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Author's Note

This book grew out of a simple, uncomfortable realization: that most of us will go our entire lives without learning the name of a single person who was the last speaker of their language. We know, in a vague and statistical way, that languages are disappearing. Fewer of us know what that actually looks like from the inside, for the specific human beings living through it.

The people in this book are real. Tevfik Esenç, the last fluent speaker of Ubykh, really did die on an October morning in 1992, decades after linguists began racing to record him. Boa Sr and Licho, the final speakers of two Great Andamanese languages, really did work for years with a linguist named Anvita Abbi, who traveled repeatedly to one of the most remote corners of India to sit with them. Edwin Benson really did carry the entire living memory of the Mandan language alone for the final years of his life, and really did say, in a recorded interview, that it was a lonely thing to be the only one left. Jessie Little Doe Baird really did dream, three nights in a row, of ancestors speaking a language she did not yet know, and really did go on to earn a doctorate in linguistics and raise a daughter who became the first native Wôpanâak speaker in more than a century.

Every statistic in this book is drawn from a verifiable source: the peer reviewed research of scientists including Rodrigo Cámara-Leret and Jordi Bascompte, the published findings of UNESCO's Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger and its International Decade of Indigenous Languages, the federal investigative reports of the United States Department of the Interior, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, and the extensive journalism and academic literature documenting each of the individuals and communities named throughout these pages. Nothing has been invented for narrative effect. Where a detail could not be verified, it has been left out.

It is worth saying plainly what this book is not. It is not a comprehensive survey of every endangered language in the world, a task that would require many volumes and that organizations like UNESCO and the Living Tongues Institute pursue as an ongoing, collective, institutional project rather than the work of any single writer. It is not written from inside any of the communities it describes, and it does not claim an authority those communities alone hold over their own languages and their own histories. It is, more modestly, an attempt to gather a number of real, well documented stories, tell them with the care and narrative attention they deserve, and put them in front of readers who might otherwise never encounter them at all.

If this book leaves you with one thing, I hope it is this: the loss of a language is not an abstraction, and it is not, in every case, final. Somewhere reading this today, there may be a reader who finds themselves, for the first time, thinking about a grandparent's language they never learned. If that is you, it is not too late to ask.


Chapter 1


	The Last Sound a Language Makes

On the morning of October 7, 1992, in the village of Hacı Osman in northwestern Turkey, a man named Tevfik Esenç woke up, as he had most mornings for the previous two decades, to the quiet understanding that he carried something nobody else on Earth carried in the same way. He was seventy-eight years old. He was, by every account that mattered to the linguists who had spent years traveling to sit across a table from him, the last fluent speaker of Ubykh, a language once spoken across the northeastern shore of the Black Sea by a people who called themselves the Ubykhs, before war, exile, and a century of slow attrition scattered them into villages across Turkey where their children grew up speaking Turkish and their grandchildren did not know there had ever been another way to speak at all.

Esenç died that day. With him went the last native command of a language that linguists still describe, decades later, with something close to awe. Ubykh had eighty-four consonants and, depending on which analysis one accepts, as few as two vowels. It distinguished sounds that no other recorded language on Earth distinguished. It built words the way a watchmaker builds a movement, with dozens of moving grammatical parts clicking into a single verb that could express, in one unbroken unit of sound, what English would need an entire sentence to say. Linguists who worked with Esenç in his final years described a man who understood, with total clarity, what he was. He gave interviews. He recorded thousands of sentences. He worked for years with the French linguist Georges Dumézil and later with George Hewitt and other specialists who flew to Turkey specifically to sit with him and capture, syllable by syllable, a structure of human thought that would otherwise have simply stopped existing the moment his heart did.

He used to joke, in the dry way that people who have spent a lifetime being asked the same question develop, that when he died, Ubykh would die with him. He was not speaking in metaphor. He was stating a fact about the world, the way a person might state that a particular star was about to go out, except that no telescope built afterward would ever recover its light. There is footage of Esenç, captured before his death, demonstrating Ubykh consonants for a camera, his mouth shaping sounds that required precise control of the back of the throat and the soft palate in combinations that the human vocal tract rarely attempts. He was, in a very literal sense, performing an extinction in real time for an audience that included people who had devoted their professional lives to writing it down before it was gone.

This book is about people like Tevfik Esenç. It is about what happens in the years, months, and final hours before a language disappears, and about the small number of linguists, family members, and sometimes strangers who arrive, often just in time and occasionally just too late, to record what they can. It is about what is actually lost when a language goes extinct, which turns out to be considerably more than a dictionary's worth of words. And it is, in its later chapters, about the opposite phenomenon: the people who have taken languages that were declared dead, in one case for over a century, and brought them back into the mouths of children who now grow up speaking them as a first language, as naturally as any child anywhere learns to speak.

Here is the scale of what we are discussing. There are, depending on how one counts dialects and disputed classifications, somewhere between six thousand and seven thousand languages spoken or signed on Earth today. The UNESCO World Atlas of Languages, which represents the most ambitious attempt yet made to catalogue every language used by a living community of speakers, counts roughly eight thousand three hundred languages when older, dormant, and newly documented entries are included, of which around seven thousand remain in active use. Linguists broadly agree that something close to half of all currently spoken languages will fall silent within the next several generations if current trends continue. Some estimates, drawn from demographic modeling of small speaker populations and rates of intergenerational transmission, put the number even higher. The consistent finding across nearly every serious study of the subject, regardless of methodology, is the same: a language is disappearing, on average, every few weeks, and the people best positioned to slow that disappearance, professional linguists and the speakers themselves, are working against a clock that very rarely cooperates.

It is worth pausing on what that average actually means, because averages have a way of flattening the texture of individual loss into something abstract and bearable. A language going extinct every two weeks does not mean that, on a regular and predictable schedule, the world quietly loses a structure of grammar the way a city loses streetlights to budget cuts. It means that somewhere, at almost any given moment, there is a person, usually elderly, often the last of their kind in a way that very few human beings have ever had to be, who is the sole living repository of a way of organizing reality that took their ancestors thousands of years to build and that nobody after them will ever speak as a mother tongue again. It means there are children, right now, in villages from Siberia to the Amazon to the highlands of Papua New Guinea, who are growing up without access to a language their grandparents spoke fluently, not because anyone made a deliberate decision to take it from them, but because the slow accumulated weight of economic necessity, national education policy, migration, and the simple magnetic pull of a larger language with more opportunity attached to it did the work instead.

The story of language extinction is, more than anything else, a story about what gets carried inside a language besides words. This is the part that tends to surprise people encountering the subject for the first time, including, frankly, many people who consider themselves reasonably well informed about cultural loss in the modern world. The instinct is to think of a dying language the way one might think of a dying art form, sad but ultimately survivable, a loss of beauty rather than a loss of function. The deeper one looks, the less that framing holds up. Languages are not simply different labels attached to the same shared inventory of human concepts. They are, each one, a distinct cognitive technology, built over centuries by a specific community to solve the specific problems that community faced: how to track which plants in a particular forest were edible and which were lethal, how to navigate open ocean using stars and swell patterns with no instruments at all, how to encode complex kinship obligations into the grammar of a sentence so that social order did not depend on anyone remembering a separate rulebook, how to describe degrees of certainty about a claim using a grammatical marker baked directly into the verb rather than a separate sentence of hedging.

When a language of this kind disappears, it does not merely become harder to translate old documents. It takes with it categories of thought that may have no equivalent anywhere else on Earth, and in many documented cases, takes with it specific, verifiable, scientifically useful knowledge: the names and medicinal applications of plants that have never been studied by Western pharmacology, ecological observations about animal behavior and seasonal change accumulated across dozens of generations of careful watching, navigational and agricultural techniques fitted with extraordinary precision to a particular landscape. A study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in 2021, led by the ecologist Rodrigo Cámara-Leret and the biodiversity scientist Jordi Bascompte, examined more than twelve thousand documented medicinal uses of plants across three of the most linguistically and biologically diverse regions on Earth, the Amazon basin, New Guinea, and North America, and found that the overwhelming majority of that knowledge existed in only a single language. Lose that one language, and the knowledge does not migrate elsewhere. It simply ends. We will return to that study and its implications at length in a later chapter, because it represents one of the clearest pieces of hard scientific evidence that the loss of a language is not a sentimental tragedy but a measurable loss of information with direct, practical consequences for fields as concrete as medicine and conservation biology.

There is a second thing worth saying clearly at the outset, because it shapes the tone of everything that follows in this book. Linguists who work directly with endangered language communities have, in recent decades, grown uneasy with the language of death and extinction itself. The Catalogue of Endangered Languages, maintained by researchers at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, has explicitly moved away from terms like "extinct" and "dying," on the grounds that such language can imply, falsely, that the destruction of a language is somehow natural or inevitable, the linguistic equivalent of an old organism reaching the end of its lifespan, when in the great majority of documented cases the actual cause was nothing so passive. It was colonization. It was forced removal from ancestral land. It was government boarding schools that punished children physically for speaking their first language. It was decades of policy, in dozens of countries, that treated linguistic diversity as an obstacle to national unity rather than a form of accumulated human knowledge worth protecting. To call this process death, as though the language simply grew old and expired, can obscure just how often it was something closer to a long, slow act of severance, sustained across generations, sometimes by deliberate design and sometimes by neglect that amounted to the same result.

This book will use the conventional vocabulary of the field, including terms like endangered, dying, and extinct, because that vocabulary remains the common reference point across the scientific literature this book draws upon, and because clarity for the general reader matters. But it asks the reader to hold, throughout, an awareness that these are not natural deaths. They are the accumulated outcome of human decisions, most of them made by people who were never required to live with the consequences. And it asks the reader to hold a second, related awareness, one that emerges clearly in the later chapters of this book: that language loss, unlike the extinction of a biological species, is not always permanent. Hebrew was not spoken as anyone's native first language for roughly eighteen centuries before it was deliberately, methodically rebuilt into the everyday mother tongue of millions of people in the span of a single lifetime. Cornish, declared extinct by linguists for the better part of two centuries, now has a community of speakers raising children who use it at home. The Wampanoag language of southeastern Massachusetts, silent for over a hundred and fifty years, now has a young woman who grew up as its first native speaker in more than a century, the direct result of one linguist's decades of painstaking archival reconstruction. These are not common outcomes. They require extraordinary, sustained effort, often across multiple generations, and the great majority of languages that fall silent never come back. But they prove something important: that the line between an endangered language and an extinct one is not always as final as the vocabulary suggests, and that the work of the people in this book, the linguists racing against the clock, the elders sitting for hours of recorded interviews in their final years, the communities fighting to keep their children speaking the language of their grandparents, is not simply an act of preservation in the manner of a museum. It is, in the cases that succeed, an act of creation, building a living future for something that the rest of the world had already filed away as a historical footnote.

What follows in this book is organized around real, documented cases. Some of the people named in these pages, like Tevfik Esenç, are no longer living, and their stories are reconstructed from the published work of the linguists who knew them, the recordings they left behind, and the journalism that covered their final years. Others, like Jessie Little Doe Baird, whose work reviving the Wampanoag language is one of the genuine triumphs covered later in this book, are alive today, continuing work that began decades ago and continues into the present. Every statistic in this book is drawn from a verifiable source: the published research of UNESCO's language documentation programs, peer reviewed studies from journals including the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, reporting from established news organizations that covered these communities directly, and the academic record left by the linguists who did the fieldwork. Nothing in the chapters that follow has been invented for narrative effect. The people were real. The languages were real. The losses, and in a smaller number of remarkable cases, the recoveries, were real.

The story of Tevfik Esenç does not end entirely with his death in 1992. Because of the years he spent working with linguists who understood exactly what was at stake, recordings of his voice exist today in archives, preserved in a form precise enough that future researchers, and in principle future generations of Ubykh descendants, can study the language's extraordinary sound system in detail. Ubykh is extinct as a spoken mother tongue. Nobody alive today learned it from a parent in early childhood the way Esenç did. But it is not entirely gone, in the way that thousands of other languages, lost before anyone thought to record a single sentence, are simply gone, leaving behind nothing but a name in a historical document and a silence where a way of speaking used to be. The difference between those two outcomes, between a language that disappears leaving careful documentation behind and a language that disappears leaving nothing at all, is the difference this book is, in the end, about. It is the difference made by people who showed up in time, who sat across a table from someone like Tevfik Esenç with a recorder running, and who understood that they were not simply doing academic fieldwork. They were standing at the edge of something irreversible, doing what little could still be done.

Consider, for a moment, what it would mean to be in Esenç's position. Imagine knowing, with total certainty, that the specific way your mind organizes cause and effect, the particular grammatical machinery your language uses to mark whether you witnessed an event yourself or merely heard about it from someone else, the words your grandmother used for the exact texture of sea ice in late autumn, the songs that only make sense in the rhythm and vowel patterns of your mother tongue, all of it depends entirely on the continued functioning of your own heart and lungs. Most human beings never have to think about





