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Recent publications (Roberts & Solow 2003, Hume et al.
2004) on the putative extinction date of the Dodo Raphus
cucullatus, the iconic large flightless pigeon from Mauritius,
have mentioned ( but not fully explored) an identification
problem arising from a name transfer to another species,
the Red Hen Aphanapteryx bonasia, a large rail which was
once the other common flightless bird on the island. This
problem compromises all post-1662 ‘dodo’ records, and
renders the recently discovered accounts from the 1680s,
claimed by Hume et al. (2004) to extend the Dodo’s
survival to at least 1688, open to alternative interpretation
(Cheke 2001, 2004, below).
The estimated date of an animal’s extinction is normally
based on the last date on which it was reliably observed.
However, any observation not backed up by specimen or
photographic evidence is open to question; this is particularly
true of 17th century accounts made, often by travellers with
little natural history training, before systematic collections
existed, and before the species they were discussing
had been formally described. A further complication is
that many of these accounts simply use an animal’s name
without any accompanying description, leaving the context as the only way of interpreting the sense in which the
observer used that name. Both name transfer and simultaneous use of the same name for different species may make
interpretation difficult.
In the history of Mauritius two other cases have bedevilled
the literature. The 17th century Dutch use of ‘Indiaensche/
Indische Raven’ misled Strickland (in Strickland & Melville
1848) into supposing there had been hornbills there – the
term (and its English and French cognates) was widely
used at the time for large Asian Buceros spp. (e.g. Ray
1678), and also in tropical America for macaws Ara/
Anodorhynchus (C. Mourer-Chauviré, in litt.). The Mauritian bird turned out, once subfossil bones were found,
to be a large endemic parrot Lophospittacus mauritianus
(Hachisuka 1953, Cheke 1987). Buffon (1770 – 83) thought
that the term referred to unidentified corvids. The Marquis
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Duquesne (1689) changed ‘flamant’ (= flamingo) to ‘géant’
when plagiarizing Dubois’s (1674) description of Réunion
for an island settlement scheme. Adopted by his protégé
Leguat (1707) for birds seen in Mauritius and Rodrigues,
this name change, together with a borrowed illustration, led
to a whole literature for and against the former existence
of the ‘géants’, as large long-legged rails, which lasted into
the 1990s (Cheke 1987, North-Coombes 1991). A more
familiar example of name duplication is the transfer of
names from European originals to quite different and often
unrelated ‘robins’, ‘sparrows’, [meadow]-‘larks’, ‘blackbirds’,
‘warblers’, etc., in North America. Lockwood (1984) noted
a number of cases within the UK where names of vanishing
birds transferred to other, commoner, species.
Until I re-examined the question in the 1980s (Cheke
1987), the generally accepted last record for the Dodo was
from English sailor Benjamin Harry, visiting Mauritius in
1681. He reported that of ‘winged and feathered ffowle
the less passant [=excellent] are Dodos, whose fflesh is
very hard’, listing also better-tasting geese, teal, curlews,
flamingos, doves and bats. However, the German pastor on
Mauritius in the mid-1670s, Johann Hoffmann (1680,
Grandidier et al. 1903–20) described ‘a particular species
of red bird that are called Toddärsche and which are the
size of an ordinary hen’. ‘Toddärsche’ is a German version
of ‘dodaers/en’, Dutch for Dodo, but the bird described is
the Red Hen, a much smaller bird than the grey goosesized Dodo. Newton (1868: 480) noted perceptively that
‘… it would appear from this that in Hoffmann’s time in
Mauritius [1673–5 (Moree 1998)] one common name for
the Dodo had been transferred to another species of bird
in accordance with that odd process of substitution which
has obtained in so many countries, where the rightful owner
expiring bequeaths (as it were) its titles to a survivor’.
Unknown in the 1860s, English traveller John Marshall had
already noted in 1668 that in Mauritius ‘here are also great
plenty of Dodos or red hens which are larger a little than
our English henns, have long beakes and no, or very little,
tayles … they are good meat when roasted, tasting something like pig, and their skin, like pig skin when roosted
[sic] being hard’ (Khan 1927, Cheke 1987). I have argued
(Cheke 1987) from these two independent accounts that
any reference to dodos/dodaersen after the mid-1660s
should be treated with great caution, and that Benjamin
Harry’s 1681 story probably referred to Red Hens –
even his culinary assessment recalling Marshall’s fuller
description. This position was accepted by subsequent
monographers (van Wissen 1995, Ziswiler 1996, Fuller
2002), but has begun to be questioned since reports of
‘dodaersen’ recorded by governor, overseer Lamotius in the
1680s have been discovered in his manuscripts in the State
Archives in Capetown (Moree 1998, den Hengst 2003,
Hume et al. 2004).
Despite the name transfer I accepted (Cheke 1987,
2001, 2004), following Pitot (1905), that the dodaersen
reported to Hugo as seen twice between 1663 and 1674
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by a slave recaptured after 11 years on the run were in fact
Dodos. It is not known when during the interval the sighting was made, so the end-date of 1674, often used, cannot
be inferred. The grounds for believing that Hugo and the
slave discussed real Dodos (not Red Hens) were that the
latter were known from Hoffmann’s account to be still
common at that date, and thus would hardly require
special comment by Hugo. However, we only have Pitot’s
edited version to go on, so until Hugo’s manuscript is published in full this record should perhaps also be treated
with caution (as did Roberts & Solow 2003). Hugo, island
governor 1673–77 (Moree 1998), is only known to have
mentioned dodaersen on one other occasion, equally without description (in 1673, Hume et al. 2004), and as Hoffmann, who used the dodo name for Red Hens, was pastor
during Hugo’s governorship, one might reasonably conclude that ‘toddärsche/dodaers’ was the standard name for
Red Hens in the small Dutch community at that time. It
should be remembered that there was no continuity of
settlement in Mauritius from the time when Dodos were
still regularly seen. The first Dutch establishment lasted
from 1638 to 1658. The island was then uninhabited until
the Dutch re-established a station (with different personnel)
in 1664. In the interval, sailors from the shipwrecked
Arnhem spent some months there in 1662–3 (Moree 1998).
One of these (Volkert Evertsz) provided the last unequivocal
record of Dodos on the offshore islet of Ile d’Ambre
(Cheke 1987, 2004, below). Some were rescued by Hugo
himself on his first visit to the island (in November 1662,
Moree 1998). Evertsz and his friends had left on an English ship in May, so Hugo picked up a group who had not
been to the islet; he will thus not have heard first-hand
reports of Dodos then.
In 1668 John Marshall must have picked up the name
‘dodo’ for Red Hens from the new Dutch settlers, so it was
presumably already the standard local term. There is no
recorded mention of Dodos by Dutch settlers even in the
earlier phase (1638–58), apart from a live bird sent from
their eastern capital of Batavia [=Jakarta] to Japan in 1647
(Millies 1868; Cheke 1987); we have no idea when the
bird left Mauritius. The Batavia Dagh-registers (daily
log-books) have been published, so the record is fairly
complete (references in Moree 1998). In fact, Dodo records
were already sparse by the late 1630s: Peter Mundy (1608–
67), who had seen captive birds in Surat (India) in c. 1628,
saw none in a brief visit in 1638, though a French ship that
stayed for several months later that year was probably the
source of Cauche’s (1651) notes on the bird’s call, nest and
egg. Cauche’s claimed itinerary is very doubtful (Lougnon
1970, Linon-Chipon 2003), but there is a good Dutch
report of his associates’ visit in 1638 (Bonaparte 1890,
from the Dagh-registers).
Twenty-four years after the last reliable report from the
mainland, Evertsz and his group of Arnhem survivors
found Dodos only on Isle d’Ambre (Cheke 2004), an offshore islet that they waded to at low tide, and proceeded
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to kill them (Cheke 1987, 2004, van Wissen 1995). There
were goats but no pigs there, which is significant as feral
pigs are generally considered to have been the principal
cause of the Dodo’s extinction, preying on eggs and young
of this flightless ground-nester (Newton 1888, Cheke
1987). Pig predation of tortoise and turtle eggs was documented in the 1670s by Hugo and others (Pitot 1905,
Cheke 1987), but there is no direct evidence for Dodos.
Introduced in 1606 (Pitot 1905, Cheke 1987), pigs had
reached high densities by the 1620s (Cheke 1987); by the
1640s Dodos on the mainland were probably largely
elderly birds rarely, if ever, breeding successfully.
By 1673 there were goat-herds stationed on Ile d’Ambre,
blamed for wasteful slaughter of tortoises and goats, but
Hugo did not mention Dodos (Panyandee 2002). Evertsz,
whose description of Dodos is brief but accurate (Cheke
1987, 2004, van Wissen 1995), also saw, on the mainland,
veldthoenders [‘field-hens’, used in Holland for partridges],
the term used by the Dutch for Red Hens on their early
visits (Cheke 1987, 2004); probably for the same species,
he used berghoenders [‘mountain hens’] for birds seen on
Ile d’Ambre. Thus, Fuller’s (2002) speculation that even
Evertsz’s doddaersen [sic] were Red Hens does not hold up,
particularly as the Ile d’Ambre Dodos were ‘larger than
geese’. Evertsz saw no Dodos on the mainland as he
explored the east coast (Cheke 2004). The other accounts
from the Arnhem shipwreck, involving men who did not
go to Ile d’Ambre (e.g. Andries Stokram, translated by Panyandee 2002), gave only descriptions blatantly plagiarized
from earlier accounts, suggesting their dodo ‘memories’
were concocted back in Holland (van Wissen 1995; Moree
1998), none had pen or paper in Mauritius.
In contrast to records for Dodos, we have good accounts
of Red Hens in 1668 and 1673–5, in both cases called by
dodo names. If we discount Benjamin Harry, the only later
report is from Leguat (1707), who mentioned ‘gelinottes’
among birds formerly common but that in 1693 had
become rare, the others being geese, ducks and ‘poules
d’eau’. He used ‘gelinotte’, a French partridge/grouse
name equivalent to the Dutch veldt/berg-hoender, for the
closely related flightless rail Aphanapteryx leguati in
Rodrigues; however, he did not describe the Mauritian
birds, so the record is not definitive. Leguat did not
mention Dodos, which he surely would have, had they
survived, given his long description of its relative’s (the
Solitaire Pezophaps solitaria) habits in Rodrigues. Between
Hoffmann’s and Leguat’s accounts the only faunal reports
from Mauritius concern game species – Lamotius reported
hunters in 1685–88 bringing in ‘dodaersen’, geese [Alopochen
mauritianus], teal [Anas theodori] and flamingos [Phoenicopterus ruber] (Hume et al. 2004), the same species
mentioned by Harry in 1681 (above) and the log of the
President (also 1681, Barnwell 1950-54). Deodati, Lamotius’s
successor, lamented in 1698 the extinction of the geese
(Leibbrandt 1890–1906, Barnwell 1948), but otherwise
failed to mention wild birds.
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Lamotius is known to have had some interest in natural
history, notably medicinal plants, timber trees and marine
fish (Pitot 1905, Valentyn 1726 [quoted by Grandidier
1903–20], Hume et al. 2004), but there is no sign of an
interest in birds other than as food. He wrote a detailed
report on the island in 1690 that has been published only
in paraphrase (Pitot 1905); it may hold more faunal information than has so far been attributed to him. Hume et al.
assume that Lamotius, an educated man, would be
unlikely to confuse the Red Hen with a Dodo – I agree, if
the choice had been before him. Given the available prior
historical evidence, an absence of description and a lack of
any separate reference to Red Hens, their assignment of
Lamotius’s ‘dodaersen’ to Dodos seems premature. It is
probable that by his time only one flightless bird was
present, in local parlance known as ‘dodaers’, so that is
what he too called it – but it is more likely to have been
the Red Hen than the Dodo. This is supported by applying
Roberts and Solow’s (2003) statistical technique to the
series of dates that are not in doubt, excluding for the
Dodo the isolated Ile d’Ambre population, giving a likely
extinction date for mainland Dodos of 1650, but 1689 for
the Red Hen (see Appendix).
There seems therefore to be no reason to adjust my
earlier conclusion (Cheke 1987) that the Dodo was effectively extinct in the 1640s on the mainland, and finally
extinct around 1662 on Ile d’Ambre (Cheke 2004).
Mlíkovsky (2004) came to much the same conclusion on
the mainland extinction, although, like Fuller (2002), he
doubted Evertz’s dodos, and in addition discounted the
1631 record (but see Cheke 2004 and van Wissen 1995 for
their validation). The Red Hen probably survived through
the 1680s, and disappeared at or around the time Leguat
reported it as very rare in 1693 – he may not have seen any
himself. It is likely that cats, probably introduced in the
mid-1680s (Cheke 1987 and my unpubl. data), were
responsible for eliminating the flightless rails, together
with the geese and ducks which vanished around the same
time.
I am most grateful to Dave Roberts and Anna Saltmarsh for
processing the date series for me, to Dave Roberts and Julian
Hume (even if we differ!) for much useful discussion, and to two
anonymous referees for helpful comments and corrections.
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AP P E NDI X
The following date series for Dodo and Red Hen
(Strickland & Melville 1848, Cheke 1987 and my unpubl.
data) were analysed using Roberts and Solow’s (2003)
algorithms:
Dodo (mainland only): 1598, 1601, 1602, 1606, 1607,
1616, 1617, 1628, 1629, 1631, 1638.
Red Hen: 1598, 1601, 1602, 1611, 1616, 1617, 1629,
1631, 1638, 1662, 1668, 1674.
This gives an estimated extinction date for the Dodo on
the mainland of 1650 (95% confidence limits 1640–1692)
and for the Red Hen of 1689 (1675–1743). It suggests,
furthermore, that Hugo’s escaped slave probably did not,
in fact, see Dodos. The upper confidence limit for the Red
Hen extends beyond historical possibility. The Dutch left
Mauritius in 1710 and were replaced by the French in
1722; there is not the slightest indication that any flightless
birds survived into the French period (Cheke 1987).
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