




















































































































Hawaiian Islands instead, which he could just as well
have done, he would have seen the same sort of thing
— evolution made particularly dramatic and manifest
— and we would now hear all about Darwin’s honey-
creepers and Darwin’s fruit flies instead of Darwin’s
finches. But [what is true of the Galapagos Islands] is
equally true of islands all over the world; they are full
of evolutionary oddities. ...

Within recent centuries, and probably throughout all
time, islands have been death traps for species. Within
the past 400 years, 171 species and subspecies of bird
have been recorded as going extinct; of these, 155 were
island forms of birds. That’s about 90 percent, despite
the fact that only about 20 percent of the world’s bird
species and subspecies are endemic to islands. On a
global scale, it means essentially that island birds face
about a 50 times greater likelihood of extinction than
mainland birds.

The most famous of all extinct island species was
from the Mascarenes, a little cluster of three volcanic
islands in the Indian Ocean: Raphus cucullatus, as it is
known to science; the dodo, as it is known to the rest of
us. There are no stuffed dodo specimens in any of the
world’s museums; all we have are a pile of bones that
have been assembled into a couple of complete skele-
tons and some other bone fragments. The dodo is
practically the poster child of extinction. What I mean
by that is that it is the symbol of all the species that
humanity has managed to eradicate because those
species weren’t quite as resilient or as adaptable as they
might have been. . .

By about 1680, the dodo was extinct. But it didn’t
just become extinct; it very quickly became famous for
being extinct. It captured imaginations in the
European world, because it was big, ugly, helpless,
strange — and because it was the first case in which
humans realized that we ourselves had caused the
extinction of a species. A biologist named Carl Jones,
who works on the island of Mauritius, has told me that
he thinks that was a watershed moment in the dawning
of human consciousness about our relationship with
the natural world: we saw that a species was extinct,
gone forever, and we knew we were responsible for that
extinction.

So what is it about the island situation that entails
this special jeopardy of extinction? The basic answer is
simple: islands, because of their limited area, support
only small populations of any given plant or animal
species, and small populations are more likely to be
wiped out. What wipes them out? Various causes. It
might be an exotic predator that has invaded the
island. It might be a volcanic eruption or catastrophic
drought or a huge fire. It might be humans hunting
the species, destroying its habitat. Or, more likely, it
might be a combination of those factors, a combina-
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tion of direct persecutions and unlucky accidents that
pushes a population below its threshold of genetic via-
bility. There are too few left for it to be a healthy, siz-
able gene pool. That leads to inbreeding and inbreed-
ing depression.

The point about all of this is that all populations of
animals and plants naturally fluctuate in size, from time
to time, in response to the good conditions and the bad
conditions that they encounter. In a series of good
years — mild winters, plenty of food — a population
tends to fluctuate upward. Then there might be a series
of bad years — predators and competitors are abun-
dant, disease outbreak, drought — and the population
fluctuates downward. All natural populations fluctuate
in size, from time to time, in response to these factors.
And small populations — meaning, in particular, island
populations — are more likely to fluctuate to zero
when conditions are bad, because zero is not far away.
Rarity itself is the foyer of extinction. And island species
tend to be rare. ...

Islands stand as warnings about the processes that
affect any small, isolated patch of landscape. That is a
crucial truth nowadays, as all the world’s mainland
ecosystems are getting chopped up into small, isolated
patches. We all recognize that humans have spread
across the continents, conquering wilderness, leveling
forests, draining swamps, building roads, slicing the
world into pieces by means of clear-cutting and fence-
building and road-building and all the other things we
do in the name of civilization and development.

Where wild lands do still exist, they have, in most
cases, been left isolated, as relatively small fragments of
the great mainland ecosystems of past ages. What isn’t
so widely recognized is that these fragments — sur-
rounded by our highways and suburbs, our rice paddies
and our villages, our farms and golf courses and malls
and drive-in movies and Starbucks franchises — are
becoming ecological islands in an ocean of human
impacts. This is a crucial truth because, as islands, they
are subject to that island syndrome I have mentioned,
that special jeopardy of losing species to extinction. ...

Island biogeography is the study of what species live
on which islands. But the phrase has a second sense
that is slightly less literal, although just as important. In
this broader sense, island biogeography encompasses
the study of any isolated patch of landscape. A patch of
forest surrounded naturally by grassland is an island as
far as forest-dwelling species are concerned. A patch of
swamp surrounded by airport runways is an island, if
you happen to be a frog. A lake is an island, if you hap-
pen to be a fresh-water fish.

— David Quammen
A review of The Song of the Dodo appears elsewhere in this
issue.

















































































HORATIO CRIE
and the Lobster Double-Gauge Law

One man’s charisma and common sense compelled Mainers
to adopt a radical conservation law in 1934

JAMES M. ACHESON

OST OF THE world’s

major fisheries are

in a state of crisis.

The Maine lobster

industry is very

unusual in that it
has come back from the brink of extinc-
tion to become one of the most highly
productive fisheries in the world. Between
World War I and World War II, lobster
catches had fallen to five to seven million
pounds — so disastrously low that hun-
dreds of lobster fishermen were forced
from the industry. By 1994, catches had
increased 800 percent to 40 million
pounds of lobster, valued at over $100 mil-
lion. Even more remarkable fer experi-
enced observers of fisheries is the fact that
despite heavy fishing pressure, the lobster
catch has remained relatively stable since
1947. Maine lobster is truly the “come-
back kid” of major fisheries.

This remarkable turnaround is due in
no small degree to the efforts of Horatio
Crie, who led the Maine Sea and Shore
Fisheries Commission from 1918 to 1935.
It was Crie who was able to get enough
support in the industry and the
Legislature to pass the “double-gauge law,”
a controversial measure protecting both

juvenile and large breeding size lobsters; it
had been proposed 40 years earlier.
Shortly after this law went into effect in
1934, catches began to improve and the
upward trend has continued to this day.

Decades later, conservation efforts were
enhanced by the passage of other laws, but
the double-gauge law marked the
turnaround for the lobster industry. It
remains the backbone of conservation
efforts to this day. No less important, Crie
had enough support to begin vigorous
enforcement of conservation laws and still
keep his job. In an era when virtually all
major fisheries in the world are in decline,
the significance of Horatio Crie’s accom-
plishments extends far beyond Maine.

Crie was no stranger to the Maine fish-
ing scene. He was born on the island of
Criehaven in 1870, the son of Robert Crie,
who owned the island and a fishing sta-
tion. Horatio began lobstering at the age
of seven. After graduation from Castine
Normal School, he returned to Criehaven
and became postmaster in 1897.
According to his cousin Ernest Crie of
Rockland, sometime before 1912 he
moved to Rockland, where he became
involved in the sardine business and local
politics.
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