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The history of St Cuthbert’s duck
ST Cuthbert has long been associated with 
Britain’s largest duck, otherwise known as the 
Cuddy or eider duck (Somateria mollissima). 
The eider duck is a true sea duck, whose 
gregarious character and gentle nature in the 
face of the harsh realities of life on the sea 
have so often been noted by visitors to the 
Farne Islands, and other eider haunts. Chief 
among those visitors was St Cuthbert, to 
whom the protection of these islands and the 
eider duck can, in many ways, be traced.

The stained glass window, depicting St 
Cuthbert in Edinburgh City Chambers, shows 
two male eider ducks � ying over his head, 
while at his feet two otters can be seen, 
supposedly drying him after one of his many 
immersions in the cold waters of the North Sea 
(Figure 1). It is, therefore, entirely appropriate 
that we pause a while and contemplate the 
eider duck, a remarkable creature who earned 
the appreciation and protection of Cuthbert.

In doing so, we will consider the perfection 
of the eider’s design and what it takes for 
such a remarkable creature to survive in the 
troubled waters her kind, and Cuthbert himself, 
came to call home. We will consider aspects 
of the human species’ at times turbulent 
relationship and co-existence with the eider 
duck, including the harvesting of eider down 
and eider eggs. This appreciation of what the 
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recounts the legend behind this sea 
bird, native to northern England, and 
the legacy of e� orts to protect it

eider has done for the human species allows 
us then to reciprocate by considering how 
ecological awareness of the duck’s threatened 
status is informing how we repay this debt, 
and provide them with the care, protection and 
conservation that is their due.

In appreciation of the eider duck
Discreet, well camou� aged and often 
overlooked; so many incredible stories can 
be recounted of the eider. Before drawing the 
reader’s attention to such wonders, however, 
it is worth considering what it is that makes a 
creature unforgettable and worthy of respect. 

Is it the creature’s wondrous design; a design 
that allows their piece of the ecological jigsaw 
to � t so perfectly into place? Or is it the way we 
pay attention to the object of our appreciation? 
Perhaps it is the delicate dance between our 

ability to lovingly attend to another creature 
and appreciate their beauty, and for their 
beauty, in turn, to mark our consciousness?

While many readers – especially those 
unfamiliar with the coastal stretches of 
Scotland, northern England, Iceland and Norway 
– may never have set eyes on an eider duck, 
fewer still will have heard the gentle cooing of 
the eider duck; a sound likened to that made by 
“surprised pantomime dames or the comedian 
Frankie Howerd”, by the wildlife sound recordist 
Chris Watson. 

Remarkably, the eider duck will, however, be 
there somewhere in our imagination, if nothing 
else because of their association with that 
wonderful � lling that is eider down.  

The insulating properties of the downy 
feathers of this sea-going mariner duck are not 
the only remarkable feat of nature that eiders 
are renowned for. Several others exist, for not 
only are they the heaviest of our British ducks, 
with the males weighing in at as much as 
2.9kg (that’s more than six pounds and almost 
twice the weight of a male mallard duck), they 
are also the world’s fastest bird in level � ight, 
with speeds of 47mph (or 76kmh) having 
been recorded.

But it is not just their athletic performance 
that should earn our respect. Respect, after 
all, means to look again, to pay attention, 
to look more closely and to look with loving 
attention. To hear the gentle cooing as one 
lies slumbering on the seashore, to feast your 
eyes on the plumage of the male (Figure 2); 
to see the female eider blink at you as she 
trustingly allows you closer to her nest than 

she perhaps should (Figures 3 and 4); to watch 
the aunty eiders creching their young and 
keeping them safe on the calmer waters of the 
rocky inlets (Figure 5) – these are all moments 
of connection when one feels gratitude, an 
appreciation, a certain admiration for their 
remarkable parenting skills (Figure 6) and 
adaptation to such a tough environment, a 
sense of wonder and togetherness.

It is perhaps this, coupled with the mutuality 
born of harvesting their down from the nests 
(Doughty, 1979), that gives rise to the urge 
to provide sanctuary for and protect these 
magical creatures. 

One of the � rst ducks 
to be protected
It is often said the eider was one of the 
� rst birds to be legally protected and this is 
attributed to St Cuthbert. In a parliamentary 
response to a request from Anne-Marie 
Trevelyan, MP for Berwick-upon-Tweed, that 
the eider be speci� cally protected as part of 
the St Mary’s to Coquet Marine Conservation 
Zone, George Eustice, the minister for 
agriculture, � sheries and food, replied: “As 
my honourable friend said, the common eider 
ranges widely across the Arctic and northern 
Europe, but is listed as ‘near threatened’ by the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature. 
As she pointed out, the eider duck has a long-
established association with the county of 
Northumberland, where it was the subject of 
one of the � rst acts of conservation. 

“She said that it was in the 8th century that St 
Cuthbert took action to protect this 

Figure 1. The stained glass 
window dedicated to St Cuthbert 
in the main stairwell in Edinburgh 
City Chambers shows two 
male eider duck � ying over 
Cuthbert's head.

⇨ page 8

Figure 2. Gavin Maxwell once 
famously described the plumage of 
the adult eider as like the “full dress 
uniform of some unknown navy’s 
admiral”. He goes on to say that while 
“the � rst impression is of black and 
white… at close quarters the black-
capped head that looked simply white 
from far o�  seems like the texture of 
white velvet, and shows feathers of 
pale scintillating electric green on the 
rear half of the cheek and on the nape”.
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wonderful species, but I am reliably informed by 
my department that St Cuthbert is recorded to 
have established protection laws – the very � rst 
wildlife protection laws we had in this country 
– for Northumberland’s eiders as early as 676. 
That shows how important a species it is.

“As St Cuthbert is the patron saint of 
Northumberland, it was natural that the eider 
should be chosen as the county’s emblem 
bird, and eiders are still often called Cuddy 
ducks in the area, with Cuddy being the 
familiar form of Cuthbert. A stained-glass 
window in St Cuthbert’s church in Amble 
commemorates this long-held association. 
Around 5,000 eiders – approximately one third 
of the English eider population – are still to be 
found in Northumberland” (2018).

The truth, however, is a little more obscure, 
and at the risk of spoiling a really good story, 
it is worth drawing attention to the � ndings 
of Antone Minard, who points out that while 
“several bird-related miracles appear” (2016) 
in Bede’s Life of Cuthbert, written in 721 AD, 
and while both crows and eagles feature in the 
four surviving illustrated manuscripts of this 
hagiography, no mention is found of ducks or 
of eiders. 

Minard (2016) goes on to assert: “The 
hagiographer’s twofold purpose is clear: on 
the one hand, connecting Cuthbert’s miracles 

typologically with those of the Bible and of 
other recognised holy men and thus, shoring 
up his spiritual authority; on the other, using 
the natural world to teach moral lessons to 
mankind. In modern times the popular portrayal 
of St Cuthbert anachronistically projects our 
own values about nature onto him, ignoring the 
hagiographical cross-referencing and biblical 
allusions in favour of the idea that Cuthbert just 
liked animals.”

Cuthbert may not, therefore, have been 
responsible for creating the � rst nature reserve 
in the UK and perhaps the world, as is so often 
claimed (Fortey, 1994; Hickling, 1962); nor are 
claims he conferred his protection to the eider 
as watertight as the bird’s seagoing plumage. 

These claims can instead be traced back to 
the growing number of miracles that were 
added to Cuthbert’s hagiography in the 12th 
century and to the impression created by the 
birds featured on Cuthbert’s burial garments 
when his tomb was opened in 1104. These 
impressions were subsequently recorded by 
Reginald of Coldingham, who had the story 
from those who had questioned eyewitnesses 
(Stranks, 1964). It is to this source, and to 
the ducks on Cuthbert’s robes that Minard 
attributes the connection between Cuthbert 
and the eider.

While this may appear to take the shine 
off the story of Cuthbert’s ducks, this need 
not be so. Even if these added claims are 

⇨ continued from page 7

Figure 3.  The female eider possesses a legendary calmness when on her nest and allows visitors to the 
islands on which they nest to approach closely.

embellishments that have helped build the case 
for the protection of the rich ecological wonder 
that is the Northumberland coastline, and 
cement Saint Cuthbert’s legacy as one of the 
founding fathers of nature conservation, they in 
no way diminish the fact that Cuthbert enjoyed 
a profound connection with these places he 
knew so well and the creatures who populated 
his life. Cuthbert in his own way was present to 
the beauty of the world, of the Northumberland 
coastline and of the eider duck.

In this next section, we will try to warm to the 
eider, to develop our appreciation of the beauty 
in their design – speci� cally the design of their 
outerwear – that leaves them so well equipped 
to be an eider duck.

Eider down
Anyone who has ever braved, and been 
protected from, the harshest of polar or 
mountain environments by an eider down 
jacket or a down sleeping bag, will have some 
inkling of how well equipped these birds are 
with insulating feathers.

Indeed, the eider is almost certainly best 
known for the insulation properties of their 
down, a fact that is re� ected in the bird’s 
scienti� c name Somateria mollisima, which 
translates as soft (mollisima) body wool 
(soma-teria).

In some parts of the world, humans have 
harvested the plumes that female eider pluck 
from their breasts to line their nests with. The 
Icelandic peoples were adept at encouraging 
dense colonies of wild eider and at the 
industry’s height were gathering as many as 
four tonnes of down for export in a good year. 
Given that 30 nests (with each nest harvested 
twice during a season) were needed to produce 
a single pound of down, this means that some 
280,000 nests and, therefore, breasts were 
being harvested.

In the 1960s, the writer and naturalist 
Gavin Maxwell set about a plan to develop a 
commercial colony of eider near his lighthouse 
home on Eilean Ban, off the Isle of Skye. Sadly, 
this never came to pass as he died in 1969. 
According to Cocker and Mabey (2005), this 
idea was inspired by Maxwell’s visit to Iceland, 
and the high value of down at the time: a single 
pound of eider down was then worth some £10 
– approximately £110 in today’s money.

Surprisingly, despite this reputation as the 
gold standard in insulation (Bédard et al, 
2008; Doughty, 1979), little in the way of 
academic study exists on the properties of 
eider down. Matthew Fuller’s (2015) doctoral 
thesis went some way to studying the 
structural, mechanical and thermal properties 
of down feathers.  

He concluded that: “while goose and duck 
down plumes were very similar in both 
appearance and size, the eider down feathers 
were found to be larger, and their barbules had 
a greater number of prongs and nodes”, further 
adding that “eider down barbs were found to 
have greater Young’s moduli, ultimate strength, 
and strain at break than goose or duck down 

barbs, and individual eider down plumes were 
also more compression resistant than those 
from geese and ducks.”  

D’alba et al (2017) further investigated the 
morphological basis of the thermal ef� ciency 
and cohesion of common eider down, 
comparing the properties of this specialised 
arctic species’ feathers to those of a common 
temperate species: the greylag goose. They 
concluded that the � ll power of eider down 
was lower than goose down, while cohesion 
was higher and that “these differences were 
associated with the presence of a larger 
number of pronged nodes on common 
eider barbules.” 

It is suggested that this increased 
cohesiveness is an adaptation to the harsh 
Arctic environment and the eider’s need to 
compress feathers when diving. The down 
deposited in the nest to protect the eggs from 
piercing Arctic winds is only able to insulate 
if it is able to hold together. Cohesiveness is, 
therefore, likely to be prioritised over insulation 
in such environments; indeed, it is essential. 

Similarly, when diving, insulation and, 
therefore, buoyancy are not prioritised, for 
these ducks typically forage at depths of 
around 10m, with dives recorded as far as 45m 
to 60m (Waltho and Coulson, 2002).

Today, most down in outdoor apparel is 
obtained from farmed ducks and geese. This is 
a re� ection on the rising demand for down. 

Concerns over the welfare of the captive birds 
and how their down is harvested has recently 
given rise to the Responsible Down Standard 
that, among other things, guarantees that 
harvesting from live birds through plucking is 
prohibited. Force feeding is similarly prohibited. 

It should be noted, however, that this simply 
addresses the worst welfare practices rather 
than promoting optimal welfare. Strangely, 
the French high-performance outdoor apparel 
brand EIDER, named after the eider duck, is one 
of a number of ethical companies who hope 
to introduce the Responsible Down Standard 
(RDS)… but have yet to fully do so.  

At the time of writing, their website declares: 
“After thinking carefully about how to make our 
products more responsibly, we decided to adopt 
RDS certi� cation for our down. The result? Sixty 
per cent of our winter 2017-18 collection is RDS 
certi� ed. Our target? 100 per cent by 2020 at 
the latest – which is basically tomorrow!”

It is interesting perhaps to compare and 
re� ect on the welfare of wild ducks, with their 
down harvested from their nests, with that 
harvested as a by-product of the duck meat 
industry. Wild adult birds are largely respected 
and have bene� ted from a centuries-old 
system of protections such that the welfare 
concerns centre primarily around egg predation. 
Mehlum et al (1991) found little difference in 
the numbers of eggs predated from nests that 
were left undisturbed and those that were 
harvested. In Iceland, at the turn of the past 
century, the intensive management of and care 
for eider ducks probably meant that predation 
was probably greatly reduced (Doughty, 1979).

Figure 5. Once hatched, the precocious ducklings take to the water, and are creched by a collection of doting 
and attentive aunties.

Figure 4. The female eider can lose some 45 per cent of her bodyweight when protecting her eggs, such 
is her dedication to the nest.

vettimes
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The eider population in Iceland peaked in the 
� rst two decades of the past century, when 
down harvesting was at its height, before sadly 
collapsing after the Second World War. Doughty 
(1979) attributes this decline to a number of 
factors, almost all anthropogenic. 

These include the heavy harvesting of ducks 
during the economic depression before the 
Second World War, the introduction of mink 
farms to Iceland and the subsequent escape of 
these predators, the impact of oil spills and – 
paradoxically, perhaps – the reduced control of 
predation of duck eggs by corvids and gulls that 
followed the abandonment of farms, and the 
rural exodus.

Conservation status
Today, the conservation status of the common 
eider across their whole range is concerning. 
Internationally, the eider is listed as “near 
threatened” on the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature’s Red List of Threatened 
Species. Europe, including Greenland, holds 
more than 60 per cent of the eider’s global 
population, and it is of grave concern that, 
across the past three generations (27 years), 
the population has declined at a rate in excess 
of 40 per cent. 

A decline in the largest � yway population 
in the Baltic and Wadden seas, based both on 
breeding data (Ekroos et al, 2012), and on 
midwinter counts conducted as part of the 
International Waterbird Census (Nagy et al, 
2014) has been evident since the late 1990s.

In the UK, the eider is classi� ed as an Amber 
list species under the Birds of Conservation 
Concern review. After Red – the highest 
conservation priority with species needing 
urgent action – Amber is the next most 
critical group.

The threats that eiders face are legion and 
largely anthropogenic, and include hunting, 
biological degradation (including oil spills), and 
drowning in � shing nets. 

The conservation measures advocated as part 
of the Circumpolar Eider Conservation Strategy 
and Action Plan, published by the Conservation 
of Arctic Flora and Fauna, include:
● Ensuring that the consumptive use of 
eiders is sustainable through international 
cooperative plans.
● Supporting the development of sustainable 
egg and down collection programmes, and an 
international exchange of information about 
these activities.
● Encouraging the non-consumptive use of 
eiders in responsible tourism programmes 
(including birdwatching, photography, and 
so forth).
● Identifying seasonal concentrations of 
eiders and important habitats in relation to 
oil transportation lanes, and collaborate with 
relevant authorities in the environmental 
impact assessment process.
● Evaluating and reducing the mortality of 
eiders within commercial � shing.
● Building on the existing protected areas 
and identifying the important eider areas still 

needing protection, so they can be of� cially 
designated under national and international 
systems of protected areas.

Conclusion
This feature on the common eider started 
by exploring how the eider and St Cuthbert 
developed a deep appreciation for each other, 
and how this may have inspired one of the 
earliest forms of wildlife protection initiatives. 
Different forms, and notions of appreciation and 
protection were then developed that allowed 
us to consider some of the reasons why we 
need to appreciate and conserve the eider. 

The incredible work of nature has ensured 
that the eider is perfectly adapted to a 
challenging existence in some of the harshest 
environments on this planet. It is this that has 
led humans to develop an appreciation for the 
properties of eider down and to extend further 
protection to this duck in order to sustain large 
colonies, from which down could be harvested. 

With the rural exodus in Iceland, these 
practices and the close relationship humans 
and eiders have enjoyed in the past, 
have suffered.  

Today, eiders are also suffering from a 
range of serious anthropogenic threats, 
which leave them globally threatened. The 
challenge we now face is to reconnect and 
rebuild what was once an appreciative and 
sustainable codependency (Figure 7).

That means taking responsibility for our 
actions and creating the space to contemplate 
St Cuthbert’s legacy: the imperative to care 
about those we share the world with and, in 
this case, the Cuddy duck and the ecological 
systems that sustain them.
● Readers wanting to encounter the eider 
themselves, and interested in walking 
mindfully to the coast and into these ways 
of encountering, are invited to consult a 
new guidebook to the St Cuthbert Way that 
runs from Melrose in the Scottish Borders to 
Lindisfarne on the coast of Northumberland 
(Cousquer, 2021).
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Figure 6. The male and female eider duck demonstrate very di� erent plumage re� ecting the fact that 
the female undertakes all the brooding and caring responsibilities, and is appropriately camou� aged.

Figure 7. Male and female eider prospecting for 
shell� sh in the Northumberland mud. The eider’s 
appetite for molluscs frequently makes them 
unpopular with mussel farmers, challenging 
us to better understand our co-dependencies 
rather than seeing ourselves as in competition 
for resources.
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