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NOTES ON THE HABITS AND DISTRIBUTION 
OF THE WHITE-TAILED EAGLE IN 

N.W. ICELAND, 1939. 
BY 

E. L. ARNOLD and P. I. R. MACLAREN. 
(Plate I.) 

THE main object of our party of four, which spent two 
months of 1939 in N.W. Iceland, was to photograph the 
White-tailed Eagle (Halieeetus albicilla) and study the 
distribution of this bird. Unfortunately we could not reach 
Iceland before the end of June, and so no accurate observa
tions of incubation and fledging-periods could be made. Thus 
notes on types of nest, food, and general behaviour of adults 
and young form the basis of this article. No place-names are 
mentioned, but a map showing where all birds were seen has 
been deposited at the Scott Polar Research Institute, 
Cambridge. 

An easily accessible nest, referred to as A, was found on 
July 3rd, soon after our arrival in the north-west. The 
photographs and most of the detailed observations were 
taken here, from a sacking hide covered with stones and 
plants. It was erected on a rock pinnacle about thirty-five 
feet from the nest, which was a mere cup in another grassy 
pinnacle. Some of the photographs obtained after three 
weeks hide-work have been published in The Times, January 
20th, 1940, and in Animal and Zoo Magazine, November, 
1939, pp. 8-11. The proprietors of The Times have kindly 
given permission for two of their photographs to be included 
in this article. 

Later the two authors separated, and between us we 
covered the west coast from lsafjar5ardjup to Reykjavik. 
The result of our search was as follows :— 

NUMBERS. 
No. in each No, of birds 

category. seen. 
Occupied nests ... 9 18 adults 

With two young 2 4 young 
With one young 7 7 young 

Nests with fresh feathers, but no eggs 
or young 2 4 adults 

Pairs seen, apparently not breeding 2 4 adults 
Pairs reliably reported, but not seen (7) (14 adults) 
Immature birds seen 2 2 immature 

Total seen: 26 adults, 2 immature, 11 young. Reported : 
at least 14 other adults. 

A few pairs and certainly some immature birds may have 
been missed in the areas searched, but as far as can be 



VOL. xxxiv.] HABITS OF WHITE-TAILED EAGLE. 5 

ascertained, only one doubtful breeding pair and a proportion 
of the immature birds are to be found in other parts of the 
island. 

In 1920 Nielsen (1921) enlisted the help of the parish-
governors (Icel. Hreppstjdrar) to carry out a thorough survey 

WHITE-TAILED EAGLE 
The female brings food to the young, which at this stage show a 

marked difference in size. 
(Photographed by C. Mallabey.) 

of surviving birds. He thought then that there were eighteen, 
and he knew of three pairs breeding. He later (1923) wrote 
of four other pairs nesting in 1920. Further reports of his 
(1926, 1927 and 1930) show that from 1925 to 1929 the 
number of known breeding pairs rose from three to six. 
Saemundsson (1936) knew of at least eight nests in 1934, all 
in districts where we found breeding birds in 1939. He also 
mentions one certain and one doubtful nest in the south. 
One of these belonged to the doubtful exception mentioned 
above. 

NESTS. 
Of the eleven we found, six were on grassy knobs, and five 

in small caverns, with suitable look-out and dozing perches 
near by. Nearly all were 800 feet or more above sea-level, 
situated in the steep wall above the sloping scree, which is 
the most common cliff formation on the west coast. It was 
always possible to approach the eyries, but only in two 
cases were the actual nests easily accessible. Of these, one 
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was at A, and the other an unusual site on a small cliff-
promontory sixty feet above the sea. In the cavern sites 
especially, some sticks were present, but everywhere the 
supply was strictly limited. Some grassy sites had none. 
Seven of the nests were at the heads of valleys, and four 
along the sides of fjords. We heard on two occasions of 
former nests on small islands. Usually some distance separated 
the nests; the two nearest were in adjoining fjords, about 
four and a half miles apart in a direct line. In another part 
we found three nests and a fourth pair within a radius of 
seven miles. At least six nests were in full sight of inhabited 
farms, and three were less than a mile distant. 

YOUNG. 

It seems that two eggs are generally laid. Three are not 
unusual, and Kriiper (1853) quotes one instance of four. 
Of the nine nests we found containing young, in two cases 
two survived, and in seven only one. Banzhaf (1937) states 
that of forty-seven nests known to him in Germany over a 
period of years, thirty-three had two young, thirteen had 
one, and one had three. The habit of commencing incubation 
with the first egg (Siewert, 1928) would seem to be general. 
This would explain how one young has an initial advantage, 
which frequently leads to its surviving the other. At nest A, 
on July 3rd, there seemed to be little difference in the size 
of the young birds. Both were twenty inches in length, and 
covered with greyish down through which the dark feathers 
were just beginning to appear. They were at least twenty-
four days old. The slightly larger one developed very quickly, 
while the other remained in much the same state. Violent 
fights occurred whenever the smaller bird tried to get hold of 
any food left in the nest. On one occasion the larger attacked 
for fifteen minutes. When the adult was on the nest tearing 
up the food (later she left the young to do this), the smaller 
received very little, owing to its being intimidated by the 
larger. At night, however, the two lay side by side in the 
nest-hollow. The female, and sometimes the male, parent, 
dozed on a nearby rock; they never attempted to brood 
the young at night, though, of course, by the time regular 
observations began the young were more than four weeks old, 
and also during that period it was not cold. Eventually 
the smaller chick died. 

During the day, in the absence of the female, the young 
lay asleep, or idly preened themselves, or else toyed with 
scraps of food. In order to excrete they tottered a few steps 
backwards (at first they just lifted their hind parts without 
getting u p ; later they used to rest on their wings in order 
to steady themselves) and squirted a jet of liquid over the 
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edge of the pinnacle. Thus, as they became more proficient 
they avoided fouling the nest at all. A slight squeaking, 
especially at night, heralded this activity, which took place 
fairly regularly. On one night, when a close watch was 
kept, it occurred at intervals of from thirty to a hundred and 

View of the hide and nest in the steep valley-side eight hundred 
feet above the river. The hide is to the left of the figure, and 
nest is in the bottom left-hand corner. 

{Photographed by C. Mallabey. Copright The Times.) 

twenty minutes. One nest in a small cavern had a ring of 
" white-wash " round the inside, showing that there is no 
behaviour-mechanism for excretion to take place towards 
the opening. The movements of the adults were watched with 
interest by the chicks, and their approach greeted with 
continuous shrill squeakings. The chicks squawked less 
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insistently when merely hungry, or, as mentioned, when about 
to excrete. 

Faber (1822) gives the incubation-period as thirty-five days, 
and Banzhaf (1937) as thirty-five to forty-five. In 1937 Vesey 
(1938) found two young just hatched on June 4th, at what 
appears to be the same site as A, where in 1939 we calculated 
that the young hatched a few days after this. Hantzsch 
(1905) says that the eggs are laid the last week in April; 
if this were so it would make the period for this nest about 
thirty-five to forty days. The same author gives fifty days 
for the fledging-period, and Banzhaf (1937} ten weeks before 
flying. Two other nests we found in the first week of August, 
each containing two young about ready to fly. If hatched 
in the first week in June, the fledging period would have been 
sixty-five to seventy days. These young ready to fly were 
very dark all over ; the bill was greyish, except for the base, 
which was yellow. 

IMMATURE BIRDS. 

It is noteworthy that we saw so few immature Eagles. 
Since they are not believed to breed until five or six years old 
(Siewert, 1928), there must be a number of non-breeding 
birds reared in recent years corresponding to the eleven which 
flew in 1939. In winter the old birds disperse from their 
summer haunts, and are to be found in parts of the island 
where they do not breed. The young are great autumnal 
wanderers (Coward, 1920), and also, in summer, may tend to 
visit inland lochs. Vesey (1938) reported two immature birds 
which he saw several times in such sites. I t is worth noting 
that of all those which Gatke {1900) reported on Heligoland, 
two only were adults. In Germany the young tend to remain 
in the vicinity of the nest for at least six weeks after leaving it 
(Banzhaf, 1937}. However, we did see an immature Eagle in 
a fjord which held a breeding pair. The mortality of these 
birds may be high. Banzhaf (1937) tells of three immature 
Eagles being found choked by fish, and of two drowned 
through grasping fish too heavy for them to lift. 

ADULTS. 
Usually one or both the adults flew out on our approach 

to a nest. They would swoop to and fro while we were near 
it, usually not coming closer than fifty feet, and all the time 
uttering their shrill barking note. In every pair we saw, the 
female was larger, the difference lying mostly in the breadth 
of wing. The two at A, which were observed more closely 
than the others, differed in their colouring. The head and 
shoulders of the female were greyish-white, with pale streaks 
passing down into the dark plumage of the upper part of the 
breast and back. The male was more golden brown, and the 
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pale colouring on his head and neck did not extend so far 
down. 

Though Schuster (1935) describes him as sharing incubation, 
we never saw the male on the nest. He brought food, however, 
which was shared with the female on their look-out perch ; 

WHITE-TAILED EAGLE 

The female tears up food for the young. 
(Photographed by C. Mallabey.) 

she then carried it to the nest, and sometimes, especially as 
the young grew up, just dropped it and flew off again. While 
the chicks were small, she would tear up the food and give 
portions of it to whichever young happened to be nearer; 
the larger of the two always got more than his fair share. 

Display-flight was only noticed at one nest, which con
tained a well-grown nestling. The male closely followed the 
female as she circled round carrying food, and once a mock 
pass was seen. Four times the female landed on the nest, 
once with the male hovering close overhead, but each time 
as she left she was seen to be carrying the same food. Later 
the male also was observed with food, but since he continuously 
followed the female, the two frequently rolling over together, 
he was obviously interested in what she carried. 

The Eagles were mobbed when flying or perching by a 
variety of species : Ravens (Corvus cor ax islandicus), Arctic 
Terns (Sterna macrura), Arctic Skuas (Stercorarius parasiticus), 

B 
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and Glaucous Gulls (Larus hyperboreus). However, the only 
birds of which they really took any notice were Iceland 
Falcons (Fako r. islandicus). The vigorous assaults of either 
one or a pair of these, which we witnessed several times, 
forced the Eagles to roll right over in the air and present 
their feet to the stooping falcons. Both species would scream 
loudly during such encounters. 

FOOD. 

Castings from four nests were obtained. When fresh, they 
are wet and slimy, about three and a half inches long and one 
inch in diameter. Beyond the beaks of Puffins (Fratercula 
ardica) they have been found to contain little identifiable 
matter. Many hard dried skins of lumpfish (Cyclopterus 
lumpus) were in and around the nests. Softer fish were 
brought to A, but were often eaten up before the observer 
could be let out of the hide in order to climb into the nest. 
As no remains were left, they were not in evidence at other 
nests. Fish constituted numerically about a third of the 
items of food brought to A, which was a valley-nest two miles 
from the fjord-head. The only species identified was a 
ten-inch sea-trout (Salmo trutta). 

Puffins were the commonest birds fed to the young at A. 
The male brought them to the female already plucked, and 
generally beheaded. Ptarmigan (Lagopus m. islandorum), 
Red-breasted Mergansers (Mergus senator), Eider (Somateria 
mollissima) and Glaucous Gulls were also found, as well as 
what have been identified by the British Museum (Natural 
History) as Razorbill (Alca torda) and possibly Cormorant 
(Phalacrocorax carbo). Wool and one leg from lambs were 
found in two nests. We heard often of Eagles which had been 
seen carrying lambs, but never actually killing them. There 
are many records of its former destructiveness among lambs 
in Scotland, but in Iceland this species apparently takes a 
larger percentage of dead lambs. 

Only one Eagle was satisfactorily watched in the act of 
trying to catch food. It perched on rocks uncovered by the 
tide, and several times flapped out low over the water, 
dropping its feet near swimming birds: Red-breasted 
Mergansers, Eiders, and Mallards (Anas platyrhyncha). No 
capture was observed. Wendland (1937) describes how 
" water-fowl" when hunted by an Eagle flock together on the 
lake, and thus foil its attempts to separate and tire out a 
particular bird. 

PROTECTION. 

The farmers generally knew of old-established eyries, 
but were less observant at spotting new sites. Although 
they do shoot a few, they are on the whole proud of their 
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Eagles. The species was protected for five years from 1913, 
and for twenty years from 1919 (Nielsen, 1921). The two 
crimes held against them are the lamb-stealing and the 
scaring of nesting Eiders. For when they fly over Eider 
colonies, the ducks rush on to the sea without covering their 
eggs, which may consequently be chilled. Hantzsch (1905) 
suggested that the decrease of the Eagle was mainly due to 
shooting and to the fact that they ate poison intended for 
foxes. At the discretion of sheriffs (Icel. Sysla-madur) 
poison may be put out as a means of destroying Great Black-
backed Gulls (Larus marinus), and Eagles are very likely to 
take such bait. This is now permitted in only one administra
tive district (Icel. Sysla). In recent years several young have 
been taken from the eyries and sold to dealers in Reykjavik. 
This habit, if not checked, might cause a serious depletion 
in the numbers of the Eagles. 

Acknowledgments are due for the kind assistance and 
expert advice given by Mr. Brian Roberts in England, and 
Stefan Stefansson, Magnus Bjornsson, Tryggvi Joakimsson 
and many others in Iceland, without whom we could 
have accomplished little. 
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WHITE-TAILED EAGLE 

The female lands on the nest with empty claws. The smaller young one has died. 

(Photographed by C. Mallabey. Copyright The Times.) 
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