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Icelandic eiders—a few observations

R A L P H  S. P A L M E R

Introduction

These notes are  based  on a  visit, 25 -29  May 
inclusive, in 1972, to  th e  eider farm  o f Gisli 
V agnsson, a t M ýrar, on th e  no rth  side o f 
D yrafjord  in northw est Iceland. A fter 
previous experience w ith nesting wild 
eiders in th e  Baltic, in no rthern  New 
England, th e  C anad ian  high arctic, H udson 
Bay, and the Bering Sea region, it was a 
trem endous experience to  be able to  dis
pense w ith a  hide, o r blind, and to  stand for 
long stretches o f  tim e, quietly, surrounded  
by hundreds o f pa irs o f nesting eiders. O ne 
becam e m ore o r less a p a rt o f the  land
scape, o r perhaps was assum ed to  be a 
scarecrow  (or should I say scareraven?), 
while the birds w ent abou t the ir affairs at 
one’s very feet. I t was the tim e o f year when

th e  drakes w ere keeping sta tion  ashore near 
the ir incubating  m ates (F igure 1).

Predation

Such p reda to rs  as large Larus gulls and 
Ravens are  shot, th roughou t th e  nesting 
season, and  there  w ere several scarecrow s 
on the eider flats. Ravens w ere shy o f a  man 
w ith a gun ; they flew over frequently— once 
a flock o f tw enty-four—b u t I never saw one 
alight w here th e  eiders nested. T he m ink 
M ustela vison is said to  occur and  to  be  a 
p red a to r; it is hun ted  w ith dogs. A t som e 
Icelandic colonies sm all cubicles are  built, 
o f  flat stones, and m any o f th e  ducks nest in 
these shelters, bu t no t at M ýrar. I asked 
Gisli abou t this and  he said th a t they w ere

Figure 1. The farm of Gisli Vagnsson: view 
from the flats where the eiders nest toward the

farm buildings. The principal crops are sheep
(and wool) and eiderdown. , ,
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unnecessary; there  is m inim al predation  
while th e  b irds are  ashore. But he said th a t 
p redation , especially by the G rea t Black- 
backed G ull Larus marinus, is very severe 
on ducklings after they reach the  sea. A t the 
colony I did no t see a single sick, injured, or 
dead eider, n o r any evidence of nests having 
been robbed  o f clutches.

Feeding

In d istu rbed  colonies o ff the M aine coast 
the drakes are  ashore very briefly, usually 
only in com pany o f th e  duck w hen she is 
laying; m ost o f their lim ited sojourn  is 
spent close by on the sea. In th e  Baltic at 
U tholm en, n ear G o tland , a  few spend som e 
tim e ashore, bu t m ostly they rem ain  on 
shallow  w ater near shore. As in M aine, the 
duck jo ins her m ate on th e  sea when off- 
duty. A t bo th  localities I have w atched the 
birds (bo th  sexes) on the sea, over several 
days. Som etim es they appeared  to  be feed
ing; a t least they w ere up-ending in shallows 
and  tidal pools, bu t I could no t be sure th a t 
they ingested any food. T here never was the 
lively activity ordinarily  associated w ith 
intensive feeding.

A t G isli’s farm  sm all, som ew hat w eath
ered, patches of g round-up m arine shells 
w ere scattered  in and near the nesting areas. 
Presum ably  th e  birds defaecated  these 
w hen they first cam e ashore. W hile I was at 
the colony, flying eiders seldom  w ent as far 
as th e  w aters o f the fjord; usually  they 
circled over th e  flats. N or w hen standing in 
view o f th e  fjord did I see any traffic to  or 
from  salt w ater. T he m eltw ater pools and 
stream s in and near th e  nesting area, which 
get m uch usage by th e  birds, a re  p robably  
very low in oxygen con ten t and  contain  no 
anim al life w hatever. T he few ducks th a t 
‘defaecated ’ when frightened from  their 
nests (m ost did no t reac t th is way) p ro 
duced only a very th in  w atery liquid. I 
w atched the ducks during th e ir off-duty 
visits to  w ater and could no t observe th a t 
they defaecated  either ashore o r  afloat, nor 
did I find any evidence in qu ie t shallow 
pools o f faecal m atter in suspension o r on 
the bo ttom . Both sexes d rank  fresh w ater 
regularly , b u t a te nothing w hile ashore— at 
least while I was there.

The eider’s ‘sails’

All eider species have a  cycle o f tw o m oults 
annually . A t least in th e  ‘large eiders’

Som ateria, the  feathering  o f th e  head-body 
is renew ed tw ice—w ith th e  no tab le  excep
tion  th a t the modified long scapulars (‘sails’) 
a re  renew ed only once and  this renew al 
apparen tly  is offset tem porally  from  either 
period  o f m oulting o f the  ad jacen t fea ther
ing. (The ta il and wing also are renew ed 
only once per cycle.) T he duck  has her ‘sails’ 
(concealed, o r a t least no t erected) even 
after the spring period  o f  m oulting into 
Basic (‘eclipse’) head-body; the  d rake  then  
is w earing them  also, w hile o therw ise in 
A lternate  (‘d isplay’) head-body plum age.

In R eykjavik, while w aiting for the 
w eather to  clear for the flight to Thingeyri 
(the trip  from  there  to  M ýrar is by auto), I 
spen t several days observing the free-flying 
wildfowl at the lake, T jòrn in , in the city. 
People bring  b read  here to  feed the  various 
w aterfow l and a few  o f th e  eiders actually  
will climb on to  one’s knee and take  food 
from  the hand . If  a group o f eiders swam 
by, and  the b irds quarrelled  for any reason, 
som etim es a  d rak e ’s ‘sails’ w ould becom e 
erected and  then  w ould gradually  low er so 
as to  vanish am ong the o th er w hite feathers 
o f the back. T heir erection , on yearling and 
o lder d rakes, seem ed to  be an  involuntary 
reaction  during  a  stress situa tion . I saw it 
happen again, repeatedly , am ong the nest
ing pairs a t G isli’s farm . A t first it was 
ra th e r startling  to  be pho tograph ing  a 
d rake  w hose ‘sails’ w ere up and then  soon 
to  find th a t my subject had  a sm oothly- 
contoured  back. W hen a  hybrid  (King x 
Com m on) d rak e  perfo rm ed  his Pushing 
display in the  d irection  o f a d rake 
C om m on, the Ia tte r’s ‘sails’ appeared, 
only to  vanish during qu ieter spells. Now  
and  again som ebody adds to  the list o f 
subspecies o f C om m on E ider having ‘sails.’ 
F rom  exam ination  of m useum  skins, how 
ever, it is obvious th a t they  are  presen t in 
bo th  sexes o f all o f th e  C om m on Eiders. 
A pparen tly  they are  no t erectile in th e  duck. 
In the d rake , it is p robab le  th a t they are 
erected (o r kept erect) during periods o f 
tension  o r stress— such as pa ir-fo rm ation , 
defence o f m ate, and  so long as the d rake 
rem ains n ear th e  nest. L ater, w hen drakes 
(or the  sexes together) are  flocking on the 
sea, the ir backs are  sm ooth .

The trek to water

A t the eider farm  it was qu ite  evident th a t 
a  duck could cover her clutch and then, 
quietly, and  by careful choice o f  rou te , 
m ake her way to  w ater w ithou t creating  a
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com m otion. T he d rake follow ed, afoo t or, 
to  avoid conflicts, by tak ing  wing. On 
reaching w ater, the duck im m ediately p e r
form ed a double  W ing-flap and, soon after, 
d rank  and Splash-bathed. T he d rake might 
swim before doing a W ing-flap. If a  duck 
got off her eggs in a sta te  o f apparen t 
excitem ent, croaking and flipping her bill 
(Inciting), and headed for w ater, this created 
m uch d istu rbance . As shepassed  nearpa irs, 
the d rakes, even som etim es their m ates, 
took  after her, squabbling. An increasing 
tangle o f b irds m oved on to  w ater. The 
duck w ould W ing-flap and begin to  bathe. 
H er retinue w ould then  disperse and  soon 
re tu rn  to  th e ir nests.

Incidentally , som etim es as I moved 
slowly past a nest, the  sitter w ould wait 
until I had  gone by, then  get up hastily, 
W ing-flap, and move away. The sudden 
W ing-flap beh ind  one’s back  can be quite 
startling. T hen, as I m oved farther away, 
the b ird  usually w ould re tu rn  and settle on 
her eggs; som e, how ever, w ent to  w ater.

Recruitm ent

W hen the num ber o f nesters is increasing in 
a  colony, one w ould expect a  large percen t
age in the youngest year-class (cohort); the 
reverse was to  be expected a t G isli’s farm . 
The colony had  been in existence since at 
least 1912. N um bers reached a peak  of 
6,200 pairs in 1964 and , for reasons un 
know n (oiling o f b irds while at sea is 
suspected) had declined to  4,300 pairs in
1972.

In try ing to  exam ine several hundred 
fem ales w ithout d isturbing them  from  their 
eggs, I could no t be sure as to  w hich were 
younger birds. I t m ay be th a t those o f the 
youngest cohort a re  d ark er o r m ore m uted 
in overall colouring, o r have less (som e
tim es no) w hite a t th e  tips o f  the ir secondar
ies. This w hite w ears o ff th e  exposed (outer) 
w ebs; th a t rem aining on th e  inner m ay not 
be visible on th e  folded wing. T here was 
m uch variation  in overall colouring, som e 
ducks being d a rk  and nearer neutral- 
coloured, o thers varying to  a quite rufescent 
brow nish. O ccasional birds w ere quite pale, 
in p a rt due to  b leaching. Som e o f the dark  
b irds show ed tw o full w ing-bars; som e of 
th e  brow n and pale  b irds did not. Usually, 
how ever, the m a tte r was no t determ ined 
because the ends o f th e  secondaries could 
no t be exam ined properly  w ithout actually 
handling th e  b ird .

Speaking in the vernacu lar, the King 
Som ateria spectabilis is a  high-octane 
eider—the d rak e ’s dorsal ‘sails’ a re  per
m anently  erect, poin ted , and som etim es 
v ibrate; displays are  m uch faster in tem po 
than  those o f th e  C om m on Eider; the 
frontal lobes and various feathering are 
‘exaggerated’ in character; even th e  voice 
is speeded-up so th a t th e  cooing has a 
trem bling quality . The few d rake  Kings 
th a t form  pair-bonds w ith fem ale C om m ons 
and then  accom pany their m ates to  the 
great Icelandic colonies o f the la tte r are 
regarded as quarrelsom e. T here is an old 
Icelandic belief th a t the  d rake King really 
is an aged and  changed C om m on Eider, a 
cro tchety  and  overbearing  individual— a 
king! A t G isli’s farm , in the case o f a  trio- 
bond o f tw o drakes (King and C om m on) 
sharing a  fem ale C om m on, relationships 
appeared  to  be am icable; th e  King usually 
kept sta tion  fa rther from  the sitting fem ale 
th an  did th e  C om m on. If ano ther d rake 
(C om m on) approached , the King w ould 
swiftly a ttack  at a  g rea ter d istance than  
seem ed to  be th e  case w ith C om m ons. 
D uring ac tua l fighting, bo th  species seem ed 
to ac t in a sim ilar w ay and w ith equal 
speed.

The w riter has observed and p h o to 
graphed  wild Kings o f bo th  sexes, separately 
and together, in near-desert high arctic 
environm ent. T here th e  King accom panys 
his m ate ashore when she is laying. H ow 
ever, in such exposed situations in the wild 
w here p reda tion  is a constan t hazard , so 
conspicuous a d rake  is unlikely to  spend 
m uch tim e n ear his m ate  w hen she is incu
bating. H e keeps sta tion  fo r a  tim e on 
nearby fresh w ater. Thus it is an unusual 
situation  in northw est Iceland, w here a few 
d rake  Kings m ore or less behave like those 
C om m ons th a t have entered  in to  a sym 
b io tic  rela tionsh ip  w ith m an.

T he d rak e  C om m on has soft feathers on 
its cheeks w hich are  quite puffed ou t in 
tim es o f tension . O n th e  d rake King the 
corresponding feathers are  different, being 
p lushlike (as they w ere to  a lesser extent 
on th e  extinct L ab rado r D uck). O ne day at 
G isli’s I kep t edging nearer to  a  d rake  King, 
to  get close-up photos. T he b ird  becam e 
distu rbed , go t up, and  m oved several 
m etres fa rth e r from  his m ate, bu t soon 
settled dow n. I approached  again. The 
d rak e  raised  his head , tu rned  it sideways, 
and erected th e  plushlike cheek-feathers in

The King Eider



Figure 2. Drake hybrid King x Common Ralph S. Palmer
Eider, m ated to a Common Eider who was 
incubating four eggs.

an an te rio r d irection . This caused a ‘b reak ’ 
in the feathering along o r near the black 
line dow n rear o f cheek— a V -shaped trough 
o r opening. A sim ilar effect is obtained 
when m anually  m oving the edge o f the 
facial disc o f  an owl to  exam ine the  ear- 
opening underneath .

H ybrids

D rake crosses o f King x C om m on Eider, 
and occurrence o f m ated m ixed pairs

(F igure 2), have been know n for a long 
tim e. Localities for these extended at least 
from  N ovaya Zem lya to  Spitzbergen to 
northw est Iceland. It is believed th a t mixed 
pairs p roduce  few progeny. Only drakes are 
know n. A lthough I searched  in G isli’s 
colony, I did no t see a  fem ale having any 
recognizable King E ider characteristics— 
b u t any such bird  w ould be  easy to  miss.
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