
4

Extinct birds of the Mascarenes and Seychelles - a review of the 
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Extinct birds by Hume & Walters (2012) is the most comprehensive treatment 
of extinct avian species ever attempted, and the authors are to be congratulated on 
putting all this material in one place.  However in relation to the well-documented 
Mascarenes there are numerous anomalies and discrepancies, and for the Seychelles 
some lesser but not unimportant omissions and errors.  Only globally extinct species and 
subspecies are treated in the book, so lost local populations of taxa still extant elsewhere 
are not included. Since Hume &Walters (hereafter H&W) is so comprehensive, it will 
undoubtedly be data-mined for causes of extinction.  It is therefore important that this 
record is not confused by erroneous interpretation.  
 It should be noted that H&W evidently went to press before Hume’s treatise on 
Mascarene pigeons (2011) was published, so some species left undescribed in the book 
now have valid names.

Mascarenes
Although the putative, or in a few cases known, causes of extinction were 

explored in my ecological histories (Cheke 1987, Cheke & Hume 2008 [main text 
by ASC, hereafter C&H]), H&W published for many birds quite different suggested 
reasons, giving no supporting evidence or even sometimes, erroneously, citing C&H 
as source.  Since the extinction history in the Mascarenes is so well documented, these 
islands provide a particularly forensic record of generally well-dated extinctions, which 
can be correlated with humans activities, introduction of alien species etc.  
 For Rodrigues in particular H&W have adduced a completely undocumented 
reason for several extinctions that took place between 1725 and 1761: “tortoise hunters 
who burned off the forest to collect giant tortoises” (Cylindraspis spp.) and/or the 
deforestation that is alleged to have accompanied this practice.  In fact the handful 
of men living there for the sole purpose of collecting tortoises had no reason to clear 
forest, and there is no evidence they did so.  Furthermore,  the first documented case of 
a deliberate bush-fire was in 1761, when the birds in question were already extinct, and 
was apparently a one-off.  Indiscriminate fire-raising (by disaffected slaves) did become 
a serious problem, but decades later, from 1795 onwards, once agricultural settlement 
started.  While it probably contributed to the extinction of the tortoises, it was too late 
to have affected the birds.  In any case hunting tortoises with fire would have been 
completely self-defeating, as they were needed alive to transport to Mauritius, and fire 
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would have simply killed them.
 In many cases the extinction date can be correlated with particular invasive 
species arrivals (C&H).  Many ground nesting birds, for instance, survived the arrival 
of rats Rattus rattus and pigs Sus scrofa, but rapidly succumbed when cats Felis ‘catus’ 
arrived.  On both Mauritius and Réunion the first actual report of cats was after the 
birds declined or vanished, but in Réunion the cats were discussed precisely because 
they were blamed for extinctions.  In Mauritius the first cat report was independent 
of extinction observations, but the fact that several ground-nesting birds disappeared 
shortly before the report is very strongly indicative.  At the time the human population 
was barely in three figures, and the island had plenty of impenetrable forest and many 
wetlands/swamps, so overhunting is unlikely to have been a major factor for birds, 
though in Réunion the limited wetlands and larger human population would have made 
hunting a more important factor for waterbirds. Despite this more specific evidence, 
in most cases H&W simply vaguely mention ‘introduced predators’, or wrongly stress 
rats.  Some predators such as Tenrecs Tenrec ecaudatus, House Shrews Suncus murinus 
and the Wolf Snake Lycodon aulicus will not have affected birds, and the arrival in 
Mauritius of the Small Indian Mongoose Herpestes auropunctatus in 1900 was too 
late to influence native species, but had a devastating effect on introduced gamebirds.  
Likewise the Wattle-necked Softshell Turtle Palea steindachneri was a late arrival in 
Mauritius (c.1920), but would no doubt have attacked the young of native waterbirds 
had they not already been long extinct. 
 The timing of forest destruction is also important, as blaming ‘forest destruction’ 
when only 5-10% of the lowland forest had in fact gone does not hold water.  Although 
agricultural clearances started early, human populations were initially quite low, such 
that sufficient forest clearance to seriously affect bird populations only occurred in the 
late 18th century in Réunion and the early 19th on Mauritius. Apart possibly for the very 
dry west coast of Réunion which was already much altered by c.1725, 18th century and 
earlier extinctions will almost always have been due to other factors.
 To help understand the timings of extinctions related to introduced predators, 
Table 1 gives dates when the various animals that attack birds were introduced on the 
three islands; only those animals which arrived when vulnerable native species still 
existed are included. Pigs, cats and rats all attack ground nesters and reptile eggs, while 
arboreal birds are targeted by monkeys and Ship Rats.

Table 1. Introduction dates of major bird predators in the Mascarenes
Mauritius Réunion Rodrigues

Predator
Crab-eating Macaque Macaca
 fascicularis 1602 - - 

Pig Sus scrofa 1606 1629 c.1792
Cat Felis ‘catus’ ca.1685 ca.1685 c.1745
Ship Rat Rattus rattus pre-1598 1672-3 pre-1691
Norway Rat R.norvegicus 1735 1735 uncertain, pre-1874
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 The appendix table lists extinct Mascarene birds in the same sequence as in 
H&W, with the documented or inferred reasons for extinction compared to their version.  
Locally (but not globally) extinct birds are included for completeness (indicated by 
‘*’), apart from two ‘data deficient’ seabirds in Rodrigues (Crested Tern Sterna bergii 
& Roseate Tern S.dougallii) one of which, and possibly both, made it into the 20th 
century.  
 In addition there are a few species included in H&W as known only from 
subfossils, without adequate observations in life, and hence it is unclear if they survived 
into human historical times:

• 'Réunion Pochard’ Aythya sp., no reliable report alive, insufficient material (one 
bone) to establish identity, unclear if resident or vagrant, reason for extinction 
(if such it is) not known

• Mascarene Reed Cormorant Phalacrocorax (africanus) nanus, Mauritius: 
not recorded alive, reason for extinction not known (in the appendix for 
Réunion).

• Sauzier's Wood Rail Dryolimnas sp. [undescribed] is mentioned in passing 
(H&W:98).  The first clear report of this bird in life has been discovered since 
H&W was published (Cheke 2013); the subfossil bones await description 
(C&H, H&W).  Only reported once, in 1602, the species probably succumbed 
rapidly to rats &/or pigs. 

 A specific clarification is required in relation to the assignment of extinct 
pigeons from Rodrigues.  On the basis of the very minimal material then available, 
Mourer et al. (1999) echoed Milne-Edwards (1874) in considering a subfossil sternum 
to differ generically from a tarsometatarsus, the former (‘Columba rodericana’) said 
by Mourer to resemble Gallicolumba, the latter assigned by both to Streptopelia (now 
Nesoenas) picturata.  C&H followed Mourer’s et al.’s diagnosis of two species, though 
Hume (2011) implied that this was dubious as “no characteristic skeletal elements, e.g. 
cranium or sternum, have yet to be found to substantiate” the occurrence of picturata 
there.  He failed to explain that the reason to doubt its former occurrence was that he 
(Hume) had just re-assigned the element on which the assessment was based to the other, 
ex-’Gallicolumba’-type, species, Columba (now Nesoenas) rodericana!  In the same 
paper he restored the number of Rodrigues pigeons to two by creating a new species 
Alectroenas payendeei based on previously undescribed material.  Further confusion 
reigns because many previous authors had, somewhat arbitrarily, assigned some or all 
of the previously known- elements (i.e. Nesoenas rodericana) to the genus Alectroenas 
(discussion in Mourer et al. 1999 and Hume 2011) - the new Alectroenas is thus a quite 
different entity from the old ‘Alectroenas’.

Seychelles
 The causation data for the three species extinctions in the Seychelles they 
include is largely accurate, but  in two cases H&W missed the last occurrences, thus 
giving too early a bracketing date on the timing of extinction.  They also entirely omitted 
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an important, well-attested, if not specifically identified extinction.
 H&W missed some important data for the extinct Chestnut-Flanked white-eye 
Zosterops semiflava, and still treated it as a race of, or close to, the Mayotte species 
Z.mayottensis, This long-held view based on plumage similarity has been superceded 
by Warren et al.’s DNA phylogeny (2006) which showed they were unrelated and part 
of two quite different invasions of the western Indian Ocean.  Z.semiflava was part of 
an early wave with Mascarene white-eyes and Z.morouniensis (upland Grande Comore) 
from Asia, while mayottensis derives from a later colonisation from Africa, together 
with the other Seychelles species Z.modesta and birds on Madagascar and lowland 
Comoros. H&W missed collections of the white-eye on Marianne in 1877 and 1892 
(Lantz, Abbott), and Percival Wright’s on Praslin (Oustalet 1878, Skerrett et al. 2001), 
and the contemporary attestation of occurrence also on La Digue and possibly Silhouette.  
The birds thus survived longer than H&W report, and succumbed to rats (absent on 
Marianne in 1867, Newton 1867) and deforestation around 1900, not ‘between 1870 
and 1900’; Gerlach (2007) noted that they were gone by 1908.  ‘Competition with 
introduced birds’, H&W’s third reason for extinction, is unsupported and unlikely.
 The Seychelles Parakeet Psittacula wardi is quoted as having vanished ‘between 
1881 and 1906’ through deforestation and persecution as a crop-pest, but although they 
cite a captive pair in 1883, they missed a specimen shot on Mahé in 1893 (Skerrett et al. 
2001).   The third full species extinction in Seychelles was the Aldabra Warbler Nesillas 
aldabrana last seen in 1983, probably due, as H&W say, to rats, although, as Gerlach 
(2007) pointed out, with such a limited range (a few hectares only) the extinction could 
be due to stochastic effects.
 Perhaps the most enigmatic Seychelles extinction is omitted entirely by H&W, 
namely the ‘poule bleu’ of the early accounts of the granitic islands, discussed by 
Lionnet (1984a).  This large blue waterhen was clearly, like the ‘oiseau bleu’ of Réunion, 
a Porphyrio, but as no specimens were collected and no bones have been found, its 
specific identity remains unclear; the same is true of the Réunion bird that H&W do 
however include, perhaps because it acquired a scientific name (see appendix).  It was 
hunted, but it disappeared too rapidly after the islands were settled (1770) for that to 
have been the main cause, which was probably the introduction of Ship Rats by 1773,  
and cats by 1787 (Cheke 2010) - the bird was last reported in 1775. 
 The early accounts from the granitic Seychelles (e.g. Lionnet 1984b) also refer 
to a ‘poule pintade’, i.e., in contemporary island French usage, a spotted rail, possibly 
a Gallirallus, and a red-plumaged Fody long before Foudia madagascariensis was 
introduced - this may well (Cheke & Rocamora in prep.) have been a second endemic 
Foudia.  Neither were reported again after the islands were settled and colonised by rats 
and cats.
 A most significant local extinction in the Seychelles is Abbott’s Booby 
Papasula abbotti from the island where it was discovered, Assumption; H&W mention 
the extinction but not its date.  The birds were still present in 1908, but a settlement to 
extract guano was founded the same year, rapidly destroying the tree cover and hunting 
out the seabirds, which were gone by 1916, possibly as early as 1909 (Skerrett et al. 
2001). See appendix for the loss of this species in the Mascarenes. 
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 As H&W discuss extinct subspecies, they include the dilution and near-
extinction, through hybridization, of the Seychelles race of the Malagasy Turtle Dove 
Nesoenas picturata rostrata, and the loss of the Amirante race N.p.aldabrana, but only 
in passing the disappearance of the populations on Astove and Assumption through 
hunting and habitat destruction1.  The loss of the Assumption race of the White-throated 
Rail Dryolimnas cuvieri abbotti to rats and habitat loss is likewise covered, but not 
the elimination through habitat loss and over-hunting of populations of  Comoro Blue 
Pigeon Alectroenas sganzini on Astove and Providence, Madagascar Coucal Centropus 
madagascariensis on Assumption and Cosmoledo or the Madagascar Bulbul Hypsipetes 
madagascariensis on Astove (Lionnet 1984a, Skerrett et al. 2001) - all three survive 
on Aldabra, as does its race D.c.aldabranus of the rail.  A natural population of Barn 
Owls Tyto alba on Aldabra vanished mysteriously, last recorded in 1906 (Skerrett et al. 
2001).  Pink-backed Pelicans Pelecanus rufescens on St.Joseph were last reported in 
1905 when the coconut plantations were still young and the workers still enchanted by 
the birds’ antics, as described later by Dupont (1941, Lionnet 1984c), who writing in 
1937, still thought they survived...  Lionnet (1984c) and Skerrett et al. (2001) attributed 
their disappearance to human hunting or persecution.  
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