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Abstract:     

       During the last ice age, a spate of mysterious extinctions affected mammals (and, to a lesser extent, birds and reptiles) on a nearly worldwide basis. These extinctions were peculiar in several respects. On mainlands large (megafaunal) species were at particular risk.  On islands, whole vertebrate faunas disappeared or were reduced to a fraction of their former diversity. Some losses were sudden, others were protracted and they were not synchronous. Similar dieoffs occurred in Australia, New Guinea, the Mediterranean and Madagascar. Astoundingly, nearby Africa escaped almost unscathed.

       Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace were principally concerned with species origination, not extinction. Yet they were fully aware that something dire had happened to the world’s fauna in the recent past: Wallace noted that “the sudden dying out of so many large Mammalia, not in one place, but over half the land surface of the globe … has hardly been sufficiently dwelt upon.”

       More than 150 years on, late Quaternary extinctions remain a scientific puzzle. In this presentation I will examine current explanations, grouped under four headings: humans did it (“overkill”),  climate change did it (“overchill”),  infectious disease did it (“overill”),  or a fireball did it (“overgrill”).  Missing evidence still limits historical inferences but new approaches, such as ancient DNA, are helping to reveal what happened to all the hugest, and fiercest, and strangest animals that recently roamed our planet.
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