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The remote Arctic archipelago where £13,000 duvets are born

By  Annabel Fenwick Elliott
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The remote Norwegian archipelago of Lanan  CREDIT: ARNE NÆVRA
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£13,000 for a duvet might seem ludicrously expensive, but this is no normal duvet. It's filled with the world's most desirable feathers,

carefully collected from the nesting boxes of eider ducks on the remote Norwegian archipelago of Lanan, and processed entirely by

hand by locals who have been harvesting them for more than 1,000 years.

It's also a unique process in that the relationship between the humans and birds is symbiotic.

The family of workers provide warm, clean shelters for the ducks to lay their eggs in once a year, in which they can come and go as

they please, and the feathers left behind are only collected when the birds fly away for the winter.

You can imagine how long it takes to gather enough feathers to fill an entire duvet; and by contrast, how intensively you'd have to farm

geese, which are often plucked alive, in order to mass-produce thousands of them.

On this basis of this alone, Lanan's is an admirable operation.

In 2004, Lanan, which is part of the Vega islands in northern Norway (https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/norway/), was

added to Unesco’s prestigious World Heritage list.

Of its decision to award the islands this status, the committee neatly summarises it thus: "The Vega archipelago reflects the way

generations of fishermen and farmers have, over the past 1,500 years, maintained a sustainable living in an inhospitable seascape near

the Arctic Circle, based on the now unique practice of eiderdown harvesting.

"It also celebrates the contribution made by women to the eiderdown process."

The operation, Utværet Lånan, is run by Hildegunn Nordum, who spoke to Telegraph Travel about her very special way of life.

"My great, great grandfather came here in 1800 and our family left in 1972, when I was 16," she says. During the winter, Nordum lives in

southern Norway, in a town called Hvaler.

The world's most desirable feathers... and the sweetest ducklings CREDIT: UTVÆRET LÅNAN

The making of the Lånan Duvet / Edderdundyner fra LånanThe making of the Lånan Duvet / Edderdundyner fra LånanThe making of the Lånan Duvet / Edderdundyner fra Lånan

Home My Feed Saved

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/norway/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=euhyvnq5Oiw
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCftSzQ3vTvMyoglZCstijpQ
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/mytelegraph/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/mytelegraph/saved/


Between April and August when the ducks turn up to roost, she moves over to her newly-built house on Lanan, where she first

prepares their shelters and lines them with seaweed, then awaits the influx of ducks.

"I work day and night to help the birds protect their eggs, so they can get the ducklings safely out to sea when they're old enough," she

explains. "Predators who steal the eggs include seagulls, crows and mink, so if I spot one I'll shoo it away. And if I'm not out and about,

I monitor their activity from my window."

Enough ducks return to this refuge every year to populate around 1,000 wood and stone shelters, and their lifespan is between 30 to

35 years, so Nordum is familiar with many of them, and their various personalities.

In turn, the birds are comfortable in her presence, though she is very careful to tread lightly and not bother them. Perhaps because of

this (literally) cushy set-up, Nordum notices a small increase in their numbers each year.

The eiders preen themselves of their own feathers and use them to insulate their eggs, and only when it's time for the mothers to usher

their ducklings out to sea for another winter does the process of collecting the feathers begin.

They are carefully cleaned using a traditional harp-life contraption, all by hand. "It takes three weeks to process about one kilo of

feathers - equal to the fluff from more than 60 nests," she states.

The resulting product, when it's all sewed and finished? "No other duvet filling is so light and gives off so much warmth as eiderdown,"

Nordum says. "The fluff from the eider duck's breast has a special quality.

"In contrast to down from other ducks and geese, the feathers have small barbs which interlock. This provides eiderdown duvets with

a unique capacity to insulate and emit heat, which keeps you warm in winter and cool during summer."

The feathers are also unique in the structure they form collectively, so they don't bunch up inside the cover, and they maintain their

bounciness no matter how many times they are compressed. All this can be compromised when processed using machines, as they are

elsewhere in the world on a larger scale.

Unsurprisingly, demand for these duvets far exceeds supply, and there's a lengthy waiting list: Nordum and her small team of

assistants manage to make only around 12 duvets per season. £13,200 is the highest end of the price scale, for the largest size of duvets;

but small items including babies' mittens start at around £5.

Two of the duck houses, which aren't caged in CREDIT: UTVÆRET LÅNAN

No machines here, thank you CREDIT: UTVÆRET LÅNAN
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Asked how she plans to keep this tradition alive after she retires, Nordum tells us: "I do worry about how people are treating nature

these days. But I'll be doing this work for the rest of my life, and I hope someone will take care of the birds long after I'm gone."

Utværet Lånan welcomes a select number of visitors between June and July. See: lanan.no/english (https://lanan.no/english/).

Quite the life CREDIT: UTVÆRET LÅNAN
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