKES IN B R E E D I N G PLUMAGE. 

evidently not been disturbed as the nest was carefully 
covered with down. That evening the fourth duckling 
hatched out, but the duck did not return. The presumption 
is that incubation must have begun before the fourth egg 
was laid. I cannot remember ever having found an infertile 
egg left in a nest. The normal period of incubation appears 
to be four weeks, but this seems not to be invariable. 

As a rule the ducks nest every year very near, but not 
quite on, the sites of their former nests. I know only one 
exception, a duck which has for the last three years nested 
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in exactly the same place. I have also had only one experience 
—in 1928—of a duck nesting in another's empty nest. The 
first brood were hatched and went off and four days later 
there were two new eggs, covered with grass, in the nest. 
The full complement of four eggs was laid and duly hatched. 

On June 8th, 1925, I found a nest with one egg among 
some flags. On coming to the place next day I saw from a 
distance the duck coming out of the flags. On seeing me 
she flew off to sea. There were then two eggs, one newly 
laid, in the nest. Up to the time when I left the island on 
June 15th this duck did not return to her nest, but when I 
came back on the 29th I found her sitting on four eggs which 
were all hatched about the middle of July. 

During the earlier part of the incubation-period it is not 
unusual to see a drake sitting on the grass or heather close 
to his mate on her nest. Last season (1928) I have seen 
more of them near the nests than I ever did before, but I 
have never seen one take a share in brooding the eggs. I also 
observed last season that these drakes were not nearly so 
easily scared as in former years. One drake, sitting on the 
grass near the nest, allowed a party of three of us to pass him 
within ten yards and never moved. Whether the birds are 
learning that we will not harm-them and are becoming more 
trustful in consequence I cannot say, though I should like 
to think so. The drakes begin to assume their eclipse plumage 
about the middle of June and I have never seen a drake in 
which this change has begun near a nest. 

It is quite common to see one, two or three ducks sitting 
on the ground near an incubating duck. I have found it 
difficult to discover any reason for this habit. One of my 
sons suggested an explanation which may have something 
in it. We know that the young drakes do not come to 
maturity in their first year and, if this applies to ducks also, 
may not these attendants be last year's ducks sitting near 
their mother ? These " Aunts," as my family call them, 
frequently accompany the mother duck and her young brood 
when they take to the sea. The normal clutch of eggs laid 
by one duck is four or five, but I have found six, seven, eight, 
nine and (in 1928) ten eggs in one nest. In some cases two 
ducks use the same nest, but whether they take it in turn to 
brood the eggs I have not been able to find out. At one 
place on the south coast of the isle there are the remains of 
an old stone wall along the edge of the beach. On the 
landward side of this wall are several clumps of nettles 
among which there are generally two or three Eiders' nests. 
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In one of these nests there were in 1925, and each of the two 
following years, nine eggs. That there were two ducks 
using the nest I suspected, but I made certain of this in 1927. 
On May 31st of that year the nest contained two eggs. When 
I next visited it on June 2nd there were six, on the 3rd eight 
and on the 4th nine. These were all hatched on July 1st, 
i.e., twenty-seven days after the last egg was laid. Between 
June 2nd and 6th the two ducks were generally both at the 
nest, one sitting on the eggs and the other on the grass outside 
the nettle clump. Though I watched them carefully I 
never saw them change places. I fancied that this might be 
a case of bigamy, but I experimented by driving both birds 
off at one time. They flew down to the sea and I knew that 
when a duck flies to the sea her mate almost invariably joins 
her. In this instance two drakes flew in from sea and 
settled beside the ducks and the birds swam away in pairs. 
After June 6th another nest was made on the beach within 
a few yards of the wall and in it only one egg was laid. After 
that the second duck came no more to the original nest. 
On June 1st, 1928, I found a nest with two eggs in the same 
clump of nettles and in it eight eggs in all were laid. When 
the eighth had been laid, another nest was again made on 
the beach in which only two eggs were laid. 

The ducks seem to like company as there are very often 
two nests within a few.feet, sometimes within a few inches, 
of each other. These nests are not made at the same time, 
as I have never known the two broods being hatched out 
within less than two days of each other. 

That the ducks leave their nests at times to go down to 
the sea I know, but though I have often seen them flying 
down I have never succeeded in seeing one leave the nest. 
When a duck comes down to the sea she is almost always 
joined by one of the waiting drakes that are swimming 
round the shores or resting on the rocks. When the duck 
leaves her nest without being startled she carefully covers 
her eggs with down. I have found nests so covered at all 
times of the day, so that the birds have no regular time for 
leaving them. Every season I find one or two nests with 
the eggs so covered to which the ducks have never returned. 
The only explanation of this which I can think of is that the 
duck must have been killed or injured in some way. I have 
never known of a nest left covered for a short time being 
raided by gulls or crows, though that is often the fate of nests 
from which the birds have been startled. Even the nests 
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which have been forsaken but covered are not touched for 
some days. If I raise a duclc from her nest I always now 
make a point of covering up the eggs with down, except in 
cases where the bird only flies a few yards and waits my 
departure to return to her nest. 

The ducks vary very much in disposition. Some become 
very tame and will allow themselves to be stroked, while 
others fly from the nest if anyone comes within thirty yards. 
One became so tame that I could handle her and put my 
hand under her and move her. To begin with she was not 
wild, and I came and sat near her daily and talked to her 
till I won her confidence. I never found this duck off her 
nest. Another has nested for the last two seasons within 
twenty yards of our house, and though I have visited the nest 
at all hours of the day and night I never found her off it. 

I do not think that the ducks ever eat during the incubation-
period. I have very often watched those that flew down to 
the sea, but though they splashed and washed themselves 
I have never seen one dive or feed. I laid a lot of small 
mussels—their favourite food—close to the nest of the very 
tame duck I have mentioned, but they were never touched. 
I was able also to feel her breast and she seemed to me to 
grow lighter and thinner daily. 

That the ducks can, and do, distinguish between their 
human friends and strangers I am sure. One duck had her 
nest among some nettles in the ruins of one of the Monks' 
barns. My little grandson and I used to visit her daily and 
she became very tame and would allow us to stroke her. 
One day some visitors came to the island and the boy took 
two ladies up to see his friend. The moment the duck saw 
them she left her nest and made off. Only one duck among 
the hundreds I have known was really bad-tempered. Not 
only would she not leave her nest, but she struck and bit 
viciously at any one who came near her. 

The ducks vary much in colour, or, I should rather say, in 
shade. Some are very dark brown, others reddish, almost 
chestnut, in colour and there are all shades between these 
extremes. One would think it impossible for such large 
birds to hide themselves on the bare moor or on the beaches 
where they nest, yet so perfectly do these colours blend with 
their surroundings that even the trained eye looking for 
them can easily pass them over. 




