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Figure 3 A MalagassyAepyomisegg in its native land, Madagascar(photocourtesyof Air Madagascar).

Aepyornis,yet the study of the secondegg, from
Cervantes,confirms its identity as also Aepyornis.

The discoveryof the secondAustralian Aepyornis
egg, from Cervantes,lends support to the drifting
egghypothesis.However,mostconvincingevidence
comesfrom the recoveryof two fresh King Penguin
(Aptenodytespatagonicus)eggson WesternAustralian
beaches,which must have come from one of the
subantarcticislandssuch as the KerguelenIslands,
some2000km awayfrom Australia.

The first of the penguineggswas found about2
miles south of Augusta, close to the site of the
original Scott River Aepyornisegg, on January10th
1974. It was found by three beachfishermenwho
pluckedit at the high watermark, examinedit and
threw it away behind the first sand dunes. On
January12th 1974Geoff Lodgemet with one of the
fishermen, went to the site and after an hour's
search,and found the egg intact in the dune.When
the egg was blown, it was found to contain an
embryo quite advanced,without any odour of
decay.As the egg laying seasonfor thesepenguins
is betweenlate Novemberand mid-April, the egg
mu t havebeen transportedin an advancedstage
of incubation by the West Wind Drift, and was
discoveredalmost immediately after reaching the
West Australian coast. The discovery of this egg
and further detailspertainingto it are describedby
Lodge (1976). The specimenis now held in the
private collection of Mr G. Lodge at Boyup Brook,
WesternAustralia.

A secondegg of Aptenodytespatagonicuswas
found on Trigalow Beach, in Doubtful Bay Island
nearBremerBay on the southerncoastof Western
Australia in March 1991. This egg measures11 cm
long and is now registeredin the ornithological
collection of the Western Australian Museum as
A2490S. This egg is also intact and was covered
with barnaclesand algae, which were easily
removedby the finder without damageto the shell
before it was examinedby museumscientists.The
egg containedaddledcontents.The nearestliving
coloniesfor thesepenguinsare Marion Island, the
Crozets, the Kerguelen Islands and Heard Island
(Figure7). Themostlikely source,given the current
patternsand proximity to Western Australia,
would be the KerguelenIslands.

Yet anotheregg,anOstrichegg(Struthiocamelus),
was retrieved from a dredgein the Timor Sea in
the early 1990s,just south of Timor, northwestof
the Western Australian coastline. The egg was
heavily weighed down with algae, so was not
actually floating at the surface of the water, but
suspendedin mid-water according to its finder,
who brought the egg into the WesternAustralian
Museum.The egg was examinedand identified as
that of an Ostrichand returnedto its finder by Ron
Johnsonof the Ornithology Departmentof the
WesternAustralianMuseum(R. Johnston,personal
communication1996).

And still another convincing piece of evidence
favouring the rapid drifting hypothesisfor the
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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 ggs 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 patagoniclIs. 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 At17yomis 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. 50,
perhaps the Cervantes egg was a long distance
marine tourist.

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 Aepyomis than to any of the native giant
land birds in the family Dromornithidae.

CONCLUSIONS

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