An artist’s impression of the
dodo from 300 years ago.

This is an article about the dodo,
a bird that is now extinct.

1'he Way
of the Dodo

The dodo was first sighted around 1600 on an island in the Indian Ocean. It was
extinct by 1680. Since then the phrase ‘dead as a dodo’ has been used to describe
something which is lifeless or has disappeared from the world completely. Because of
its rapid disappearance, a number of myths developed about the dodo, for example
that it was a fat, silly creature that brought its fate upon itself.

But what is the truth about the dodo?

For thousands of years the island of Mauritius was a paradise. It was spat out of the
ocean floor by an underwater volcano 8 million years ago. With warm sun, plentiful
food and no predators to speak of, the isolated island became a haven for a variety of
unusual species, including reptiles and flightless birds.

Then, in 1598, humans descended on this paradise, accompanied by their own
animals - dogs, goats, cats (and a fair number of rats!). Curious and unafraid, the
animals of Mauritius offered themselves up for slaughter and, within just a few
decades, much of the island’s unique wildlife had been wiped out forever.

One of the victims was a large, flightless relative of the pigeon. The island invaders
started to call the bird a ‘dodo’, which meant ‘silly bird’.

Although the dodo was hunted for food, this was not the main reason it died out. It is
more likely that having never faced predators before, and unable to fly away, the adult
birds fell prey to dogs and cats. Meanwhile, their eggs and chicks, defenceless in their
nests on the ground, were easy pickings for rats.

Less than 100 years after man’s arrival, the dodo, which had once numbered in the
hundreds of thousands, slipped into the pages of folklore.




Until a few years ago, all knowledge
of the dodo came from secondary
reports from the time that were not
always reliable, a handful of remains
and just one complete skeleton.
Nobody knew what the dodo really
looked like. Before cameras, newly
discovered animals could only be
drawn or painted. However, many
of the artists had no knowledge
of natural history and were more
interested in producing colourful
A drawing of a dodo from around 1646. paintings of animals than recording
their true likeness.

Then, in 2005, a team of scientists unearthed thousands of dodo bones in some
mud flats in Mauritius. The remains date back to over 4,000 years ago, when the
island was suffering from a lengthy drought. The mud flats would have formed a
freshwater oasis in an otherwise parched environment. It is thought that most of the
animals, while trying to reach the slowly receding waters of the lake, became stuck
and died of thirst or suffocation. However, clearly some dodos survived as they did
not become extinct until much later.

This discovery is helping to rehabilitate the
image of this much-ridiculed bird. The very fact
that the dodo was still alive and well on Mauritius
4,000 years after a drought that claimed the
lives of thousands of animals is an indication
of the bird’s ability to survive. The remains
are also helping scientists to find out more
about the anatomy of the dodo, for example
that it was a much slimmer bird than any
pictures suggest.

As scientists learn more about the dodo, and begin
to see the bird in a new light, we are reminded that
the dodo was badly misjudged. Maybe it is humans
who should be judged, as we can have a devastating
impact on the natural world. No other creature should
be allowed to go the way of the dodo.

A modern reconstruction
of a dodo.




