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It was love at first sight when  
Charles Bergman saw the 
waddling birds, which soon 
became an obssession. He 
describes how a life-changing 
trip led to him and 
his wife visiting 
every species on 
the planet 
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My p-p-passion 
for penguins

A
t once cute and clumsy, 
penguins are almost cer-
tainly the most beloved 
birds in the world. It’s 
easy to see why. They 

always seem dressed in formal wear, 
ready for dinner with dignitaries. 
Their bearing, as they parade past, is 
striking for its nobility and serious-
ness of purpose. Yet at any moment, 
one of the penguins might suddenly 
slip on the ice and do a face-plant in 
the snow. Or smack a neighbour with 
its flipper – slapstick on snow and ice.

This combination of dignity and 
awkwardness, of self-importance 
and comic blunder, is completely 
relatable. And I have been unable to 
resist them.

Since seeing my first penguins on 
the red-sand shore of Rábida Island 
in the Galápagos islands nearly two 
decades ago, I’ve developed a pas-
sion for these birds that veers into a 
slightly ridiculous obsession.

That sighting changed my life. I 
would not know how much, however, 
until some years later.

At first my wife Susan and I en-
joyed going places where we could 
find penguins in the wild. They were 
great adventures. Often whole spe-
cies can be found only on one particu-
lar set of rocks in lonely stretches of 
stormy seas. The Bounty and Antip-

odes Islands, a long boat ride east 
from New Zealand, are the only 

places to see erect-crested 
penguins. Another ex-

ample would be royal 
penguins, endemic 
to Macquarie Is-
land, halfway to 
Antarctica, south 
of  Australia.

And then there is Antarctica it-
self. It’s the only place you can find 
the magnificent emperor penguins 
or the very cute Adélie penguin. And 
it’s the best place to see the delight-
ful chinstrap penguin, with the black 
stripe under its chin giving it a dis-
tinctive military bearing.

Despite the challenges of bad 
weather and cold destinations, 
Susan and I loved it all. But to our 
friends and family, this growing 
passion for penguins was nearly in-
comprehensible; when we told them 
about our latest trip, they would 
waddle and flap their “flippers”.

There came a point, however, 
when this obsession turned from 
the thrill of the chase to something 
more. We decided to try to see every 
one of the world’s 18 species of pen-
guins in the wild. At first we resisted 
the idea, knowing the difficulties and 
even dangers involved. But we came 
to feel we had only one option: go 
for it.

Up close and personal
Why we felt compelled to take on this 
adventure can best be explained by 
an encounter I had with a penguin on 
South Georgia Island.

South Georgia Island is 900 miles 
from Argentina, served by no com-
mercial boats or planes. I think it is 
the most beautiful place on earth, 
and the colonies of birds are incred-
ible, heart-stopping, and deeply 
moving. The headliner is probably 
the king penguin.

Travelling the Southern Ocean is 
always an adventure. It is the world’s 
only ocean that circles the globe and 
is a nursery for storms that gather 
force as they spin unobstructed –
there’s nothing to slow them down or 
dissipate their power – and the seas 
enticed penguins to give up flight 
and live an aquatic life.

On my first visit to South Georgia 
Island, we arrived at St Andrew’s 
Bay for an early landing. On the peb-
bled beach, a light surf made the 

stones clatter. Rugged and snow-
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The 18 species of penguin their 
conservation status and where 
Charles and Susan first saw them.

GALÁPAGOS PENGUIN
l Endangered
Rábida Island, Galápagos Islands, 
Ecuador (Jan 24, 2003)

MAGELLANIC PENGUIN
l Near threatened
Magdalena Island, Tierra del 
Fuego, Chile (Dec 2, 2005)

GENTOO PENGUIN
l Least concern
Drake Passage, Antarctica 
(Jan 9, 2006)

CHINSTRAP PENGUIN
l Least concern
Half Moon Island, Antarctica  
(Jan 10, 2006)

MACARONI PENGUIN
l Vulnerable
Half Moon Island, Antarctica  
(Jan 10, 2006)

ADÉLIE PENGUIN
l Least concern
Torgerson Island, Antarctica  
(Jan 11, 2006)

KING PENGUIN
l Least concern
South Georgia Island, British 
Overseas Territory (Oct 20, 2009)

SOUTHERN ROCKHOPPER 
PENGUIN
l Vulnerable
Sea Lion Island, Falkland Islands/
Las Malvinas, British Overseas 
Territory (Nov 3, 2009)

EMPEROR PENGUIN
l Near threatened
Antarctic Sound, Antarctica  
(Jan 15, 2010)

AFRICAN PENGUIN
l Endangered
Robben Island, South Africa  
(Jun 10, 2011)

FIORDLAND PENGUIN
l Vulnerable
South Island, NZ (Nov 21, 2014)

ERECT-CRESTED PENGUIN
l Endangered
Antipodes Island, NZ  
(Nov 29, 2014)

ROYAL PENGUIN
l Near threatened
Macquarie Island, Australia  
(Dec 4, 2014)

YELLOW-EYED PENGUIN
l Endangered
Auckland Island, NZ (Dec 7, 2014)

SNARES PENGUIN
l Vulnerable
Snares Islands, NZ (Dec 9, 2014)

LITTLE PENGUIN
l Least concern
Stewart Island, NZ (Dec 13, 2014)

HUMBOLDT PENGUIN
l Vulnerable
Islas Ballestas, Peru (Jan 30, 2015)

NORTHERN ROCKHOPPER
l Endangered
Tristan da Cunha Islands, British 
Overseas Territory (Apr 8, 2017)

The penguin population

If we can’t save what 
we love – everyone 
loves penguins – what 
can we save?
covered mountains ringed the flat 
sweep of land behind the beach.

King penguins gathered in small 
groups. Some preened themselves 
after just returning from fishing and 
bathing in the sea. Others headed 
into the water.

One group some distance inland 
was resting along a pool of water 
from a small stream. The birds, a 
rare blue sky and jagged peaks – 
all were reflected in the water. The 
scene captured the feel of the is-
land’s wild beauty.

I dropped to my knees, then flat 
on my stomach. I inched closer, pull-
ing myself forward with my elbows. 
I wanted to photograph this stun-
ning scene.

The penguins were unperturbed. 
They ignored me. I was at their eye 
level, even lower, and that reduced 
the sense of threat for them. As I 
lay there, penguins slowly gathered 
about and around me, as though I 
were just another part of the land-
scape. A part of the colony.

I felt something hitting my rub-
ber boots. I turned to see a very 
large king penguin. He was poking 
at them, almost like a woodpecker.

From his size, I guessed it was a 
male. He moved up and snipped at 
my pants and gave them a tug. He 
worked his way up my body until he 
was standing beside my head, look-
ing down his long, sharp beak at me. 

For a fleeting moment I worried 
that he might try to stab me in the 
face with his daggered beak.

orange dash. If king penguins 
could talk, I thought, they can 
punctuate themselves.

He kept an eye on me while he 
lifted his head. He pumped his chest 
like a bellows. And he called out. It 
sounded like a kazoo. Over and over 
again he called, hoarse and throaty.

He kept his eyes directly on me. 
He was saying something to me. 
That’s when I realised that maybe 
king penguins do talk in their own 
way. Because I knew what he was 
saying. I knew because scientists 
have figured it out.

Born to breed
South Georgia Island has enormous 
breeding colonies of king penguins. 
This one, on Salisbury Plain, can 
have as many as 200,000 breeding 
pairs. How do mates fnd each other 
in such enormous crowds? How 
does a baby know its parent?

The answer is one of those 
wonderful facts we get from sci-
ence. Each individual of the 
200,000 breeding pairs of king 
penguins in this colony has its 
own unique sound when it calls.  
To us they sound alike in an undif-

Getting the birds: 
southern rockhopper 
penguins at nesting 
time (left);  king 
penguins (right and 
bottom); a close 
encounter with an  
emperor penguin 
(below left)
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We studied each other carefully. 
He was just back from the sea. His 
white stomach shone with a thin 
film of seawater and flashed in the 
sun like a mirror. His back, pewter 
grey, was flecked with dark specks.

Against these basic colours, the 
accents of vivid orange make king 
penguins the most beautiful of 
all penguins. 

His “ear patches” reminded 
me of commas, and the beak, an 

An edited excerpt 
from ‘Every 
Penguin in the 
World: A Quest 
to See Them 
All’, by Charles 
Bergman, out 
now (£19.99, 
Sasquatch Books)

ferentiated wilderness of huzzahs. 
To the penguins, each call carries its 
own unique identity. Each penguin 
is known by its own call.

The king penguin finished calling, 
then stood by my head and watched 
me. He expected me to say who I 
was. That call was a turning point 
in my life. 

Our quest for penguins was 
about to move beyond adventure. 
I searched for an adequate answer 
to the question his call posed: who 
am I? 

My career as a writer, photog-
rapher, and teacher has been, in 
many ways, a long quest to answer. 
And I felt I needed to acknowledge 
to these birds the irresponsibility 
of humans in the catastrophes of 
endangerment and extinction now 
sweeping the planet.

Animals are talking to us. They 
are calling us. We have only to learn 
to listen.

After almost two decades and 
countless miles, Susan and I com-
pleted our quest, which I’ve re-
counted in my new book Every 
Penguin in the World. By the end, 
it felt as though we had fulfilled a 
promise made to ourselves and the 
king penguin on South Georgia, and 
perhaps to every one of these birds.

They are so beloved, yet so endan-
gered, and virtually all in decline. If 
we cannot save what we love, and 
everyone loves penguins, what can 
we save?

And yes, I answered the king pen-
guin as he stood next to me on South 
Georgia, giving him my best imita-
tion of his call. Throaty, a bit wheezy. 
I don’t know what he thought.

The king penguin gave me a last 
look and headed inland. Susan and 
I followed him. Our journey really 
began with him.

He walked into the snow and up 
to a ridge between rocky outcrop-
pings. We could hear him calling to 
no one in particular that we could 
see. Announcing himself to the 
mountains and the snow, to the blue 
sky and empty spaces. Declaring 
himself to the world.


