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The story I’m about to tell you is as real
as it is imaginative. On second thought,

there’s probably more truth to it ...
Dear readers, I will start with a more formal 

introduction of  our main character.

It is a monk seal, born in Deserta Grande on 
November 10, 2018 and it is one of  the only 
examples of  this rare species in the world, 

which inhabits the Desertas Islands.

 Monk seal. Scientific name: Monachus monachus.



The young female fur seal has a relatively
small head and a broad face, which is slightly
flattened, with large round-shaped bright
black eyes. Its broad snout is flattened with
a sharp curve when it meets the skull.
Its rich short fur in brown and dark greyish
tones which covers a layer of  fat that,
in addition to allowing heat insulation,
increases its flotation capacity and gives
it energy reserves. It also has a white
ventral spot that covers its chubby
lower abdomen which gradually
reduces to the tail. Its feet
are shaped like flippers.



She is Desertinha’s granddaughter, one of  the herd’s largest 
breeders. Her features do not conceal her roots, even though 

Desertinha had left ten years before she was born
(the species is also known as the Mediterranean monk seal).



Desertinha was a vigorous mother of  nine pups
which made her responsible for the recovery

of  the Desertas’ Island seal colony.
They were very few there … less than ten!

  “I wish I had met grandmother!”,
the young adventurer would say when her mother told

her the earliest stories of  the colony. 
“Desertinha, your grandmother was so fond of exploring the sea
and going on extraordinary adventures that she got herself hurt.

She was found in Funchal. The nature watchmen rescued
her and took her to the Monk-Seal’s Rehabilitation Unit

that is here in Deserta Grande, but they could not save her.
Truthfully, my child, she was so important that they

decided to preserve her and gave her a place
in the whale museum … She is at the entrance

of the main hall, as if greeting visitors.” 

The daring monk seal was very proud to be Desertinha’s 
granddaughter and dreamt that one day she too would

go to the Whale Museum to visit her grandmother.
 Still a pup, she learnt to swim and began to explore the three 
islands of  the sub-archipelago of  the archipelago of  Madeira where 

it lives. The first island she decided to visit was Deserta Grande, 
the central island where she had been born. She loved going to 

Tabaqueiro Beach or relax in the cove of  Calhau das Areias, taking 
advantage of  the heat and observing the turquoise blue tones of  

those luxuriant crystal-clear waters. Her mother would frequently 
look for her along the coast, paying close attention to the cliffs 
where danger was around the corner. When she was found and 

after calming herself  down, she would say: “You are just like your 
grandmother! You are still very young, and you may be pulled by the 

current or hurt by the invigorating waves.”





“Oh mum, you know it is so easy to find me!
I am always where the sea is transparent,
the sun is shining, and the seabirds are floating
in the gentle breeze. Besides, I am a little tired
of Tabaqueiro beach. I spent more than a month there.
Look, I can stay underwater for over three minutes!”

In fact, along the coast of  the Deserta Islands
there are countless caves on the rocks, perfect
for wandering on sunny days, and dreaming
of  long journeys across that blue sea.
This fearless animal likes to be alone,
linger on the tiny pebbled beaches
or on a Fajã, allowing her imagination
to carry her on a journey across
the unknown seas …



Her mother was aware that it was time for her to carry out her 
pursuits independently. The first change had already taken 
place and her diving skills were increasing visibly. She had 

already taught her hunting tactics and knew that her pup was 
becoming an adolescent. But a mother will always be a mother. 

She was always ready to stand between the surf  zone and her 
pup to protect her.

  
There are those who think that the Deserta Islands are 

uninhabited. In fact, this is where their name comes from. 
However, it could not be more wrong. A colony of  growing 

monk-seals, sea and land birds, insects and plants live there. 
There is a lot of  life!



Bul is a Bulwer’s petrel1 is a small agile black seabird
that spends half  a year at sea and half  a year on land
for nesting. She and her family have also been here for
a long time, though they use their long wings to take
food trips across the north Atlantic and around
the archipelago from time to time.

Every time Bul returns from a trip, she meets
her friend at the dock if  there are no humans
there and tells her stories of  what
she saw and heard.

Bul, Bulwer’s Petrell. Scientific name: Bulweria bulwerii.



Her friend listens carefully and imagines that
if  Man had not done so much harm to her species, she too 

could have a large family, not only in the Atlantic Ocean but 
also in Macaronesia and West Africa.

Fortunately, men have already realized that seals
are more important alive than as a means of  obtaining
skin to make ornaments and straps or use its fat in the 

treatment of  wounds and bruises. Man’s attitude towards
this animal has changed so much that now there

are humans who care for it permanently.
The truth is, it hasn’t always been like this,

and the curious monk-seal was well aware of  it.



She had had long conversations with 
her mother about the history of  seals 
before there were humans around ever 
since she was a little girl.

“My dear, you know we have
been many! Seals were found
on Madeira Island in large numbers 
during the exploration of the South Coast 
by its discoverers. Zarco even called 
the bay where they existed in larger 
numbers Câmara de Lobos!”
“Oh mother, who was Zarco?
Was he a monk-seal?”
“No, my dear. He was one
of the Donatory Captains
of the Madeira Archipelago.
There were two in Madeira,
João Gonçalves Zarco and Tristão Vaz.
On their trip to the island, they named 
the various places they sailed past. 
Everything  was perfect until
the arrival of Zarco.



Our ancestors remained on 
the island for over a hundred 

years but were reduced as they 
gradually lost their habitat as 
the colonization of the island 
advanced and their cruel and 

heartless persecution. There are 
very few of us left on the island 

now and only found in Ponta de 
S. Lourenço. I have some cousins 

who still live there, but most have 
fled to the safety of the Desertas.”

“So, it has always been
safe here, right?”

“Unfortunately, not, my dear. 
When there were almost

no seals in Madeira, they came 
looking for us here too.”

“I don’t understand!
We had to leave our homes

for humans to stay there 
and they still came after us?”



“You know, back then, fishermen didn’t like
us very much. They were convinced that
the number of fish was reducing because
of us, because we ate everything!”
“And did we?”
“No, my dear. The problem was bigger than that! 
In those days, the fishermen used gillnetting.
This net would trap the fish by the gills
without any selection, that is, it caught large
and small fish in a devastating and uncontrolled
way. This was very damaging because the fish
had no chance to grow.”
“And it also caught us?”
“It didn’t catch us at first, but we had to feed to survive, 
and they put these nets everywhere. So, to get what we 
needed to eat, we had to get fish out of the gillnets 
which were positioned near the Desertas, and 
sometimes, unintentionally, we would 
cause some damage to the nets or, even 
worse, we would get stuck in them. 
Many of us drowned because of this ... 
others were chased by the fishermen 
... It was very hard ... These nets 
were causing our extinction!”





“Oh mother, I’ve never seen nets like those around here!”
“Good! Eventually, they realized that these nets were
dangerous, and their use was prohibited in the waters

of Desertas. Simultaneously, underwater fishing
was banned too, and fishermen had to use alternative

fishing gear for the good of all.”
“Great! There is still hope in mankind! Indeed, the men
that are here every day, whom we call nature watchers, 

are fantastic. They would never hurt us! I even think they don’t 
get close enough to respect our space because I know they care 

for us. When one of us gets hurt, they’re always around …
I kind of like them.”

“All right, child, but stay away from the other species ...”

In addition to the monk-seals, there are other species on these 
islands. There lives a family of  Petrels nearby, in the Bugio. 
They spend a lot of  time at sea. Then, go south to enjoy the 

warmer waters and return in summer and stay until December 
more or less. When they return, they are always less in number 

than when they leave because they come to have chicks.

 Petrels. Scientific name: Pterodroma deserta.





In fact, Bugio was the second island where
the brave young seal ventured herself  to.
She gave her mother another great fright.
Bugio has some very steep cliffs. But,
as you know, she can’t resist an adventure...

“Mother, you know I love the calm waters
that caress the coast of Bugio which is in the shape
of an arch. Besides, Bugio is small long and narrow.
There is no way of getting lost. I go from
Ponta do Cágado to Ponta da Agulha in the blink
of an eye. The spectacular caves and the rolling
pebble beaches … You must go with me to experience
the massages the pebbles offer your back.
Better than that is a nap on the bottom of the sea!”



“Be careful with the currents,
my dear, you’re still young and you can
be thrown against a rock quite easily!”
“I live to be free and have adventures!

The petrels and Bulwer’s petrels travel
a lot, I also want to travel and appreciate

everything around me and beyond.”
“I understand, but you know that there

are many dangers at sea. I’m afraid that
some careless fisherman might hurt you

or that you may get caught in nets or plastics.”

Unfortunately, marine pollution
has already reached the once clear waters

of  this enchanted corner of  the Atlantic Ocean.
We can already find plastic brought

by the sea in the caves where the seals live.
Sometimes, the watchmen clean up the garbage
that washes up onto the coast and accumulates

in the caves of  this island. If  humans do not change
their habits quickly, we will have serious problems

not only at sea but also on land. The waste is not produced by 
us animals, but we will all be victims of  this scourge.

This is one of  the reasons that Calas picks
on mankind so often.



Calas is a fun Cory’s shearwater. Her tone
of  voice is unmatched, and her rapid flight and gliding
are unmistakable. She can be miles away, but her friend
will know that it is her by her voice. Although
she is a sea bird, Calas is huge. She was also born
in Deserta Grande. They met on one of  their first adventures, 
they were both small girls, and they’ve been friends ever since.

Calas has a phobia of  humans. She knows many
of  the stories her relatives suffered because
of  human hunting. In the seventies, of  the 20th century,
the hunting of  Cory’s shearwater had not yet been
prohibited and her family suffered a quick population
drop due to fishermen.

 Calas, Cory’s Shearwater. Scientific name: Calonectris diomedea borealis.



“Between the men and rodents, I do not know
what is worse!”, repeats Calas

 In fact, the rodents are large predators
of  Cory’s shearwater. They’re a constant threat
in Deserta Grande. As for Man, despite the ban

on the hunting of  the species since the 1990s,
Calas fears that someone who does not follow 

the rules will show up.



The two friends have raced each other from when they were 
very young. At first, they went to Boqueirão Norte, which 
separates Deserta Grande from Ilhéu Chão which is 450 

meters wide. This was very easy for them, so they quickly 
tried Boqueirão Sul, which separates Ponta do Tabaqueiro in 
Deserta Grande from Ponta do Cágado in Bugio. This one is 

more challenging, deeper and longer: it has about 1330 metres. 
They did nothing else for a few months. The monk-seal in the 

deep water and Cory’s shearwater by air. 

It’s only obvious that once this space was conquered, they 
swould seek even riskier adventures. Then one day, they raced 
from Ponta da Castanheira to Ponta do Tabaqueiro: north to 
south. If  seen from a distance, it looks near but it is around 

twelve thousand metres long. 

“Calas, you know you only won because the wind
was favouring you and the current was clearly against me!”,

said the seal.
“Sure! We’ll do it again soon and we’ll see.”

“We could also go further. How about going to Madeira?
I heard that there are huge caves and pebble beaches there,” 

she proposed.
“You know I don’t go near humans! They seem

calm now,  but I’ve heard many stories and I would
rather be safe than sorry. Don’t count me in!”

“Humans are different now. Perhaps we could share 
the same space harmoniously,” she insisted.

There was no answer this time.





Atlantis doesn’t stop talking about Madeira and Porto Santo. 
Atlantis is a seagull that lives in Deserta Grande and is never 
in the same place. Now she is here, then she runs to Madeira 

or goes even further to Porto Santo. Of  all the rarest seal’s 
adventure companions she is the boldest.

Atlantis is completely white and turns greyish on the upper 
parts of  the wings, darkening at the tips. To contrast this 

paleness, it has bright and glossy yellow legs, a golden beak 
with a red stain that looks like she’s carrying a ruby.

The eye contour has a red orbital ring that highlights her 
watchful eye. This seagull knows the habits and behaviour of  

humans well and doesn’t fear them. She says that that time has 
gone. Unlike Calas, Atlantis often approaches them and gets on 

well with them.

That’s exactly why she’s constantly talking about
her trips to other islands. She laughs and laughs

at the monk-seal and Cory’s shearwater adventure stories.
“You call those adventures? Come to Madeira or Porto Santo 

with me and you will see what a real adventure is!”
incites Atlantis.

Atlantis, Seagull. Scientific name: Larus cachinnans atlantis.







 One day, the monk-seal decided to take up the seagull’s 
challenge. They agreed to leave Deserta Grande

at a time when the other seals were resting and left.
The brave monk-seal had never felt so nervous

and happy.  All at once, she felt the sweetness
of  the adrenaline of  facing the unknown

and the bitterness of  leaving  for the unknown, 
with no sense of  what awaited her beyond

the horizon.  Her heart was jumping
in her chest. Could she get to Porto Santo?

Was the beach made of  golden chips as Atlantis
had described? Would they find danger along 

the way? Would they find killer whales
or sharp-toothed blue sharks that

love eating monk-seals? However, her fears
faded with her desire to learn a little more, 

a way out beyond her comfort zone.



She would swim rapidly using her flippers
to change direction, reaching nearly three
hundred metres deep during the journey.
She would surface to breathe, look for Atlantis
and make sure everything was okay.
The open waters are different from the coast; 
they are wider, vaster and colder.
She found wrasses, cuttlefish, octopus,
squid of  so many other beautiful coloured 
species along the way. She would dive in shallow
waters to capture food, always surfacing
in the same place.

They would sometimes stop to rest.
She would lie horizontally, completely inactive,
drifting for five minutes, after which she ventilated.
After recovering their energies, the friends played:
one jumped in the cool waters, the other pirouetted
in the air and plunged into the water.



They were spotted by the crew members
of  a small boat while they were playing games.

The sailors soon began to take pictures and to make
videos. Then, the monk-seal pirouetted and jumped
as a way of  greeting them.  At one point, she howled 

as the sound spread in the waves. When she surfaced,
she found Atlantis very distressed.

“Are you crazy? You made such an intense
and scary sound that I thought you’d been attacked

by a shark!” she shrieked.
The monk-seal apologized and everything 

was quickly overcome, especially 
when they spotted land. They arrived

on the golden island on April 10th, 2019.



“What a splendid beach! So different from 
the rocks of Deserta Grande! It took us five months

to experience something so wonderful!”
After the long crossing, she was exhausted and so took the 

opportunity to rest on the beach, right on the tip of the island. 
Atlantis was as fresh as if she’d just taken a spin to Bugio,
but she was worn-out. Before the seagull made fun of her, 

she said, “I am only five months old and weigh eighty kilos,
I’m not a light bird like you!”

After recovering her energies, when night fell, the monk-seal 
went hunting for food just as her mother had taught her.

She took a few dips on a rocky bottom and on some shallow 
waters just off the beach and easily found octopus, squid, 

crabs, prawns and damselfish. There was no need
to be worried about food.

There were favourable conditions to spend a few days
on the island of  Porto Santo. At night, she would explore
the sea around the island, hunte and feed; during the day,

she would reste for hours almost without touching
the golden sand, at Calheta beach.





As time went by, more and more humans approached
the beach to see her. No one hurt her. The watchmen stood 
on the beach and surrounded the area where the island’s 
new attraction rested and sunbathed. No one crossed these 
boundaries, but many people approached to take photos
or make videos. She felt like a real star. 

“The sand on the beach of Porto Santo is something
quite spectacular, no wonder so many people visit it. 
I’ll bring my mother here one day!”







She was taking a nice nap on the beach one day,
when a wave came towards her and gently woke her. 

She slowly moved in the longitudinal direction of  the beach 
for about twenty meters until she found a corner of  dry sand 

on the sand dune. Some people found her movements amusing 
and walked towards her. A monk-seal has somewhat limited 

movement on sand. It extends its head and shoulders forward 
pushing its pelvis onward sometimes using its fore flippers 

too. Of  course, the watchmen didn’t allow anyone 
to cross the line.

“I wouldn’t mind if someone approached, but I’m a little
afraid. Lack of communication can be very damaging 
in a situation like this,” she told Atlantis, who found 

all the commotion around her friend to be a little exaggerated.
“This would not have happened a few year ago …,” 

thought the seagull.

After spending ten days in Porto Santo, the number
of  people coming to see the surprise visitor began

to decrease. The Easter holidays were over. It was also 
time for the daring creature to return home.

The two friends left to return to Deserta Grande. 
Out of  nowhere, a thought takes them back to the island.
Seen from the outside, the island gains beauty and value.

It’s just as good to leave as it is to return!





The journey home was more difficult. Tiredness
had already set in. The confident monk-seal was also 

concerned because she had left Desertas without telling her 
mother. She  feared getting a hear full from her mother because 

she had warned her so many times about the dangers of  the 
open sea  that she could not escape the thought that something 

bad could have happened. Night had come and the sea 
temperature was pleasant, but the waves had begun to swell. 

Suddenly the swelling waves were running along the open sea.

The young monk-seal continued her journey,
but the change in the sea was not allowing her to keep 
on track. As she could not stop the force of  the waves,

she looked for shelter on the bottom of  the sea.
However, rom the depths of  the ocean a shark appeared

in its masterful blue. Of  all the sharks, the blue shark
was the one that she most feared. The one she’d heard

so much about. Its great eyes had already seen her,
and its jagged pointed teeth were approaching

at extraordinary speed. She was struggling to think
as a whirlwind of  information invaded her thoughts.



“Blue sharks eat monk-seals.”
“It is probably double my size.”
“It is alone, but it usually travels in a group.”
As she reasoned, she saw the large fins come closer
and she tried to swim swiftly to escape. The blue shark
had very good eyesight and an extremely developed
sense of smell. The monk-seal continued to flee approaching
a school of fish. Perhaps her stalker would be distracted
by the hakes, mackerels, squids, herrings, a grouper...
Nothing would stop it.

The chase continued and the young traveller
feared she would not be able to return home.
She surfaced to ask Atlantis for help.
“Help, Atlantis! There’s a blue shark!!
Do something!”
“Okay, okay … tell me another story,”
ironized the seagull, that was not going
to be fooled by her friend.



She didn’t have to repeat herself  because Atlantis 
spotted the shark in a flash. The blue shark made such 

a jump that it almost caught both friends in one go.
Without hesitating, Atlantis looked out across the 
vast sea and noticed a fishing boat. She flew there 

immediately, trying to catch the fishermen’s attention, 
while the exhausted monk-seal was struggling but not 

giving the shark a truce.



Atlantis managed to catch the attention of  the fishing boat 
drawing it to the blue shark. As soon as the fishermen noticed 
the blue shark they lured it away while the monk-seal managed 
to get away. The fishing boat went after the shark so that
it would not go after the monk-seal again. The shark,
who was also aware of  the many ancient stories against
his species because shark fin soup, immediately continued
his journey leaving the small boat and two friends,
who in the meantime had recovered their breath, behind.





She was once again safe. She was so grateful to the fishermen 
that she pirouetted around the boat a little, as a sign of  thanks.
“Thank-you humans! Thank-you Atlantis! You are a true friend!”
“Well, you would have done the same for me! I told you humans 
are not as bad as Calas says.”
“You were right,” she admitted.

The rest of  the journey home went smoothly.
Nevertheless, the monk-seal made serious decisions. 
She would be more careful from then on and never
leave Desertas without telling her mom.
On her next trip (of  course she would never
stop travelling) she would try to convince
a group of  monk-seals to go with her.
At last, Desertas!



When she arrived at the dock,
her mother was waiting for her enthusiastically.

“Sorry, mom! Sorry.
I will not travel again without warning you!”

Her mother knew her daughter well and respected
her dream of  distance and adventure. She also knew

that her daughter was growing up and that
she could not keep her from her future. She cherished

her proudly and took her to the colony where
she was welcomed by all the seals, who listened to her 

adventure stories of  her first trip to Porto Santo carefully.



Finally, some seals agreed.
“Humans are now different from those years ago.

They respect and care about us and themselves. 
Perhaps in a few years we will once again

be able to inhabit the rocks of Madeira
as our grandparents did.”

The young monk-seal smiled and added.
“From now on you can call me Profeta!

Profeta: Relating to either natural or inhabitant of  Porto Santo. = PORTO-SANTENSE.










