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THE EMPEROR’S EMBRACE


Introduction

There is a popular belief that in almost all primates, indeed, in almost all mammals, the males are at best uninvolved fathers, contributing nothing to their offspring but their sperm; at worst, they supposedly kill their young. It is not surprising, then, that there is no book written for a general audience about the role of fatherhood in the lives of animals. This, I believe, is the first such book.

How did I come to this topic? My interest in animals dates back to my years as professor of the languages and literatures of ancient India at the University of Toronto. As a Sanskrit scholar, I was aware that animals played a major role in Sanskrit literature: There were ancient stories like the Pancatantra (which influenced European fables), with wise turtles; Buddhist legends of compassionate tigers; Hindu narratives about faithful mongooses; Jain accounts of remorseful elephants; folk tales of nostalgic deer. Wherever one turned, the literature was alive with imaginative accounts of the relations between animals and humans. The great epic of India, the Ramayana, is about a devoted monkey, Hanuman, who could fly and speak Sanskrit and who helped Prince Rama to defeat an animal-like magician who ruled Sri Lanka. The world of the Ramayana is teeming with animals, and their depiction (as of the great-hearted buzzard Jatayu) has influenced Indian attitudes toward these animals down to the present. I was aware that many of these myths may have been purely imaginary, but I was also convinced they answered some deep need for a bond between humans and other animals. I also considered that while these stories projected human qualities onto animals, perhaps animals truly did have lessons to teach us as well. Could the emotional realities underlying these descriptions hold true not only for humans but for animals, too? Zoomorphism might parallel anthropomorphism.

I put these thoughts on hold, however, while I turned my attention to the mysteries of the human mind. In mid-career, I decided to become a psychoanalyst. What intrigued me was the complexity of human emotions. I thought nothing would be more interesting than to study in depth such feeling states as nostalgia, disappointment, sadness, joy, gratitude, sympathy—both clinically (as they occur in the lives of people who go to see a therapist) and in the literature. After eight years of training as a Freudian psychoanalyst, I came away with the heretical conviction that when it comes to human emotions such as love, or even sadness, there are no experts, and that we are all as knowledgeable or as ignorant as anyone else. This career led to a series of books, including a study of Freud and child sexual abuse (The Assault on Truth), an account of my analytic training and the flaws inherent in it (Final Analysis), as well as a perenially unpopular account of the hollowness at the very heart of psychotherapy (Against Therapy).

But I was still fascinated by the range of emotions. What emotions were not just universal in the sense that all humans everywhere were capable of them, but also transcended our own species and could be found equally represented among animals? In attempting to answer these questions, I wrote two books, When Elephants Weep (with Susan McCarthy) and Dogs Never Lie About Love. I was convinced that animals felt many of the same emotions we do, and felt them just as powerfully; indeed, I was persuaded that some animals, such as dogs, may feel some emotions more purely than do humans, and that when it came to certain feelings, dogs were superior to humans. (This, by the way, is the reason I often use “who” for animals instead of the usual “which” or “that.”)

In 1996 I married Leila Siller, a German pediatrician, in San Francisco. Our one-year-old son, Ilan, was the ring bearer. I was a father for the second time, after an interval of more than twenty years. My first child, Simone, born in Toronto in 1974, was in her twenties. As I cradled tiny Ilan in my arms, his eyes would lock onto mine, then a smile would light up his face with unmistakable delight, or I would see him look puzzled and worried. I now had cause to wonder about emotions in a whole new light. How and when did they originate? Now, at almost three, Ilan exhibits all of the major emotions. I have seen him look highly embarrassed when praised, scream with delight while running on the beach, bend over and carefully examine a hurt ant with obvious compassion on his face, tell me emphatically whom he likes and does not like—in short, express his emotions without restraint in words and deeds and facial gestures. He is a bundle of raw and unmediated emotions, as pure as they are in my dogs. Was this true for other animal children as well? In order to answer this question, I needed to learn a great deal more about animal families and their children’s earliest upbringing. I found that the topic of mothers and motherhood was amply represented, whereas there was far less written about fatherhood in the animal world. Was this because there was so little to know, or had this topic been neglected for other reasons? I set about finding an answer.

At the same time, of course, I had good reason to think about fatherhood in a direct and personal way. I was reliving fatherhood. But now I had the benefit of my psychoanalytic training (which at the very least had raised certain important questions about emotions, even if the answers it provided did not satisfy me), my training as a historian of ideas, and my immersion in the literature about animals and their feelings. I read everything I could find (and it turned out to be an enormous literature, though scientific and academic) about the topic of paternity in animals. It was much more difficult than I anticipated, and I had to go much further afield than I first intended. I combed the literature in primatology, ichthyology, ornithology, herpetology, evolutionary biology, sociobiology, and paleontology, looking for information and examples about animal fathers. I collected more than fifteen hundred books that bear on the topic and gathered almost that many articles. At times I felt I had gotten in over my head. After all, I was not a trained field biologist, ethologist, physical anthropologist, or zoologist. I was merely an interested and very curious layman. But, gradually, certain themes began to emerge as the most important ones that I wanted to convey.

At first I wanted to call this book The Truth about Fathers. This is because I felt that humans could learn something about the essence of fatherhood by studying how other animals fathered. By the same token, I thought of calling the book Natural Fathers. But I realized that the truth about human fathers, at least, is that since earliest times many have used the excuse “it’s only natural” to justify their bad behavior, in fact behaving in the way they thought animals behaved, by abandoning, hurting, ignoring, and even murdering their children. Some animal fathers do all these things (though none murder their own young that I know of, except perhaps the bear). Many do not. The behaviors of the more benevolent animal fathers—penguins, wolves, sea horses, marmosets, beavers—are far less known and almost never invoked for the lessons we can learn from them.

How real are the parallels between animals and humans? Certainly the question is anything but trivial. We like to believe that animals behave the way they do because of their genes. Then we ask: Are we, too, prisoners of our genes? Are we creatures destined to behave in certain ways because we have been programmed to do so? Does our conscious choice, our will, count for little? To what extent are we merely a bundle of instincts? This is a topic that could obviously occupy whole books, and has already done so. It is inevitably linked to the idea that there is such a thing as “natural” behavior, ways nature intended us to behave. There are two problems here. One is that we rarely know how much behavior in animals is under tight genetic control, as biologists like to say—that is, inherited—and how much is learned, or acquired. Second, for humans the problem is that, as Margaret Mead pointed out long ago, every society believes its way of doing things is inevitable and natural. Of course there are behavior patterns, actions, even feelings and states of mind that appear more “instinctive” than others. A mother rat, raised in total isolation, will nonetheless build a nest and groom her young; a spider spins a web; a beaver constructs a dam; and the honeybee sculpts a honeycomb. Turtles return to the beach where they were born; the female wasp provides grubs as food for the larvae that will hatch from her eggs. The rat does not need to see her own mother build a nest, the spider spins immediately, the beaver and the honeybee all act from instinct. Their behavior appears to be fixed, unalterable, unlearned, unmodified by direct experience. But once we use certain powerful words, like “innate,” “biologically determined,” “stereotypic,” all words used commonly by ethologists, we think we have done with the matter, that no further inquiry or thought is required. Their use can stifle the search for subtleties. These terms are often used to distinguish animal behavior from human behavior, which is considered, by contrast, to be flexible, learned, modifiable by experience, acquired.

But even a songbird is more than the sum of its instincts, as everyone knows who studies the development of song. When young male chaffinch birds are raised without being allowed to hear the song of an adult male, they do not develop the full adult song. For the full song to develop, young birds must hear, at an early stage, the song of an experienced adult. They store this somewhere, and somehow do not reproduce it until much later.

We may belong to a different species than the chaffinch, but we too require examples from older, more experienced adults, we too may store something away and only retrieve it years later, we too are flexible, perhaps more so than any other animal. We can see this very clearly when it comes to fathering. Fatherhood is plastic in humans, ranging all the way from completely absent to entirely present. There are fathers who are with their children twenty-four hours a day, every day for years, and there are fathers who see their children for a few minutes a day, or a few minutes a month, or a few minutes a year, or never at all. Again, only in humans do we find this vast range. There is more individuality in animals than we like to believe—not every lion father is alike, and this applies to gorillas and monkeys and giraffes and just about any animal we can think of. But only to a point. You will not find the same enormous variety of behaviors among animal fathers as you do in humans. Still, we are not all that far removed from our animal ancestry, and specifically, we can recognize that there are certain behavior patterns we were evolved to perform.

One of the most famous poems ever written about a father and child is Goethe’s “Erlkoenig” (The Elf King), which he wrote in 1782. In some mysterious way this poem captures the fears and the greatest tragedy that can befall any father. But it also captures the love and the heartache that can get no deeper. In the poem, a frightened and heartsick father is riding at full speed, late at night, through the dark countryside, his sick child in his arms. The father asks his son why he is so afraid. The child says that the Elf King has appeared before him and is asking him to come away with him. It is only the mist, says the father. No, says the boy, can’t you hear him whispering promises to me? Stay quiet, my child, it is only the wind rustling the dry leaves, says the father. But don’t you see them waiting for me in the dark? It is only the willows at night, says the father. But Father, the Elf King has put his hands on me, he is hurting me. The last stanza of the poem reads:



The father shudders, and rides swiftly on,
he holds in his arms the groaning child,
he reaches the courtyard weary and frightened;
in his arms the child was dead.



Why introduce a book about fatherhood with the story of a father’s panicked love for his dying son? We often think we are the only species who worries about dying, especially when it is only a remote possibility, and find it difficult to believe that animals become sad, as we do, when contemplating their own nonexistence. We find it doubly difficult to imagine an animal feeling pain at the thought that his or her child (you will forgive my not using the more appropriate “offspring” in this case) could die.

While we have no direct access to the minds of animals, what we cannot deny is that animals, especially animal parents, do all they can to secure the safety of their young. Biology has attempted to tell us a great deal about why a father should love a baby, and those reasons, presumably based on Darwin, talk about genetic representation in the future, and how males have been beguiled by clever females. Or they tell us men love children who resemble them. It is not so much that I disbelieve this but that I think it misses deeper causes that we all know about but oddly refuse to ascribe to animals: I loved my children when they were babies for reasons that are difficult to put into words. Neither of them resembled me, and this actually gave me great pleasure: “Look how much themselves they are!” Their helplessness certainly made me feel protective. Protectiveness fairly oozed out of me, and I know that I would gladly have laid down my life to save theirs. Was this pity, compassion, love for my partner, who had produced these marvelous beings out of her own body, or something unknown and perhaps unknowable? It is difficult to say. But when I look at animal fathers protecting their children, risking their lives for them, I see no reason to believe that they don’t feel something akin to what I feel. While they write no poem as moving as that by Goethe, who is to say that they could not feel all of those same emotions, and that such poems are inscribed in their own hearts as surely as they are inscribed in the hearts of those of us humans who also cannot rival Goethe in expressing what we feel, but feel it no less deeply?

As for whom the baby loves, whatever hesitation one has in accepting whole cloth the “bonding” hypothesis (that parents, like many animals, need to bond with their children in the first hours after birth or they will never have as close a tie), there seems to me no doubt that children are ready to love the person they first spend time with. I can think of fewer more persuasive accounts than one that comes out of nineteenth-century France. Jean-Baptiste-Felix Descuret wrote a famous medical text in 1841, called La Médecine des Passions, describing a “disease” that received extensive medical attention in the 1820s and 1830s and would remain a subject of scientific debate through the 1870s. That disease was nostalgia, an affliction that French doctors regarded as potentially fatal. The case is as follows:



Eugène L***, born in Paris, was sent to a wet nurse in the Amiens area and brought back to his family when he was two years old. The strength of his limbs, the firmness of his flesh, his coloring, the vivacity and gaiety of his character, everything indicated that he had been well cared for and that he was a vigorous child. During the fifteen days that his nurse remained at his side, Eugène continued to enjoy the most robust health; but as soon as she left he became pale, sad and morose. He was unresponsive to the caresses of his parents and refused all the food that had pleased him the most just a few days before.

Struck by this sudden change, Eugène’s mother and father summoned Hippolyte Petit who, recognizing the first symptoms of nostalgia, recommended frequent walks and all the childish distractions that abound in Paris. These techniques, ordinarily so effective in such cases, failed completely, and the unhappy little boy, who was becoming weaker all the time, remained for whole hours sadly immobile, his eyes turned toward the door through which he had seen departing the woman who had acted as his mother. Called again by the family, the practitioner declared that the only way to save the child was to have his nurse return immediately and take the boy away with her again. When she arrived, Eugène erupted with cries of joy; the melancholy imprinted on his face was soon replaced by the radiation of ecstasy and, to use one of his father’s expressions, from that moment he began to revive. Brought to Picardy the following week, he stayed there about a year, enjoying the best of health. During his second return to Paris, Dr. Petit progressively separated the nurse from the child, first for a few hours, then for a whole day, then for a week, until he was used to being without her. This tactic was crowned with complete success.1



Miraculously, medical science did the right thing for this child: allowed him to be with the woman he loved. The child loved the woman because he had spent two years with her, and was at her breast for that entire time. Of course he would love her. The question is, would he ever completely recover from this first lost love? Today we no longer send our children to wet nurses, but we sometimes do the emotional equivalent and then are surprised that the children feel less warmth toward us than we would like. Fathers who want close relations with their children later in life should learn the lesson imparted here: The first years count perhaps beyond their chronological importance.


The Animal/Human Comparison

As a species, we humans have a remarkable capacity to learn from other species. It is one that we may share with very few other animals. Except for dogs, I know of no animal that observes us and strives to be like us. But at another, scientific level, it is only right that we should seek to compare ourselves with other species, as long as we do so out of a desire to expand ourselves rather than to diminish the animal we are studying. After all, we are animals. Gray’s Anatomy applies to every human on our planet. But much of it applies to other animals as well. The neck of a mouse, a giraffe, and a human may look very different, but all three species have seven cervical vertebrae. People are always amazed to learn that we share more than 98 percent of our genetic heritage with chimpanzees. In fact, genetically speaking, there is a greater difference between a gorilla and a chimpanzee than there is between a human and a chimp. But we also share a great deal of our genetic endowment with animals that do not resemble us at all. We share about 75 percent of our genes with wolves. The point is, we are animals, different to some extent from other animals, but not completely different after all.

In one of his notebooks, Darwin wrote: “Having proved mens & brutes bodies of one type: almost superfluous to consider minds.” In this shorthand manner, Darwin suggests that since animals and humans are so physically similar, our minds must be similar as well, that we share bodies and minds with other animals. And while we do not resemble wolves genetically as much as we resemble chimpanzees, from the point of view of our behavior, we are much more like wolves than like chimps—in the way we parent, for example. We are similar in many other social ways as well. I think this is the reason that we domesticated the wolf into the dog (we should remember that a dog, as far as genetics are concerned, is basically a wolf—another species of wolf, but a wolf just the same) but we have never domesticated any of the great apes.

There is another way in which we are perhaps closer to wolves than to practically any other species. With the exception of the cat, no other animal has chosen to live with us on intimate terms. It is possible that we selected the wolf, but it is also possible that the wolf selected us. And the reason may be this: To some extent, we are a self-domesticating species. We are the only species to have neotenized ourselves, to have attempted (successfully or not) to domesticate ourselves. What I mean is that we have gradually become more like our own juveniles, or at least that seems to be our goal. It is one I agree with. Neoteny refers to the love of juvenile characteristics. It is what makes us find small children delightful, worthy of care and protection. I think wolves appreciate this quality in humans, because it is one that we possess to a greater extent than perhaps any other animal.

Juveniles, in all animals, are more playful than adults. They are less dangerous, tamer, slower, weaker than adults. This is true of human children, too. And it seems to be true across evolution as well. Cro-Magnon man was bigger, stronger, altogether less gentle than the male Homo sapiens. It seems we are slowly evolving (even if it is not genetic) away from an earlier model. We seem not to want to be killing machines. Moreover, we admire neoteny when we see it in another species. We may be the only species that reacts to the babies of another species exactly as do its own parents: with a deep desire to protect and take care of the helpless creature in front of us. We are certainly the only species that brings another species into our den to feed it and have it live with us. But the very fact that we ascribe this ability to wolves, as we see in our legends of wolf children, demonstrates once again the similarity that we believe exists between the two species.

There is a great deal of truth in the notion that we, as a species, evolved to do certain things. In this book I attempt to take a fresh look at some of those things from a father’s point of view—what I call “natural” behavior because it harks back to our ancestral environment, but also because we find it naturally occurring in a large number of other animals. Inevitably, I have chosen those examples that are most compelling to me. Chimpanzees do not make wonderful fathers, and while the reasons for that might be interesting, the description of the absence of fatherhood would not. So there is no chapter here on the missing father in ape society. But there is one on the wonderful wolf father, and one on lions, bears, and certain monkeys, dangerous dads all, because their stories I felt were worth telling. This is not a scientific textbook. On the other hand, I have not made anything up. What I am bringing to the reader is material I have found buried away in obscure articles and books that made me sit up and pay attention. I hope it will do the same for you.



ONE: The Emperor’s Embrace

Could it be that there is a politics of knowledge when it comes to animal behavior? We hear about infanticidal lions but rarely of heroic penguin fathers. Benito Mussolini, the Italian fascist dictator, once said: “It is better to live one day as a lion than a hundred years as a sheep.” This remarkable statement manages to combine macho bravura with sheer ignorance (the male lion spends most of the day asleep). In any event, why should the life of a sheep be seen as any less inherently valuable than the life of a lion? To whom is the life of a vegetarian species less interesting than the life of a carnivore? Sheep would no doubt see it otherwise. So too would people who actually study wild sheep. In bighorn sheep, the leader of the herd is simply the oldest ewe, not the most dominant but the one with the most offspring, and even the biggest ram will follow her lead when in the flock. Perhaps this female leadership was another reason for Mussolini to scorn sheep. Dictators might mock penguins, too, but penguins have a great deal to teach us when it comes to parenthood.

Until very recent times, men have played little role throughout pregnancy and the birth of their children. This has often been justified on purely biological grounds. No male animal concerns himself with these issues, we were told; they are of purely female concern. But these comments were made in ignorance. 

For anyone interested in the true range of fatherly contributions to pregnancy and birth, few animals can hold such fascination as the emperor penguin. The discovery of penguin behavior is a story remarkable in its own right, and one that is still evolving, since we know far less about the life of penguins in the sea, which is where they spend most of their time, than we do of their life on land. Actually, “land” is used metaphorically here. In fact, emperor penguins never step on shore, even to breed; when not at sea, they live in rookeries on sea ice. 

The emperor penguin, Aptenodytes forsteri (Aptenodytes means “wingless diver”), was named after the two German naturalists, G. and J. R. Forster, father and son, who accompanied James Cook on his second voyage around the world in 1772-75. The bird they actually saw was the king penguin, but G. R. Gray, who first described the emperor penguin in 1844 in the Annual Magazine of Natural History, using specimens brought back by James Clark Ross’s 1839-43 expedition, thought their sketches were of the emperor penguin. The first emperor penguin specimen was caught by Thaddeus von Bellingshausen in 1820.

It is an interesting coincidence that the Antarctic was later discovered only because explorers were looking for the breeding colony of this amazing bird, whose hold on the world’s imagination has never slackened. Robert Falcon Scott set out to the Antarctic seas in 1901 on board the S.S. Discovery to find the eggs of the emperor penguin. He did so because scientists at the time were convinced that the penguin was the most primitive bird on earth (actually not true), and that in order to understand the origin of feathers, an embryo was needed. (There was a powerful but mistaken notion that “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny”—that is, the embryo recapitulates the evolutionary history of the species—so that examining the embryo of the penguin egg would reveal the development of birds in general.) Little did Scott know that the egg would hold an even more remarkable story—that of nearly unimaginable paternal heroism.

Edward A. Wilson was the zoologist on board, an artist and a surgeon. In 1911 this intrepid investigator set out in late June from Scott’s base at Cape Evans for a thirty-six-day round trip. He took with him two brave explorers, Henry Robertson (“Birdie”) Bowers and Apsley Cherry-Garrard, who later wrote an account of the passage that has been called the greatest travel book of all time, The Worst Journey in the World. Wilson and Bowers never made it back to England. After their winter expedition, they joined Scott on the summer race for the South Pole and died with him of exposure and starvation on that tragic journey—but not before Wilson published a significant, long article on his findings, one difficult to find but well worth the effort. In what follows I paraphrase parts of that account.

The trip was made on foot, Wilson reported, hauling sledges in the darkness of the polar winter night, in some of the worststorms ever recorded, and at temperatures that reached 77 degrees below zero Fahrenheit. The men who made it traveled in the Ross Sea area, across the sixty-five miles from Cape Evans to Cape Crozier and back. The account of their attempts to find the emperor penguin rookery is terrifying. When they finally found it, they camped as near the rookery as possible for three weeks, experiencing a ten-day blizzard, which kept them confined to their completely sodden sleeping bags for seven days under the dark eye of Mount Terror, the windiest spot on earth. When they emerged from their tents, they were on an outlying cone of the mountain about thirteen thousand feet above the sea. Below them lay the emperor penguin rookery on the bay ice; and the Ross Sea, completely frozen over, was a plain of firm white ice to the horizon. The emperors were unsettled, for they knew another terrific storm was brewing. The sky was black and threatening, the barometer began to fall, and before long snowflakes were drifting onto the mountain’s upper heights. Wilson realized that these warnings were easily readable to the emperor penguins, and although the ice had not yet started moving the penguins had; he could see a long line of them filing out from the bay to where a pack of some one or two hundred had already collected about two miles out at the edge of the ice.

When Wilson and his team awoke the next day, the gale and smother of snow and drift prevented any of them from leaving camp at all. This continued without intermission all day and night. The following morning, the weather cleared sufficiently to allow the team to reach the edge of the cliff overlooking the rookery. The Ross Sea was open water for nearly thirty miles; a long line of white pack ice was just visible on the horizon from where they stood, some eight to nine hundred feet above the sea. Large sheets of ice were still going out and drifting to the north, and the migration of the emperors was in full swing. Wilson and his colleagues had been in a whiteout, and now they were suddenly confronted for the first time in history with the overwhelming vision of a large colony of penguins.

When one thinks of the immense difficulties of this early encounter with emperor penguins, it is truly a miracle that we learned anything at all about this fascinating animal. Cherry-Garrard, at the end of the second volume of his two-volume “travel” book, speaks of “the darkness, accompanied it may be almost continually by howling blizzards which prevent you seeing your hand before your face,” and then finishes his great work with these ringing words: “There are many reasons which send men to the Poles, and the Intellectual Force uses them all. But the desire for knowledge for its own sake is the one which really counts . . . If you march your Winter Journeys you will have your reward, so long as all you want is a penguin’s egg.”

The three men took some eggs, got lost on the cliff, were nearly killed several times by falling into crevasses, and broke all the eggs but two. That night there was a hurricane and their tent blew away.2 But the almost unimaginable difficulties and bravery of Wilson and his sailors were for naught. Human arrogance had interfered with objectivity. The embryos Wilson sought so assiduously would not bring the desired knowledge, but a far more momentous secret was encased within the egg—the secret of its father’s embrace. The truly remarkable thing about the emperor penguin was not that it was a primitive creature but something that Wilson had missed entirely; what needed to be told was that the emperor was a highly evolved bird with extraordinary paternal behavior. The story he missed was that male penguins are uniquely committed fathers, staying with their eggs through the all but unbearable winter, fasting, balancing the precious egg on their feet, barely moving, hardly sleeping until their mate returned from her time at sea. Perhaps had Wilson been content to simply observe, he might have noticed it, though he would probably not have believed his own eyes. He was simply unprepared for such a heroic feat from a bird, and even less from a father bird.


Penguin Behavior

Most of our myths about animals involve some kind of cruelty, some particularly selfish act, something “beastly.” These myths rarely correspond to reality. One such myth about penguins is that when they gather by the open sea they push one resisting penguin into the water and then peer down to watch the result. Then, supposedly, should a leopard seal, with its great speed in the water, devour the hapless bird, his “friends” stay on shore; but if he bobs back up to the surface and begins playing happily in the water, they join him.3 It is true that the leopard seal, which reaches more than ten feet in length and weighs more than a thousand pounds, is a voracious predator and, along with the orca, is practically the only enemy of emperor penguins, who are powerful enough to protect themselves against other less ferocious predators. There is in fact safety in numbers, and a single penguin in the water has a far greater chance of being taken by a predator than does a whole gathering of penguins. But what really happens when emperors reach the sea involves no pushing; eventually one jumps in, and since penguins seem unable to resist following a lead, the rest dive into the freezing waters as well.

One reason that so many of us are fascinated by penguins is that they resemble us. They walk upright, the way we do, and, like us, they are notoriously curious creatures. Penguins in the wild walk right up to people, touch them, and look as if they were preparing to study them. Diane Ackerman points out that “there is, ordinarily, a no-man’s-land between us and wild animals. They fear us and shy away. But penguins are among the very few animals on earth that cross that divide. They seem to regard us as penguins, too, perhaps of a freakish species. After all, we stand upright, travel in groups, talk all the time, sort of waddle.” Bernard Stonehouse, the world’s leading authority on penguins, believes that they think a human is a penguin who is “different, less predictable, occasionally violent, but tolerable company when he sits still and minds his own business.” 

Because penguins live only south of the equator, they have no experience of land predators from northern icy climes like the polar bear. The fact that they have no natural enemies on land helps explain their seeming fearlessness. In this way they are like the birds and mammals of the Galàpagos Islands, who were, before humans came, without fear. Penguins are also more or less without aggression. They have enormous power in their pectoral muscles, but they use it only for movement, whether in the water or on land, and have never developed it for fighting or even defensive purposes.

Penguins do resemble humans, and no doubt this accounts for our fondness for cartoon images of penguins dressed up at crowded parties, but as fathers, penguins are our superiors. It is the balancing act undertaken by the male emperor penguin, the incubation of that single precious sphere throughout the blackest and coldest winter possible, that captivates our imagination. There is something about the image of male penguins nestling together in the middle of winter on the Antarctic fast ice that makes it lodge in our minds. This is one of the least hospitable spots on earth, with temperatures plunging to minus 80 degrees Fahrenheit and winds howling at more than one hundred miles an hour, where “daylight” consists of less than four hours a day and where the other twenty hours are pitch dark. The penguins huddle there, withstanding terrifying blizzards, many miles from the nearest source of food, cradling their eggs on their feet without eating anything at all for up to four and a half months, while their mates are far away, nourishing themselves at sea. For beginning in March, as the Antarctic days become shorter and with the perpetual night of winter looming, these large birds travel sixty miles from open water to a traditional rookery site (the exact same site is used year after year by the same animals) at the base of the great seaward wall of one of the major ice shelves.

Yes, this is a heroic image, and seems almost impossible. Yet what is so appealing about it is that every detail is true. Unlike mammals, male birds can experience pregnancy as an intimate matter, with the father in many species helping to sit (brood) the egg. After all, a male can brood an egg as well as a female can. But in no other species does it reach this extreme. 


Emperor Penguin Society

Let us bear in mind what large birds emperor penguins are. They can be three feet tall, and weigh up to ninety pounds, the size of a large dog. When the males brood they fast, and can lose up to half of their body weight. What do they do all day while they fast and incubate the eggs? They do nothing. Or, more precisely, they do very little. In that cold, in those winds, any activity is exhausting and ill-conceived. The important thing is to conserve energy.

Emperor penguins have evolved an exquisitely polite society. Nobody bothers anyone else. And yet they are not isolated. On the contrary, the extreme conditions of the weather make it imperative that they join together or freeze separately. The number of males assembled in the rookeries is sometimes enormous, up to ten thousand birds. They form what the French call a tortue (a turtle—in English it is sometimes called a scrum), which is a throng of very densely packed penguins. There is generally only a single tortue, containing all the penguins in the colony. When the storms come, which is most of the time, they move in close to one another, shoulder to shoulder, and form a circle. The middle of the tortue is unusually warm and one would think that every penguin fights to be at the epicenter of warmth. But emperor etiquette requires that no penguin seek to advance himself at the expense of another, and in that way every emperor will benefit. It is all very democratic. For in fact what looks like an immobile mass is really a very slowly revolving spiral. The constantly shifting formation is such that every penguin, all the while balancing that single precious egg on his feet, eventually winds up in the middle of the turtle, only to find himself later at the periphery. There are no complaints, just compliance with a remarkable life-saving adaptation to freezing temperatures. Only one-sixth of the body surface of the emperor is exposed when he is in turtle formation, and the birds are also capable of lowering their body metabolism while huddling to save energy.
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