LETTER FROM MALIRITILS

DIGGING FOR DODOS

Flunting an extonct bivd

BY IAN PARKER

ulian 1 lume, a British p.l|t'|1H!'r!”‘.'l-|1

is one of the world's leading authorities
on the dodo, the large, rlt_'.:|r[]L'*~.-- bird thar
lived on the island of Mauritius—hve
hundred miles east of M l.lLl'-l'..'..N ar, in the
Indian Oceanr—until its extinction, at
the end of the seventeenth century, | met
Hume a few months ago in the southeast
corner of the island, ar the muddy work
site of an mtermational group ol scientisis
|-.m'r'.1r|-_-_ for dodo remains; such an activ
ity hid not been seen on this scale for
nearly a century. The group called itself
the 2006 Mauritius Dodo 1.'~Fll'n|itiu1l
Hume, who is an easyiroing man in his
mid-torties, was unshaven, and as filthy
as i child i leterezent commercial. [He
wilked me around the area of the expe
dition’s interest: a field on the edge of
| ST CSTile, where in Ornge dirchdi
geer on caterpillar tracks stood silent,
holding in its s A 3 block of |||'i[1Etm:_'.,
[pear looking earth that it hod extracted
a short time earlier. The neat hole lett Er_t
the scoop had hlled with water, and a
dragonfly traced the outline of this new
pond in an unfageing rectangular cir-
cuty f'|u'd1'.;_:_',t'1"- driver had fallen .1‘\[1.'!1!'
i his cab while awaiting instructions, A
jet took off from the intermation:l .iil]'u it

nearby., | O OnNe '\Il.t{‘. 1 il.]:l'l:l__'l‘ i l"{‘{l'__[llt"\

erithbed through a previous sCoap of

mud, using water pumped by a genera-
tor. When the Fenerator '1{1111]_1{_"{' for a
moment, we could hear surf; the sea was
only a few hundred vards away. In the
other direction, a wooded \]n]'u.' led up

1O SUEArCne fields, which, out of view,

= stretched on a fla p|;:|_11| tor miles mland
< toward distant mountains.

L o

Hume, who grew up in a working-
class family on the south coast of En-
;:_I‘.imi. wiis & bird and extinction freak” as
a child, bur he didn't srarr his formal

= scientific studies untl he was in his thir-
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ties, and he finished his Ph.DD. only in
2005, (A year larer, he became a grandfa-

ther.) Today, Flume haolds positions at
1E|r' ‘\.lhn.:f ! II--Er:r'_'. ."'r]ll-‘l:'ll.rﬂ in i .HIhIHJI
and at the University of Portsmouth, but
he is also a serious amateur artist, and in
hl"‘ '1‘;|[|' fime !l'.' 1|'I.||':|-'." L;Ii'l'fi]!. -|l|l|“|"'||-<._"j|
inevitably approximate, paintings of dodos
and other extinet bird ~]11';i1:-. "-'-'lr:'|-:lllul{
'r".'lTil 1 |-.'I.'|'|'|. Fhlll” (B id] ]'I'.E|‘I{'I'. -II]H":'l' { |‘! 1!‘“.".‘-".L
have been ]Hjhiiwhl'nl in the journal Nature,
his dual .|i1_prn.u'|| tir the subject miglt
Mot seei 1|||]1. 1'L'-'|"L'1'1.Il|!]k' [y SO :|".t[t'

ontological colleagues, but Hume argues
that a study of extinct animals calls for an
imamnative and L'Z\[T:I.F'IJI.[[{JF_‘. frame of
'”'H”ll, il |\'|'||.'.E 110 .1:“'.3:‘."\- 'n'.l['llﬂ'li 1
"-f'.ll't!l SUICTICE: & H'ill!‘]['ll"\-\ i 5o '\"u'l:l.ll 15
1 11|{'I'| }

It was in this spirit that Hume sur-
veved the Mauritius site—through the
eves of a Dutch seafarer of the late six-
fl‘t‘ll[il cenrury. .‘Ill.." WC 'l."l';l.!|"0'\.|'.‘|.t1 ]H.' lit'
seribed how Duteh ships first arrived
on the sland in September, 1598, when
a party of sailors from an eight-ship ex-
ploratory fleet—on its faltering way to
what is now Indonesia—came ashore at
a beach not far from where we were. ([ The
spot is marked by a strangely torbidding
gray stone obelisk.) The ships had been at
sea tor four months. “The Dutch were
out of drinking water, they were starv-
ing,” Hume said. “And then they saw this
:,_Ell_'l'"ll '.||]|.'|. I‘nT"PIH-:.l[ !;UH!. [1’“_’\ \'{]'Hl_d. i'll_\rt
1"‘““‘.&!"‘ [Ill'." 11'.!]!{1\" i”t“ [hl_' wiler .|.|'I.tl
catch a fish. There were parrots over-
head—they could literally knock them
out of the sky. There were giant tortoises,
f mm]i_v fearless.”

Mauntius, which has an area of seven
hundred square miles and a population of
one and a quarter million people, was then
uninhabited. Unusually in the history of
European adventure and plunder, here
was an island attractive to an imperial
power—arable, fairly big, and well placed
for trade routes—that had no prehistory
and no indigenous peaple. Tts first human

A doda skeleton in the Natural H. istory Museum in London,
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