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– NATURE Pursues Leviathans From the Dinosaur Age Across Three Continents; Daring Crocodile Conservationist Romulus Whitaker Searches for Giant 20-Foot Crocs in Africa, Asia and Australia –
In the early 1980s, renowned reptile expert Rom Whitaker came upon an astonishing find in Papua New Guinea: the skin of a 21-foot crocodile. In that moment, fascinating myths of giant dragon-like beasts crystallized into hard evidence. Driven by that memory — and by his concern that trophy hunting may have killed off the last of such massive crocodiles — Whitaker sets out on an epic journey to find out if any still exist. NATURE “Supersize Crocs,” available in high definition, re-airs Sunday, October 21, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Academy Award-winning actor F. Murray Abraham narrates.

“My worry is, have we selectively shot out the giant gene?” says Whitaker, whose breeding program helped restore India’s dwindling crocodile population in the 1970s. Spotting a 20-foot supersize croc in the wild will mean the last of Earth’s giant reptiles may still roam the planet, and that habitats remain where they are able to grow and breed.  

Crocs are awesome predators, relying on short bursts of startling speed to ambush prey. To measure them in the wild, Whitaker uses a method as clever as it is daring: he lies down on the exact spot of riverbank just vacated by a croc. His assistant snaps a digital photograph, which is superimposed on one of the croc, measuring the beast against Whitaker’s precisely six-foot frame.  

Near India’s northern border with Nepal, Whitaker uses the technique to calculate the size of a Gharial croc at 16 feet, or “two and two-thirds Rom.” The odd-looking Gharial, one of India’s three species and highly endangered, has a set of jaws like a two-by-four, long and narrow and opening to reveal jagged triangles of teeth. Sixteen feet is not quite the supersize croc Whitaker is searching for, but is getting close.

Hundreds of fearsome Nile crocodiles lurk in Ethiopia’s Lake Chamo, where Whitaker stops next, but few haul up on shore where precise measurements are possible. Crocodiles have a remarkable body plan that’s barely changed in 200 million years. It’s thought that the slow metabolism of extremely large crocs allows them to go a year without food, and the unique design of their heart and lungs lets them lie underwater for up to two hours without taking a breath. Still, at Lake Chamo, Whitaker sizes up an 18-footer — huge, but still not one of the true giants he seeks.  

In Australia, Whitaker pauses from his mission in order to swim with a different kind of record-breaker. He scoops up in his arms a four-foot-long adult freshwater croc, a candidate for the world’s smallest. Once released, it gallops away at 10 miles per hour.  

But his last hope for spotting a living supersize croc lies deep in the outback on the Adelaide River, home of potentially giant salt-water crocs. A perfect croc mud print on the shoreline measures 16 feet, but Whitaker sights a much larger beast heading for the water. Was it the 22-footer reported in the area? The tantalizing glimpse means Whitaker’s search will continue, but for now, one of the world’s foremost crocodile experts is convinced that supersize crocs still exist.

Now in its 25th anniversary season, NATURE has won nearly 400 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community, parent groups and environmental organizations, including eight Emmys, two Peabodys and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club. 
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■ To celebrate the series’ 25th anniversary, NATURE online (pbs.org/nature) has launched a redesigned and expanded Web site, including such new features as a weekly video podcast and newsletter, streaming video clips, an RSS feed, user bulletin boards and polls, new teacher lesson plans, photo slideshows and more.


