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About the Book

After years of reflecting on the absurdities of life on other
planets, Douglas Adams teams up with zoologist Mark
Carwardine on an expedition to find out what’s happening to
life on this one.
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Foreword to new edition of Last Chance to See
by Douglas Adams and Mark Carwardine.
Richard Dawkins

My own last chance to see Douglas Adams in action as a
public speaker was at the Digital Biota conference in
Cambridge in September 1998, over ten years ago. Also as
it happens, I dreamed last night of a similar event: a small
conference of like-minded people, Douglas’s kind of people,
denizens of the wild ‘Here be Digerati’ badlands between
zoology and computer technology, one of Douglas’s
favourite habitats. He was there of course, holding court, as
I saw it, although his large and generously jocular modesty
would have mocked the phrase. I had that familiar sense of
knowing that he was dead, but of finding it not the least bit
odd that he should be among us anyway, talking about
science and making us laugh with his uniquely scientific wit.
He was eagerly telling us over lunch about a remarkable
adaptation in a fish, and he informed us that it would need
only twenty-seven mutations to evolve it from a trout. I wish
I could remember what the remarkable adaptation was, for
it was exactly the kind of thing Douglas would have read
about somewhere, and ‘twenty-seven mutations’ is exactly
the kind of detail he would have relished.

From Cambridge to Komodo (from digerati to dragons) is
no big step for a dreamer, so perhaps Douglas’s fish was the
mudskipper that prompted his ancestral reflections at the
end of the Komodo dragon chapter. His use of mudskippers
and their 350-million-year-old forerunners – and ours – to
assuage his nagging guilt at not having spoken up for the
hapless goat, is a literary tour de force. Even the
unfortunate chicken comes back as a metaphor, to reprise



its tragi-comic role as the uneasy starter before the main
course of pathetically bleating goat.

… it is an uncomfortable experience to share a long ride on a small boat
with four live chickens who are eyeing you with a deep and dreadful
suspicion which you are in no position to allay.

Nobody’s written like that since PG Wodehouse. Or like this:
… a benign man with the air of a vicar apologising for something.

Or like this, on a rhinoceros grazing:
It was like watching a JCB excavator quietly getting on with a little
weeding … The animal measured about six feet high at its shoulders, and
sloped down gradually towards its hindquarters and its rear legs, which
were chubby with muscle. The sheer immensity of every part of it
exercised a fearful magnetism on the mind. When the rhino moved a leg,
just slightly, huge muscles moved easily under its heavy skin like
Volkswagens parking … The rhino snapped to attention, turned away
from us, and hurtled off across the plain like a nimble young tank.

That last phrase is pure Wodehouse but Douglas had the
advantage of an additional, scientific dimension to his
humour, PGW could never have achieved this:

… it felt as if we were participating in a problem of three-body physics,
swinging round in the gravitational pull of the rhinos.

Or this, of the Philippines monkey-eating eagle:
… a wildly improbable-looking piece of flying hardware that you would
more readily expect to see coming in to land on an aircraft carrier than
nesting in a tree.

Chapter One’s reverie on ‘Twig Technology’ is original
enough to provoke a scientist to serious thought, as is
Douglas’s meditation on the rhinoceros as an animal whose
world is dominated by smell, instead of vision. Douglas was
not just knowledgeable about science. He didn’t just make
jokes about science. He had the mind of a scientist, he
mined science deeply and brought to the surface … humour,



and a style of wit that was simultaneously literary and
scientific, and uniquely his own.

There is probably no page in this book that doesn’t set me
laughing out loud whenever I re-read it – which I do even
more often than I read his fiction. In addition to the witty
language, there are wonderful passages of sustained set-
piece comedy, as in the epic quest for a condom in
Shanghai (to sheathe an underwater microphone for
listening to Yangtze river dolphins). Or there’s the legless
taxi driver who kept diving under the dashboard to operate
the clutch with his hands. Or there’s the wry comedy of the
bureaucrats of Mobuto’s Zaire, whose corrupt nastiness
exposes in Douglas and Mark a benign innocence that
recalls the kakapo, out of its depth in a harsh and uncaring
world:

The kakapo is a bird out of time. If you look at one in its large, round,
greeny-brown face, it has a look of serenely innocent incomprehension
that makes you want to hug it and tell it that everything will be all right,
though you know that it probably will not be.

It is an extremely fat bird. A good-sized adult will weigh about six or
seven pounds, and its wings are just about good for waggling a bit if it
thinks it’s about to trip over something. Sadly, however, it seems that not
only has the kakapo forgotten how to fly, but it has also forgotten that it
has forgotten how to fly. Apparently, a seriously worried kakapo will
sometimes run up a tree and jump out of it, whereupon it flies like a brick
and lands in a graceless heap on the ground.

The kakapo is one of several island species of animals that,
in the interpretation offered here, are ill equipped to hold
their own against predators and competitors whose gene
pools have been honed in the harsher ecological climate of
the mainland:

So you can imagine what happens when a mainland species gets
introduced to an island. It would be like introducing Al Capone, Genghis
Khan and Rupert Murdoch into the Isle of Wight – the locals wouldn’t
stand a chance.



Of the endangered animals that Douglas Adams and Mark
Carwardine set out to see, one seems to have gone for good
during the intervening two decades. We have now lost our
last chance to see the Yangtze river dolphin. Or hear it,
which is more to the point, for the river dolphin lived in a
world where seeing was pretty much out of the question
anyway: a murky, muddy river in which sonar came
splendidly into its own – until the arrival of massive noise
pollution by boat engines.

The loss of the river dolphin is a tragedy, and some of the
other wonderful characters in this book cannot be far
behind. In his Last Word, Mark Carwardine reflects on why
we should care when species, or whole major groups of
animals and plants go extinct. He deals with the usual
arguments:

Every animal and plant is an integral part of its environment: even
Komodo dragons have a major role to play in maintaining the ecological
stability of their delicate island homes. If they disappear, so could many
other species. And conservation is very much in tune with our own
survival. Animals and plants provide us with life-saving drugs and food,
they pollinate crops and provide important ingredients for many industrial
processes.

Yes, yes, he would say that kind of thing, it’s expected of
him. But the pity is that we need to justify conservation on
such human-centred, utilitarian grounds. To borrow an
analogy I once used in a different context, it’s a bit like
justifying music on the grounds that it’s good exercise for
the violinist’s right arm. Surely the real justification for
saving these magnificent creatures is the one with which
Mark rounds off the book, and which he obviously prefers:

There is one last reason for caring, and I believe that no other is
necessary. It is certainly the reason why so many people have devoted
their lives to protecting the likes of rhinos, parakeets, kakapos and
dolphins. And it is simply this: the world would be a poorer, darker,
lonelier place without them.

Yes!



The world is a poorer, darker, lonelier place without
Douglas Adams. We still have his books, his recorded voice,
memories, funny stories and affectionate anecdotes. I
literally cannot think of another public figure whose memory
arouses such universal affection, among those who knew
him personally and those who didn’t. Douglas was especially
loved by scientists. He understood them and was able to
articulate, far better than they could, what gets their blood
running. I used that very phrase, in a television
documentary called ‘Break the Science Barrier’, when I
interviewed Douglas and asked him ‘What is it about
science that really gets your blood running?’ His impromptu
reply should be framed on the wall of every science
classroom in the land:

The world is a thing of utter inordinate complexity and richness and
strangeness that is absolutely awesome. I mean the idea that such
complexity can arise not only out of such simplicity, but probably
absolutely out of nothing, is the most fabulous extraordinary idea. And
once you get some kind of inkling of how that might have happened – it’s
just wonderful. And … the opportunity to spend seventy or eighty years
of your life in such a universe is time well spent as far as I am
concerned1.

Seventy or eighty? If only.
The pages of this book sparkle with science, scientific wit,

science seen through the rainbow prism of ‘a world-class
imagination.’ There is no cloying sentimentality in Douglas’s
and Mark’s view of the aye-aye, the kakapo, the northern
white rhino, the echo parakeet, the Komodo dragon.
Douglas understood very well how slowly the mills of natural
selection grind. He knew how many megayears it takes to
build a mountain gorilla, a Mauritius pink pigeon or a
Yangtze river dolphin. He saw with his own eyes how quickly
such painstaking edifices of evolutionary artifice can be torn
down and tossed to oblivion. He tried to do something about
it. So should we, if only to honour the memory of this



unrepeatable specimen of Homo sapiens. For once, the
specific name is well deserved.

Richard Dawkins

1 You can listen to the interview at
http://media.richarddawkins.net/video/BTSB/BTSB_pt3_web.mov



TWIG TECHNOLOGY

This isn’t at all what I expected. In 1985, by some sort of
journalistic accident I was sent to Madagascar with Mark
Carwardine to look for an almost extinct form of lemur
called the aye-aye. None of the three of us had met before. I
had never met Mark, Mark had never met me, and no one,
apparently, had seen an aye-aye in years.

This was the idea of the Observer Colour Magazine, to
throw us all in at the deep end. Mark is an extremely
experienced and knowledgeable zoologist, working at that
time for the World Wildlife Fund, and his role, essentially,
was to be the one who knew what he was talking about. My
role, and one for which I was entirely qualified, was to be an
extremely ignorant non-zoologist to whom everything that
happened would come as a complete surprise. All the aye-
aye had to do was do what aye-ayes have been doing for
millions of years – sit in a tree and hide.

The aye-aye is a nocturnal lemur. It is a very strange-
looking creature that seems to have been assembled from
bits of other animals. It looks a little like a large cat with a
bat’s ears, a beaver’s teeth, a tail like a large ostrich
feather, a middle finger like a long dead twig and enormous
eyes that seem to peer past you into a totally different
world which exists just over your left shoulder.

Like virtually everything that lives on Madagascar, it does
not exist anywhere else on earth. Its origins date back to a
period in earth’s history when Madagascar was still part of
mainland Africa (which itself had been part of the gigantic
supercontinent of Gondwanaland), at which time the



ancestors of the Madagascan lemurs were the dominant
primate in all the world. When Madagascar sheered off into
the Indian Ocean it became entirely isolated from all the
evolutionary changes that took place in the rest of the
world. It is a life-raft from a different time. It is now almost
like a tiny, fragile, separate planet.

The major evolutionary change which passed Madagascar
by was the arrival of the monkeys. These were descended
from the same ancestors as the lemurs, but they had bigger
brains, and were aggressive competitors for the same
habitat. Where the lemurs had been content to hang around
in trees having a good time, the monkeys were ambitious,
and interested in all sorts of things, especially twigs, with
which they found they could do all kinds of things that they
couldn’t do by themselves – digging for things, probing
things, hitting things. The monkeys took over the world and
the lemur branch of the primate family died out everywhere
– other than Madagascar, which for millions of years the
monkeys never reached.

Then fifteen hundred years ago, the monkeys finally
arrived, or at least, the monkey’s descendants – us. Thanks
to astounding advances in twig technology we arrived in
canoes, then boats and finally aeroplanes, and once again
started to compete for use of the same habitat, only this
time with fire and machetes and domesticated animals, with
asphalt and concrete. The lemurs are once again fighting for
survival.

My aeroplane full of monkey descendants arrived at
Antananarivo airport. Mark, who had gone out ahead to
make the arrangements for the expedition, met me for the
first time there and explained the set-up.

‘Everything’s gone wrong,’ he said.
He was tall, dark and laconic and had a slight nervous tic.

He explained that he used to be just tall, dark and laconic,
but that the events of the last few days had rather got to



him. At least he tried to explain this. He had also lost his
voice, he croaked, due to a lot of recent shouting.

‘I nearly telexed you not to come,’ he said. ‘The whole
thing’s a nightmare. I’ve been here for five days and I’m still
waiting for something to go right. The Ambassador in
Brussels promised me that the Ministry of Agriculture would
be able to provide us with two Landrovers and a helicopter.
Turns out all they’ve got is a moped and it doesn’t work.

‘The Ambassador in Brussels also assured me that we
could drive right to the north, but the road suddenly turns
out to be impassable because it’s being rebuilt by the
Chinese, only we’re not supposed to know that. And exactly
what is meant by ‘suddenly’ I don’t know because they’ve
apparently been at it for ten years.

‘Anyway, I think I’ve managed to sort something out, but
we have to hurry,’ he added. ‘The plane to the jungle leaves
in two hours and we have to be on it. We’ve just got time to
dump your surplus baggage at the hotel if we’re quick. Er,
some of it is surplus, isn’t it?’ He looked anxiously at the pile
of bags that I was lugging, and then with increasing alarm at
the cases of Nikon camera bodies, lenses and tripods that
our photographer, Alain le Garsmeur, who had been with me
on the plane, was busy loading into the minibus.

‘Oh, that reminds me,’ he said, ‘I’ve just found out that we
probably won’t be allowed to take any film out of the
country.’

I climbed rather numbly into the minibus. After thirteen
hours on the plane from Paris I was tired and disoriented
and had been looking forward to a shower, a shave, a good
night’s sleep and then maybe a gentle morning trying
gradually to find Madagascar on the map over a pot of tea. I
tried to pull myself together and get a grip. I suddenly had
not the faintest idea what I, a writer of humorous science
fiction adventures, was doing here. I sat blinking in the glare
of the tropical sun and wondered what on earth Mark was
expecting of me. He was hurrying around, tipping one



porter, patiently explaining to another porter that he hadn’t
actually carried any of our bags, conducting profound
negotiations with the driver and gradually pulling some sort
of order out of the chaos.

Madagascar, I thought. Aye-aye, I thought. A nearly
extinct lemur. Heading out to the jungle in two hours’ time. I
desperately needed to sound bright and intelligent.

‘Er, do you think we’re actually going to get to see this
animal?’ I asked Mark as he climbed in and slammed the
door. He grinned at me.

‘Well, the Ambassador to Brussels said we hadn’t got a
hope in hell,’ he said, ‘so we may just be in with a chance.
Welcome,’ he added as we started the slow pothole slalom
into town, ‘to Madagascar.’

Antananarivo is pronounced Tananarive, and for much of
this century has been spelt that way as well. When the
French took over Madagascar at the end of the last century
(colonised is probably too kind a word for moving in on a
country that was doing perfectly well for itself but which the
French simply took a fancy to), they were impatient with the
curious Malagasy habit of not bothering to pronounce the
first and last syllables of place names. They decided, in their
rational Gallic way, that if that was how the names were
pronounced then they could damn well be spelt that way
too. It would be rather as if someone had taken over
England and told us that from now on we would be spelling
Leicester ‘Lester’ and liking it. We might be forced to spell it
that way, but we wouldn’t like it, and neither did the
Malagasy. As soon as they managed to divest themselves of
French rule, in 1960, they promptly reinstated all the old
spellings and just kept the cooking and the bureaucracy.

One of the more peculiar things that has happened to me is
that as a result of an idea I had as a penniless hitch-hiker
sleeping in fields and telephone boxes, publishers now send



me round the world on expensive author tours and put me
up in the sort of hotel room where you have to open several
doors before you find the bed. In fact I had just arrived
directly from a US author tour which was exactly like that,
and so my first reaction to finding myself sleeping on
concrete floors in spider-infested huts in the middle of the
jungle was, oddly enough, one of fantastic relief. Weeks of
mind-numbing American Expressness dropped away like
mud in the shower and I was able to lie back and enjoy
being wonderfully, serenely, hideously uncomfortable. I
could tell that Mark didn’t realise this and was at first rather
anxious showing me to my patch of floor – ‘Er, will this be all
right? I was told there would be mattresses … um, can we
fluff up the concrete a little for you?’ and I had to keep on
saying, ‘You don’t understand. This is great, this is
wonderful, I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.’

In fact we were not able to lie back at all. The aye-aye is a
nocturnal animal and does not make daytime appointments.
The few aye-ayes that were known to exist in 1985 were to
be found (or more usually not found) on a tiny, idyllic, rain-
forest island called Nosy Mangabé, just off the north-east
coast of Madagascar to which they had been removed
twenty years earlier. This was their last refuge on earth and
no one was allowed to visit the island without special
government permission, which Mark had managed to
arrange for us. This was where our hut was, and this was
where we spent night after night thrashing through the rain
forest in torrential rain carrying tiny feeble torches (the big
powerful ones we’d brought on the plane stayed with the
‘surplus’ baggage we’d dumped in the Antananarivo Hilton)
until … we found the aye-aye.

That was the extraordinary thing. We actually did find the
creature. We only caught a glimpse of it for a few seconds,
slowly edging its way along a branch a couple of feet above
our heads and looking down at us through the rain with a
sort of serene incomprehension as to what kind of things we



might possibly be, but it was the kind of moment about
which it is hard not to feel completely dizzy.

Why?
Because, I realised later, I was a monkey looking at a

lemur.
By flying from New York and Paris to Antananarivo by 747

jet, up to Diégo-Suarez in an old prop plane, driving to the
port of Maroantsetra in an even older truck, crossing to Nosy
Mangabé in a boat that was so old and dilapidated that it
was almost indistinguishable from driftwood, and finally
walking by night into the ancient rain forest, we were almost
making a time journey back through all the stages of our
experiments in twig technology to the environment from
which we had originally ousted the lemurs. And here was
one of the very last of them, looking at me with, as I say,
serene incomprehension.

The following day Mark and I sat on the steps of the hut in
the morning sunshine making notes and discussing ideas for
the article I would write for the Observer about the
expedition. He had explained to me in detail the history of
the lemurs and I said that I thought there was an irony to it.
Madagascar had been a monkey-free refuge for the lemurs
off the coast of mainland Africa, and now Nosy Mangabé had
to be a monkey-free refuge off the coast of mainland
Madagascar. The refuges were getting smaller and smaller,
and the monkeys were already here on this one, sitting
making notes about it.

‘The difference,’ said Mark, ‘is that the first monkey-free
refuge was set up by chance. The second was actually set
up by the monkeys.’

‘So I suppose it’s fair to say that as our intelligence has
increased it has given us not only greater power, but also an
understanding of the consequences of using that power. It
has given us the ability to control our environment, but also
the ability to control ourselves.’



‘Well, up to a point,’ said Mark, ‘up to a point. There are
twenty-one species of lemur on Madagascar now, of which
the aye-aye is thought to be the rarest, which just means
that it’s the one that’s currently closest to the edge. At one
time there were over forty. Nearly half of them have been
pushed over the edge already. And that’s just the lemurs.
Virtually everything that lives in the Madagascan rain forest
doesn’t live anywhere else at all, and there’s only about ten
per cent of that left. And that’s just Madagascar. Have you
ever been to mainland Africa?’

‘No.’
‘One species after another is on the way out. And they’re

really major animals. There are less than twenty northern
white rhino left, and there’s a desperate battle going on to
save them from the poachers. They’re in Zaïre. And the
mountain gorillas, too – they’re one of man’s closest living
relatives, but we’ve almost killed them off this century. But
it’s happening throughout the rest of the world as well. Do
you know about the kakapo?’

‘The what?’
‘The kakapo. It’s the world’s largest, fattest and least-

able-to-fly parrot. It lives in New Zealand. It’s the strangest
bird I know of and will probably be as famous as the dodo if
it goes extinct.’

‘How many of them are there?’
‘Forty and falling. Do you know about the Yangtze river

dolphin?’
‘No.’
‘The Komodo dragon? The Rodrigues fruitbat?’
‘Wait a minute, wait a minute,’ I said. I went into the hut

and rummaged around in the ants for one of the monkey’s
most prized achievements. It consisted of a lot of twigs
mashed up to a pulp and flattened out into sheets and then
held together with something that had previously held a
cow together. I took my Filofax outside and flipped through



it while the sun streamed through the trees behind me from
which some ruffed lemurs were calling to each other.

‘Well,’ I said, sitting down on the step again, ‘I’ve just got
a couple of novels to write, but, er, what are you doing in
1988?’



HERE BE CHICKENS

The first animal we went to look for, three years later, was
the Komodo dragon lizard. This was an animal, like most of
the animals we were going to see, about which I knew very
little. What little I did know was hard to like.

They are man-eaters. That is not so bad in itself. Lions and
tigers are man-eaters, and though we may be intensely
wary of them and treat them with respectful fear we
nevertheless have an instinctive admiration for them. We
don’t actually like to be eaten by them, but we don’t resent
the very idea. The reason, probably, is that we are
mammals and so are they. There’s a kind of unreconstructed
species prejudice at work: a lion is one of us but a lizard is
not. And neither, for that matter is a fish, which is why we
have such an unholy terror of sharks.

The Komodo lizards are also big. Very big. There’s one on
Komodo at the moment which is over twelve feet long and
stands about a yard high, which you can’t help but feel is
entirely the wrong size for a lizard to be, particularly if it’s a
man-eater and you’re about to go and share an island with
it.

Though they are man-eaters they don’t get to eat man
very often, and more generally their diet consists of goats,
pigs and deer and such like, but they will only kill these
animals if they can’t find something that’s dead already,
because they are, at heart, scavengers. They like their meat
bad and smelly. We don’t like our meat like that and tend to
be leery of things that do. I was definitely leery of these
lizards.



Mark had spent part of the intervening three years planning
and researching the expeditions we were to make, writing
letters, telephoning, but most often telexing to naturalists
working in the field in remote parts of the world, organising
schedules, letters of introduction and maps. He also
arranged all the visas, flights and boats and
accommodation, and then had to arrange them all over
again when it turned out that I hadn’t quite finished the
novels yet.

At last they were done. I left my house in the hands of the
builders, who claimed they only had three more weeks’
work to do, and set off to fulfil my one last commitment – an
author tour of Australia. I’m always very sympathetic when I
hear people complaining that all they ever get on television
or radio chat shows is authors honking on about their latest
book. It does, on the other hand, get us out of the house
and spare our families the trial of hearing us honking on
about our latest book.

Finally that, too, was over and we could start looking for
giant lizards.

We met up in a hotel room in Melbourne and examined
our array of expeditionary equipment. ‘We’ were Mark,
myself and Gaynor Shutte, a radio producer who was going
to be recording our exploits for the BBC. Our equipment was
a vast array of cameras, tape recorders, tents, sleeping
bags, medical supplies, mosquito coils, unidentifiable things
made of canvas and nylon with metal eyelets and plastic
hooks, cagoules, boots, penknives, torches and a cricket
bat.

None of us would admit to having brought the cricket bat.
We couldn’t understand what it was doing there. We phoned
room service to bring us up some beers and also to take the
cricket bat away but they didn’t want it. The guy from room
service said that if we were really going to look for man-
eating lizards maybe the cricket bat would be a handy thing
to have.



‘If you find you’ve got a dragon charging towards you at
thirty miles an hour snapping its teeth you can always drive
it defensively through the covers,’ he said, deposited the
beers and left.

We hid the cricket bat under the bed, opened the beers,
and let Mark explain something of what we were in for.

‘For centuries,’ he said, ‘the Chinese told stories of great
scaly man-eating monsters with fiery breath, but they were
thought to be nothing more than myths and fanciful
imaginings. Old sailors would tell of them, and would write
‘Here be dragons’ on their maps when they saw a land they
didn’t at all like the look of.

‘And then, at the beginning of this century, a pioneering
Dutch aviator was attempting to island hop his way along
the Indonesian archipelago to Australia when he had engine
trouble and had to crash land his plane on the tiny island of
Komodo. He survived the crash but his plane didn’t.

‘He went to search for water. As he was searching he
found a strange wide track on the sandy shore, followed the
track, and suddenly found himself confronted with
something that he, also, didn’t at all like the look of. It
appeared to be a great scaly man-eating monster, fully ten
feet long. What he was looking at was the thing we are
going to look for – the Komodo dragon lizard.’

‘Did he survive?’ I asked, going straight for the point.
‘Yes, he did, though his reputation didn’t. He stayed alive

for three months, and then was rescued. But when he went
home, everyone thought he was mad and nobody believed a
word of it.’

‘So were the Komodo dragons the origin of the Chinese
dragon myths?’

‘Well, nobody really knows, of course. At least, I don’t. But
it certainly seems like a possibility. It’s a large creature with
scales, it’s a man-eater, and though it doesn’t actually
breathe fire, it does have the worst breath of any creature



known to man. But there’s something else you should know
about the island as well.’

‘What?’
‘Have another beer first.’
I did.
‘There are,’ said Mark, ‘more poisonous snakes per square

metre of ground on Komodo than on any equivalent area on
earth.’

There is in Melbourne a man who probably knows more
about poisonous snakes than anyone else on earth. His
name is Dr Struan Sutherland, and he has devoted his entire
life to a study of venom.

‘And I’m bored with talking about it,’ he said when we
went along to see him the next morning, laden with tape
recorders and note books. ‘Can’t stand all these poisonous
creatures, all these snakes and insects and fish and things.
Wretched things, biting everybody. And then people expect
me to tell them what to do about it. I’ll tell them what to do.
Don’t get bitten in the first place. That’s the answer. I’ve
had enough of telling people all the time. Hydroponics, now,
that’s interesting. Talk to you all you like about hydroponics.
Fascinating stuff, growing plants artificially in water, very
interesting technique. We’ll need to know all about it if
we’re going to go to Mars and places. Where did you say
you were going?’

‘Komodo.’
‘Well, don’t get bitten, that’s all I can say. And don’t come

running to me if you do because you won’t get here in time
and anyway I’ve got enough on my plate. Look at this office.
Full of poisonous animals all over the place. See this tank?
It’s full of fire ants. Venomous little creatures, what are we
going to do about them? Anyway, I got some little cakes in
case you were hungry. Would you like some little cakes? I
can’t remember where I put them. There’s some tea but it’s
not very good. Sit down for heaven’s sake.



‘So, you’re going to Komodo. Well, I don’t know why you
want to do that, but I suppose you have your reasons. There
are fifteen different types of snake on Komodo, and half of
them are poisonous. The only potentially deadly ones are
the Russell’s viper, the bamboo viper and the Indian cobra.

‘The Indian cobra is the fifteenth deadliest snake in the
world, and all the other fourteen are here in Australia. That’s
why it’s so hard for me to find time to get on with my
hydroponics, with all these snakes all over the place.

‘And spiders. The most poisonous spider is the Sydney
funnel web. We get about five hundred people a year bitten
by spiders. A lot of them used to die, so we had to develop
an antidote to stop people bothering me with it all the time.
Took us years. Then we developed this snake bite detector
kit. Not that you need a kit to tell you when you’ve been
bitten by a snake, you usually know, but the kit is something
that will detect what type you’ve been bitten by so you can
treat it properly.

‘Would you like to see a kit? I’ve got a couple here in the
venom fridge. Let’s have a look. Ah look, the cakes are in
here too. Quick, have one while they’re still fresh. Fairy
cakes, I baked ’em myself.’

He handed round the snake venom detection kits and his
home-baked fairy cakes and retreated back to his desk,
where he beamed at us cheerfully from behind his curly
beard and bow tie. We admired the kits, which were small,
efficient boxes neatly packed with tiny bottles, a pipette, a
syringe and a complicated set of instructions that I wouldn’t
want to read for the first time in a panic, and then we asked
him how many of the snakes he had been bitten by himself.

‘None of ’em,’ he said. ‘Another area of expertise I’ve
developed is that of getting other people to handle the
dangerous animals. Won’t do it myself. Don’t want to get
bitten, do I? You know what it says in my book jackets?
“Hobbies: gardening – with gloves; fishing – with boots;
travelling – with care.” That’s the answer. What else? Well,


