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aster and Commander is a Hollywood
movie about a Royal Navy ship that
sails into the Pacific Ocean in the early
1800s, during the time of Napoleon.
The film was based on the hugely
popular novels by Patrick O’Brian,
which followed the exploits of the bold Captain Aubrey and
his friend and shipmate, Stephen Maturin, the ship’s doctor
and naturalist. Master and Commander stars Russell Crowe as
Captain Aubrey, and Paul Bettany as Stephen Maturin, but
the real star of this movie—worthy of an Academy Award as
far as I’m concerned—is the flightless cormorant.
Early in the film, Captain Aubrey steers his ship to the
Galápagos Islands, anticipating that his French enemy will be
there. As the ship approaches the islands, Maturin is staring
intently at something on shore. With raised eyebrows, he tells
a young midshipman: “How extraordinary—those birds.”
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The author’s proposed alternative movie poster.

The camera cuts to the doctor’s view through the telescope of a cormorant with tiny, sparse wings.“By all that is
holy,” he says. “I think that is unknown
to science.”

While it is a Hollywood
film and not a documentary,
the movie is indeed accurate here. Though William Dampier
in the 1680s, Charles Darwin in the 1830s, Herman Melville in the 1840s, and thousands of other mariners—whalers, pirates, merchant sailors, and explorers—cruised these
islands for centuries and anchored in the bays where these
birds nest, no one until 1898 gave any official record of this
extraordinarily rare seabird. A few mariners in the 1800s,
such as Captain David Porter of the US Navy, found
these birds (and even ate them), but they didn’t have the
knowledge to recognize their special find.
The flightless cormorant is the only cormorant of the
forty or so species in its family that is flightless, aside perhaps
from the extinct spectacled cormorant of Bering Island (the
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subject of last issue’s animal). The flightless cormorant’s
plumage, on both males and females, is a drab brown,
which helps it blend in with the volcanic rock of the
coast of the Galápagos. Like other cormorants, it has wide, webbed feet to help
it swim under water after fish and crustaceans. Evolutionary biologists believe that
these birds, without any threat from predators, eventually gave up the ability to fly in
favor of spending their precious energy and
calories on surviving in such a barren environment. Giving up flight also allowed them
to grow much larger than other cormorants
(males can weigh up to nine pounds), making
it easier to dive deeper in the cold water around
the islands. Flightless cormorants have thicker
beaks than most other cormorants, too, so they
can pry octopuses and sea stars out of rock crevices.
Dozens of flightless bird species have either recently
gone extinct or still live in a variety of environments—
mostly in the Southern Hemisphere—including flightless
penguins, ostriches, emus, moas, kiwis, grebes, wrens, and
even a huge, flightless parrot. The flightless cormorant is
not in immediate danger of going extinct, partly because
the Galápagos National Park is so carefully monitored. Yet
these birds remain extremely vulnerable to a variety of outside factors, such as manmade oil spills or natural shifts in
water temperature and climate, because flightless cormorants
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nest solely on two islands: their
population is only about 1,300
individuals.
In Master and Commander, Stephen Maturin’s quest to
be the first person in history to document this rare cormorant
is what leads him on a trek across the island. Here he sights the
French ship making its escape, and runs back to tell Captain
Aubrey—thus saving the day. As far as I’m
concerned, this puts the flightless cormorant
in the same class as Lassie or Flipper among
classic movie animal heroes! Captain Aubrey,
of course, leads his crew in the successful capture of the French ship. Then, as the movie
winds down, he sets a course back to the
Galápagos to load up on food and water, but
also to give his old friend Maturin another
chance to explore. A final plot twist forces the
captain to head back out to sea immediately,
and Maturin is once again disappointed.
Aubrey delivers the final lines of the movie
to his friend Maturin, in mock appeasement:
“Well, the bird’s flightless. It’s not going
anywhere.”
In the next issue: the crab (well, this one
is not technically a crab) that was a model
for the helmets of Samurai warriors. For past
“Animals in Sea History” go to
www.seahistory.org.
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