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The Tragic Tale of the Great Auk 
Jan Thornhill 

1. Where were the Great Auk found when they were alive? 
They lived in the frigid seas between Europe and North America.  They were called the northern 
penguin 

2. What did the Great Auk look like? 
It was as tall as a three year old and weighed as much as a sack of potatoes.  It had a formable beak 
and webbed feet. 

3. What was the life span of the Great Auk? 
They lived for an average of 20 years.   

4. What happened as the Great Auks evolved? 
Their wings became stunted and the bird could not get off the ground.  The Great Auk became 
flightless.  It spent almost all the time in the water.  Its short wings were good for swimming and diving.  
Its feet also moved further back on its body.  This only allowed the Great Auk to toddle when on land.     

5. What was one of the English people’s nickname for the Great Auk? 
They were nicknamed Wobble because they were not able to walk very well. 

6. Why did the Great Auk need to swim to shore? 
They Great Auk only needed to go to shore when it went to mate.  The female would lay its egg in a 
burrow that they dug.  It laid only one egg each year.  Both the male and female took turns watching 
over the egg. 

7. What made the Great Auk’s eggs different from other birds? 
Each egg had distinct markings that were different from other eggs.  It made it easy for the birds to tell 
which egg was theirs.   

8. What did they call the place where all the chicks were born and how long did they stay there? 
They place where the Great Auks laid their eggs was called a rookery.  The eggs took about a month 
and a half to hatch.  The chicks would stay there for two weeks before going into the water.  They 
would stay in the water for 5 years before they would be big enough to return to mate. 

9. What animals were predators to the Great Auk? 
They were hunted by wolves, foxes, and polar bears.   

10. Where did the Great Auk make their nests for egg laying? 
They made them in hard-to-get-to places.  (Islands surrounded by swirling water or shorelines 
surrounded by rocky cliffs) 

11. Who were the Beothuk? 
They were the first humans to hunt the Great Auk.  Once a year they would row a specially made boat 
to the island where the Great Auks were to hunt the bird.  They would bring back the birds to eat their 
meat and eggs to use the yolks to flavor their soups and sausages. 

12. What did the word Pingwen mean? 
 It meant “white-front”.  It was what the European sailors called the Great Auk when they discovered 
the island while sailing.   

13. What effect did the European sailors have on the Great Auk? 
They cause the Great Auk to become endangered.  When they were ailing they would stop at the island 
and kill many of the birds to eat.  They took thousands of eggs to sell or use to add to food. 

14. Where were the last two places the Great Auk were before extinction? 
They were on Funk Island off the coast of Newfoundland. They were also on Geirfuglasker off the coast 
of Iceland. 

15. What attempt was made to save the auk on Funk Island? 
A petition was issued that banned hunting the auk.  It was also illegal to take the eggs.     
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16. How did the Great Auk lose its home in Geirfuglasker? 
An erupting volcano destroyed the island in 1830.  This forced the Great Auk to have to find a new 
island to nest on.   

17. What happened to birds taken from Eldey Island in 1831? 
They were stuffed and put on display.   

18. Why did the villagers of St. Kilda kill the stray Great Auk? 
They believed the bird could perform witchcraft.  Three days after it was captured a large storm came 
upon the island.  They believed the bird cast a spell that brought the storm.  

19. What happened to the last two known Great Auks? 
Three Icelandic men were hired by a Great Auk dealer in Denmark.  These men captured and killed the 
last two remaining birds.   

20. What was a popular hobby? 
Egg collection was a popular hobby.  The rarer the bird the more expensive the egg.  The Great Auk egg 
was very valuable.   

21. Who was John James Audubon? 
He was famous for painting bird species.  He painted 400 life sized species of birds of North America. 

22. What is HUMUS? 
It is the soil left on Funk Island after the Great Auk slaughter.  The bodies of the Great Auk were thrown 
to the side and left to rot away.   

23. What did the Greenland Inuits use the Great Auks’ skins for? 
They used them to make warm underwear. 

24. How many birds and eggs are still existing today in collections around the world? 
There are 73 Great Auk eggs and 78 stuffed birds. 

25. What can now be found on Funk Island? 
The puffin will now nest on the island because of the humus left from the bodies of the Great Auk.  
Many other bird species also nest on Funk Island.  It is a protected island most humans are not allowed 
to go on.  The only people allowed on the island are scientists who are conducting research. 

26. What came of the destruction of the Great Auk? 
The conservation movement came from the destruction of the Great Auk.   
 


