











The Cervantes egg

Figure 4  Thin section (radial) of the egg shell of the Cervantes egg showing the three major layers (exactly the same
in Aepyornis): arrows point to the boundary between the outer layer (top left only), the continuous layer
(middle) and the mammillary layer. The dark vertical line indicated by the arrow is a faint indication of one

of the pore canals (x50) (courtesy of K. Hirsch).

Aepyornis eggs comes from Betty Beach, near
Manypeaks, Narrikup, Western Australia, where in
1980 a float was found that had originated in South
Africa. The float had been released in 1977 as a
part of a study of in-shore current movements.
Thus, there is evidence supporting the transport of
intact fragile material, such as eggs, over long
oceanic distances.

One question raised with regard to long
distance drift is the lack of marine encrustations
that should occur on items such as eggs, if they
had spent several months at sea. To this end, we
observe that glass floats frequently wash up on

Western Australian beaches that have barnacles
on them and are soon sandblasted clean and
polished. This process could have occurred to the
Aepyornis eggs after they had reached shore, thus
removing the trace of marine growth. Evidence
for this is seen on the Scott River egg, which
shows one surface highly polished from wind
driven sand blasting.

Although long distance rafting is certainly a
possibility, another exists, and that is one of short
distance dispersal. During the 19th and 20th
centuries it was not uncommon to find Elephant
Bird eggs aboard ships sailing around the world. It
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Figure 5 Surface structure of Aepyornis eggshell. Note the long slit-like structures into which the pores open. This
type of structure is exactly what is seen in the Cervantes egg (x20).

is possible that one or both of the eggs arrived near
Australia aboard ship and with shipwreck ended
up on Western Australian beaches, travelling only
a short distance. We note that at the location of the
Scott River egg, in the dunes near Augusta, there
have been no records of early shipwrecks

SAMPLE NO.: OZA095

Karl-Heintz Wrywoll, a specialist in Quaternary
sedimentary deposits at the University of Western
Australia, visited the site near Cervantes where
the egg was found. He suggested that the
Cervantes egg could easily have floated in on a
quite recent storm surge as it was lying not far
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Figure 6 Plot of data upon which the date of the Cervantes egg was based.
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Figure 7 Map showing the position of nearest living colonies of King Penguins, Aptenodytes patagonicus, whose eggs

have also travelled by oceanic currents to end up on Western Australian beaches near Augusta (in 1976)
and Bremer Bay (in 1991). Possible rafting route and sites where the two Aepyornis eggs were found are also

indicated.

above the current high tide mark. The Holocene
dunes in which the egg was buried contained no
visible evidence of human activity, such as
shipwreck artifacts or signs of Aboriginal
influence, such as midden remains or tools. So,
perhaps the Cervantes egg was a long distance
marine tourist.

CONCLUSIONS

[t appears that the egg recovered from near
Cervantes by three primary school children in late
1992 is from the extinct Elephant Bird of
Madagascar, Aepyoritis maximus. The egg has been
dated at about 2000 years of age and certainly
could have reached the Western Australian coast

by long distance rafting. It is still possible that it
could have floated ashore from a shipwreck, but it
is most likely an overseas tourist. Both in its form,
macrostructure and microstructure it is more
similar to Aepyornis than to any of the native giant
land birds in the family Dromornithidae.
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