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FOSSIL VERTEBRATES FROM
THECAYMANSLANDS

By: GaryMorgan,
NewMexico Museum of Natural History

The Caymanislandsare a hot spot for
paleontology Specificallythe Caymans
are known for vertebrate fossils,
including crocodiles, birds, and
mammals, dating to about the last
15,000 years, or the Pleistocene(also
known as the Ice Age) and Holocene
epochsin geologicakerms. Fossilshave
been found in two types of depositsin
the Caymansloose sedimentsin caves
on CaymarBracand GrandCaymarand

The first personto discoververtebrate
fossilsin the Caymanlslandswas Lord
Moyne, who found fossils of a large
rodentin a caveat StakeBayon Cayman
Brac in 1937 The next year, Bernard
Lewisfrom the Institute of Jamaica,a
member of the legendary Oxford
University Biological Expeditionto the
Cayman lIslands, collected additional
fossils of a large rodent in a cave on
CaymanBrac In 1964 ThomasPatton

mangrove peat deposits and & O 2 ¢ from the Florida State Museum (now
the FloridaMuseumof Natural History)
at the University of Florida explored
Cayman Brac in search of fossil
vertebrates

g St dnaGrand Cayman Only a few
fossilshave been recoveredfrom small
caveson Little Cayman

The author (left) and Greg McDonald (right) excavate fossils from a cave on GZachan in 1976.
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He discoveredlarge samplesof fossil
reptiles, birds, and mammalsin two
caves on CaymanBrag since named
t | (i GF&sst@@dPollardBayCave

As a beginninggraduatestudent at the
Universityof Florida(UF)in 1975 | was
recruited by Patton to study the fossil
vertebratesfrom the Caymarnislandsfor
my Masters Thesis Havinggrown up in
a smalltown in Ohio, | wasthrilled with
the opportunity to do field work and
researchon a tropical island group in
the Caribbean My first field trip to the
Caymarislandswasin 1976 with fellow
UF students Greg McDonald and Nina
Thanz which began a 20 vyear
paleontological odyssey that included
four more trips to the Caymansto
collect fossilsin 1979 1980 1986 and
1993

Until the late 1970s, all vertebrate
fossils from the Cayman Islands had
been recoveredfrom caveson Cayman
Bracand Grand Cayman That changed
dramatically with two important
discoverieson Grand CaymanIn 1979
Edward and Robert Materne found a
large number of darkly stained bones
protruding from piles of organic
sediment (peat) excavated from a
mosquito control canalin a mangrove
swamp north of George Town Later
that same year, the Maternes took
those bones to the U. S National
Museum of Natural History, part of the
Smithsonianinstitution in Washington,
DC,where | was working at the time.
Muchto my surprise,almosttheir entire
sampleof fossilsbelongedto crocodiles,
including a nearly complete skull ¢see
below.

Fossil skull of the Cuban crocodil€focodylushombifer) from the Crocodile Canal site, Grand
Cayman. Dorsal (top) view on left, ventral (bottom) view on right.
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= This site has since been named the
CrocodileCanal Alsoin the late 1970Cs,
GrandCaymarresidentsRolinChisholm
and Ira Thompsoncollected a second
large sample of crocodile bones, from
dark organicsedimentsremovedfrom a
cow well on / KA a K prdpéftQ dear
North Side (see below). Cow wells are
small, water-filled depressionsin the
limestone that often contain peat
deposits and  fossils, primarily
crocodiles

Over the next two decades, several
additional samplesof crocodile fossils
were found on GrandCaymanijncluding
a water-filed cave in a banana
plantation at FurtherlandFarmsin 1986
and a cow well on the groundsof the
QueenElizabethl BotanicParkin 1993

)

The Ice Age fossil vertebratesfrom the
Caymanislandsrepresentan interesting
mix of speciesthat still occur in the
islands,including frogs, lizards, snakes,
birds, and bats,togetherwith crocodiles
and numerous species of birds and
mammals no longer found in the
Caymans Some of these speciesare
completely extinct, while others are
locallyextinctin the Caymanislandsbut
still live elsewherein the West Indies,
primarilyin Cubaor Jamaica

Crocodiles are the largest fossil
vertebratesrecoveredfrom the Cayman
Islands Studyof the cranialanatomy of
about a half dozencrocodileskullsfrom
GrandCayman(seephotos)revealsthat
they belongto the rare Cubancrocodile
(Crocodylughombifer), rather than the

The author (left) andRolin Chisholm (right) collect fossils of the Cuban crocodile from a cow well o
GrandCayman in 1986.
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more common and widespread
Americancrocodile(Crocodyluscutus.

Cubancrocodilesare now restricted to

several freshwater swamps in Cuba,
although the fossil record revealsthat

this crocodile was considerably more
widespread in the past, with locally
extinct populationson Grand Cayman,
many islandsin the Bahamas,and the

Dominican Republic The Cuban
crocodileis one of the most terrestrial
of all living crocodilian species,and is
known to prey on large rodents called
hutiasthat are knownasfossilsfrom the

Caymarislandqseebelow).

The past presence of crocodiles on
Grand Cayman was mentioned in
severalhistoricaldocuments,ncludinga
book about Sir Francis5 NJ {vBiQXé
Grand Caymanin 1586 and references
by CaptainWilliam Jacksornn 1642 and
EdwardLongin 1774 The name of the
Cayman Islands was almost certainly
derived from the former abundanceof
crocodileson GrandCayman

The Spanishword caiman (from the
Carib caymar) is the name used for
tropical American crocodiles The
Spanishname for the island group is
Islas Caiman the & / N2 ORI&HsE ¢
The resident population of crocodiles
disappearedirom GrandCaymanin the
1800s, probably resulting from
overhunting

Fossil birds from the CaymanIslands
include four extinct speciesand seven
speciesnow absentfrom the Caymans
but still found on other islandsin the

West Indies Bones of an eaglesized
raptor (Titanohieraxgloverallen) were

found in a smallcavenear EastEndon

GrandCayman

-~

Top right: Fossil skull of the extinct rodent dnutia (Capromy$ from Cayman Bra@n theright is a
photo of the Cubarhutia (Capromysilorides) (Photo by NancyAlbury). Below: Jawsand teeth of
hutiasfrom a cow well on the groundsf the Botanic ParkThese fossils are strongly corroded becaus
they were eaten and digested by a crocodile.
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Thislarge bird is also known from fossil
deposits in Cuba, Hispaniola,and the
Bahamas Titanohieraxwas a gigantic
Antilleanhawkrelatedto the greatblack
hawk (Buteogallusurubitingg) from the
tropics of Centraland South America It
probablyfed on severalspeciesof large
rodentsthat are alsonow extinct in the
Caymans

Another large predatory bird, an extinct
caracara (Caracara creighton), was
identified from a cave on Grand
Cayman,and is also known by fossils
from the BahamasAn extinct speciesof
bullfinch (Melopyrrha latirostris) was
describedfrom a caveon CaymanBrac
Thisextinctbullfinchis muchlargerthan
the similar Cubanbullfinch (Melopyrrha
nigra) that still lives on Grand Cayman
andCuba(seephotos)

Cayman lslands §

Top row, left: fossil beak of an extinct
species of bullfinchMelopyrrha
latirostris) from Cayman Brac;
right: skull of a modern Cuban bullfinch
(Melopyrrhanigra) from Cuba.
Bottom: stamp from the Cayman Islands
with the Cuban bullfinch.

The fourth extinct bird from the
Caymansa large snipe (Capella found
in two caveson CaymanBrac, is also
known from fossil cave depositsin the
BahamasBirdsidentified asfossilsfrom
GrandCaymanor CaymarBracbut now
locally extinct in the Caymansnclude
| dzR dzo 2 ysifearwater  (Puffinus
Iherminier), plain pigeon (Columba
inornata), Key West quail dove
(Geotrygonchrysig, great lizard cuckoo
(Saurothera merlini), burrowing owl
(Athene cunicularig, and Cuban crow
(Corvus nasicu3. This latter group
includes one additional bird that is of
exceptionalinterest,a hummingbird!

Fossilsof a tiny bird from a caveon the

north coast of Grand Caymanare very
similar to bones of the Cubanemerald
(Chlorostilbonricordi), a hummingbird
now found in Cubaand the Bahamas
(seethe front cover) The Caymansare

one of the only island groups in the

West Indies that lack hummingbirdsin

the modern fauna We now know they

inhabited Grand Caymanin the recent
past but went extinct here for some
unknownreason

Thelivingmammalfaunaof the Cayman
Islands consists entirely of bats,

includingeight species Fossild§rom the

Caymanlslandsadd five extinct species
of terrestrial or non-volant mammals
(i.e., not bats),aswell asfive additional
specief batsnow locallyextinctin the

CaymansThereare two new speciesof

the small, shrewlike insectivore
Nesophontes one each from Cayman
Bracand GrandCaymanNesophontess

alsoknown from fossildepositsin Cuba,
Hispaniolaand PuertoRica
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It is an extinct genusdistantlyrelatedto

the larger insectivore Solenodonthat

still livesin Cubaand Hispaniola Fossils
from GrandCaymanCaymanBrac,and

Little Caymanrepresentseveralextinct

speciesof large rodents the size of a

house cat, called hutias or coneys

referred to the genera Capromysand
GeocapromysThe larger of these two

rodents,Capromyshasa longertail and
is primarily arboreal, while the smaller
Geocapromyshas a short tail and is

mostlyterrestrialin its habits

Thesetwo genera belong to a West
Indian rodent family of SouthAmerican
origin, and are distantly related to
guinea pigs There are several living
speciesof Capromysin Cuba(seepage
5), and speciesof Geocapromysre still
found in Jamaicaand the tiny island of
East Plana Cay in the Bahamas A
similarsizedrodent, the agouti (locally
called & NJ © osfilliiliges Bn Grand
Caymanlt wasintroducedfrom Central
Americamore than 100yearsago.

R REELLLGULLLTL
FIAIN

g 33FT /3 ‘

Within the past few years,severalnew

fossil finds have been made in the

Cayman Islands Caymanianresidents
have collected half a dozenfossil skulls
of hutias, includingboth Capromysand

Geocapromysaswell ascrocodileskulls
and Pat Shipmanand Alan Walkerfound

fossilsof Capromysin a cave on Little

Cayman Undoubtedly new discoveries
of fossilvertebratesremainto be made
in the Caymarislands

Suggested reading:

A Morgan, G. S 1994 Late Quaternary fossil
vertebratesfrom the Caymanislands Chapterin:
The Cayman Islands Natural History and
BiogeographyM. A. Bruntand J. E DaviesKluwer
AcademidPublishersPordrecht,Netherlands

A Morgan,G. S andN. A Albury. 2013 The Cuban
crocodile (Crocodylus rhombifer) from Late
Quaternary fossil deposits in the Bahamasand
Caymanislands Bulletin of the FloridaMuseum of
NaturalHistory,v. 52, no. 3, p. 161¢236.

A Morgan,G. S, R Franz,and R I. Crombie 1993
The Cubancrocodile, Crocodylusrhombifer, from
Late Quaternaryfossil depositson Grand Cayman
CaribbeanJournalof Scienceyol. 29, p. 153¢164.

A SteadmanD. W. and G. S Morgan 1985 A new
speciesf bullfinch (Aves Emberizinagfrom a Late
Quaternary cave deposit on CaymanBrac, West
Indies Proceedingsof the Biological Society of
Washingtonyol. 98, p. 544¢553

Four skulls of fossil rodent$h(tias) from a cave on Cayman Brac. The three skulls on the left are
covered by a layer of white calcite flowstone from the cave.

Flicker Bulletin # 29 i FEB / MAR 2017



’ .\

.‘
i
'
}
;
!
!
;
|
|

|

Wildlife Rescue on Cayman Brac

An amazingnew initiative led by DoE
volunteer BonnieScottEdwardsaimsto
formally establish a wildlife rescue
responsegroupon CaymarBrac

Sinceforming in Januarythis year, the
G . Nildife RehabD N2 dmskield its
first monthly meeting with members
BonnieScottEdwardsBarbaraRedman
White, Caroline Dowd, Carys Jane,
Debra Vascik, Donna McMurtry, Doris
Black, Helen LeRoy Lorraine Theoret,
and Marcia Tucker The Dean of the
School of Veterinary Medicine at St
al O0KSuUnyérsity, Dr  Karen
Rosenthal,was fortunately able to join
this veryfirst meeting

Dr  Rosenthal examined the current
patients, namely a Sister Island Rock
Iguana and two CaymanBrac parrots
andwasableto offer adviceandtips to

the members of the group. While Dr.
Rosenthal  prescribed  continued
treatment for the iguana which was
concussedrom being hit by a car, she
thought the parrots were well enough
for asoft releaseprogramme

Since the formation of this wildlife
rescue team, the group has already
nursed and provided care for a Sister
Island Rock Iguana a juvenile Snowy
Egretandtwo CaymarBracparrotd

Thewildlife on CaymarBracis clearlyin
need of a support group like this one.
Prior to this initiative, Ms. Bonnie has,
with supportfrom husbandGene,taken
care of countlessof animalsfrom West
Indian whistling ducks, owls, white-
crowned pigeons,tropic birds, boobies,
frigates, parrots and egrets to curly-
tailed lizards,jguanasandsnakes!

Dr. Rosenthal examines the tagged and beaded Sister Island Rock Iguana after it reportedly ha

been hit by a car and taken in by Bonnie Scé&tiwards.
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Meeting every second Saturdayof the
month, the BracWildlife Rehab Group is
not turning away any animal in need
With donations of medical supplies
from the Faith Hospitaland full support
from the Terrestrial ResourcesUnit at
the DoE(we help coordinateveterinary
assistanceand inter-island transport of
animals, we provide supplies and
technicalassistancewvhere we are able
and we organize meetings with other
GovernmentDepartmentssuch as the
RCIPS)the group can benefit greatly
from everyinterestedindividual

Whetheryouwant to donateequipment
or money, volunteer your time or help
take care of wildlife on the Braccthere
isa spacefor you!

Peasevisitthe 3 NP deckbaokpage

for updates,lists of needed equipment
and heart warming stories and photos
Alternatively you can call the Iguana
Hotlineon:

+1 (345) 9177744

and report injured wildlife or find out
exactlyhow youcanhelp!

Above: Bonnie tubefeeding a juvenile egret with help from the Seabird Project team, and
below: two rescue Brac parrots rehabbed and ready for release!

Flicker Bulletin # 29 1 FEB / MAR 2017


https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=brac%20wildlife%20rehab%20group

