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Strange objects in an Eider Somateria mollissima nest

Lars v . Haartman & Mikael v . Numers

Foreign objects are relatively often found in nests of
diving ducks . Eggs of foreign species and stones are
common, human artifacts rare . We have found such ob-
jects in clutches of the two most common diving ducks
in the archipelago of SW Finland, the Eider and the
Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula .
On 17 May 1982 a case was observed which would

clearly belong to the Guinness Book of Avian Records,
if such a book were written . On the islet Kojukari, W
of the island Livo in the parish of Askainen, an Eider
female was found incubating an empty pot of greenish

glass with a metal lid (see Figure) . The pot had con-
tained Piltti baby food . Its volume was roughly estimated
to be twice that of an Eider egg. Not a single real egg
was present in the nest . Nest-down was abundant . When
we returned to the islet on 11 June the female was
still incubating the pot. By then, she had incubated it
for at least 26 days, which is about a normal period
for the species (L . v . Haartman, O. Hilden, P. Linkola,
P . Suomalainen, R. Tenovuo, 1963-72, Pohjolan linnut
v5rikuvin, Otava, Helsinki). As most Eider clutches
were finished before mid May, it is, however, likely that
the normal incubation period had already been ex-
ceeded .
We can only guess at what had happened . A joke

seems to be out of the question . Everything indicated
that the family who owned a small summer house on
~the islet were nature lovers. The house was quite unob-
, rusively fitted into the milieu, and the entire islet was
kept very neat . Waste products and reeds washed ashore
by the waves had been raked together in a large heap,
on which several ducks, among them our Eider female
and a Grey Lag Goose Anser anser had placed their
nests. The pot had evidently been present in the litter .
No harm had been done to any of the bird nests, which
included 9 more Eider nests and the goose nest . At
our second visit 5 of the Eider clutches and the goose
clutch had hatched, and not a single plundered nest was
found.
The most puzzling thing is that the Eider had no eggs

of her own. Did she not lay any? Or had the nest been
plundered, e.g . by a Hooded Crow Corvus corone cor-
nix, which had left only the pot?The Eider nest, containing a glass pot . Photo MvN.
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G. Svärdson (Vår Fågelvärld 1946, 5:132-133) found
a broken coffee-cup in a clutch of a Mallard Anas
platyrhynchos, and established that the Mallard eggs dis-
appeared one after one. He attributed this loss to
Hooded Crows . When finally only the cup remained,
the hen soon abandoned the nest.
The main cause of the occurrence of strange objects

in nests of ground-breeding ducks is undoubtedly the
genetically coded reaction of the female, which returns
eggs that have rolled out of the nest, using her bill
like the rake of a croupier (K . Lorenz & N. Tinbergen,
1938, Taxis and Instinkthandlung in der Eirollbewegung
der Graugans . Zeitschr . Tierpsychol. 2:1-29) . The sign
stimuli releasing this behaviour are quite simple (see also
e.g . H . Poulsen, 1953, A study of incubation response
and some other behaviour patterns in birds . Vidensk .
Meddel . Dansk Naturhist. Foren . 115:1-139, on the
Tufted Duck), so that foreign objects may trigger the
innate releasing mechanism of the egg-rolling.

Selostus : Vieras esine haahkan pesässä

Askaisten saaristosta löytyi 17 .5 .1982 haahkan munat-

tomasta pesästä metallikannaksella varustettu lasipurkki,
joka oli sisältänyt Piltti-nimistä lasten ruokaa .
Haahkanaaraan todettiin hautovan tätä keinotekoista
"munaa" ainakin 26 päivää, mutta kun pesä löytyi
täys'untuvaisena aikana, jolloin melkein kaikki haahkat
olivat jo hautoneet viikon tai ehkä enemmänkin, on
syytä uskoa tämänkin naaraan hautoneen "munaansa"
normaalia hautomisaikaa kauemmin .

Purkki oli nähtävästi joutunut pesäpaikalle saarella
kesämökin omistavan perheen siivotessa rantaa, sillä
haahkanpesä sijaitsi laajassa roskakasassa rannan tun-
tumassa. Maassa pesivien vesilintujen reaktion palauttaa
pesästä pois joutunut muna laukaisevat yksinkertaisesti
avainärsykkeet, minkä vuoksi ei ole aivan harvinaista,
että vieraita esineitä vedetään pesään sen ulkopuolelta .
Arvoitukseksi sen sijaan jää, miksi haahkan omia munia
ei löytynyt pesästä ; mahdollisesti siivekäs ryöstäjä oli
vienyt ne pesinnän aikaisemmassa vaiheessa.

Tekijät ehdottavat, että tapaus otetaan mukaan
mahdollisesti ilmestyvään Guinnessin lintujen ennätyksiä
esittävään teokseen .
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