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Direct Observation 
 
Did You Know? 
 
1. The average nest has 200 rocks. 
 
2. It takes between 30-35 days for an Adélie Penguin egg to hatch. 
 
3. Chicks weigh 86 grams when they hatch and gain 100 grams a day until they are about    

50 days old when they are ready to take care of itself. 
 
4. Adélie Penguins can walk 2 km/hr. over the sea ice. 
 
5. Adélie Penguins have 100 feather/cm2, which is more than other birds. 
 
 
Learning about Adélie Penguins takes patience, time and a willingness to be out in the cold for 
long periods of observation.  The researcher team of Penguin Science who work with the 
Adélie Penguins on Ross Island in Antarctica live in tents, sleep in the cold and cannot take a 
shower for sometimes up to 2 months, but there is no other way to learn about these 
extraordinary birds other than to live near them and observe them directly on a daily basis. 
 

 
 

 Figure 1. Researcher Katie Dugger walks through the Adélie breeding colony at Cape Royds taking 
notes on her observations. 
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 Adélie Penguin males come ashore in late Oct to build a nest and wait for the females.  They 
need to find a place that is free of ice and has a supply of small rocks.  Only 2% of Antarctica 
is free of ice and they need the rocks to build a nest, there is nothing else to use. The nest will 
keep the eggs from rolling away, or sitting in a puddle of water created with the melting of 
snow. The nest is used to attract a female. Many males will build a nest in the exact same 
place they did last year hoping the same female will return. Usually that is what happens. We 
know this because a small percent of the birds at the breeding colony wear bands so we can 
follow their lives. 
 
 

 

 
 Figure 2. Adélie Penguins build their nests out of rocks, there isn’t anything else. Each nest is slightly 
different. The average number of rocks is about 200. 
 
As you can see from the pictures the nests vary greatly in their construction. Some birds prefer 
large rocks, others small, some create huge piles, others less so.  No one nest is better than 
another as long as it protects the eggs. When a nest becomes abandoned we can count the 
rocks to see how many were used.  The average is about 200. 
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Adélie Penguins lay 2 eggs which are a bit larger than a chicken egg.  It takes between 30-35 
days of incubating the egg before they hatch. During that time one parent must stay on the egg 
to protect it from the cold and the ever watchful predatory bird South Polar Skua who is always 
looking for an easy meal.  
 

     
 
Figure  3.  An Adélie Penguin egg, slightly bigger than a large chicken egg and a newly hatched chick. 
It takes between 30-35 days to hatch an Adélie Penguin chick. 
 
We walk the colony watching for the eggs to be laid, note the first day we see them and then 
continue to watch that nest to see how long it takes for the egg to hatch.  In the 2012-13 
season one of our nests hatched the first egg in 30 days another nest after 35 days so the 
incubation time varies. 
 

   
 
Figure 4.  Weighing the chicks takes two people, one to catch the chick and measure the weight, the 
other to record the data. 
 
When the chicks hatch we begin to weight them. We carefully pull them out of the nest, place 
them in a bag, use a spring scale to find out how much they weigh, measure their wing and 
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then gently place them back under their parent.  The average weight at hatching is about 86 
grams (3 oz.) but they gain weight quickly. In 50 days when they are ready to fledge (be on 
their own) they will weight over 2.5 kilograms (about 6 lbs.) We continue to weigh them as they 
grow to monitor how well they are doing. 
 
Adélie Penguins spend most of their lives on the ocean living on ice floes.  When spring comes 
they must walk or swim to their breeding colony. It takes less energy to swim, but these sturdy 
birds are good walkers too.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. Adélie Penguins walking on the ice. 
 
To determine how fast they can walk we measured a distance over the ice and then timed how 
long it took for them to make the journey.  We had to do this several times with several birds as 
not all birds walk at the same speed, but then took an average. It turned out to be about 2 
km/hr. (1.2mi/hr.) They can go faster, but this is their average speed. 
 
Antarctic penguins have more feathers than any other bird. They need to as they live on the 
ice and swim in water which is -1.6oC.  They are warm blooded like humans so need to stay 
dry in the water to keep warm.  The feathers are very small compared to other birds and the 
feathers around their eyes, mouth and on their wings are extremely small. Still they must do 
the same work as the other feathers, keep this bird warm and dry. 
    

Figure 6. Adélie 
Penguins appear 
black from a 
distance but their 
feathers are tipped 
in blue.  A white 
feather from their 
belly has a fluff of 
down near the base 
and a hard shell at 
the top to keep water 
out. 
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To know the density of feathers we found a dead penguin and used its skin to calculate the 
numbers.  Each point on the skin is place where there is a feather.  In the grocery store you 
can see the same dots on the skin of chicken meat except there will not be as many. Turns out 
on the main part of the penguin there are about 100 feathers for every square cm or about 600 
in a square inch. The feathers are small and take a beating in the cold wind, on the ice and in 
the freezing water. Adélie Penguin grows a nest set of feathers every year. 
 

 
Figure 7. Skin of an Adélie Penguin showing the number of feathers 

 
These are some of the things we have learned by watching penguins every day as they go 
through their lives. Maybe you have questions that are not answered yet.  There is still plenty 
to learn about these amazing creatures that can not only survive but thrive in the harsh 
environment of Antarctica. 
 
To learn more about Adélie Penguins go to www.penguinscience.com 
  
 


