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THE GIANT MALTESE CRANE
E. MARJORIE NORTHCOTE

The giant Maltese Crane Grus melitensis Lydekker, 1890 was about the size of the Sarus
Crane G. antigone (L.), the largest Lliving crane species (that weighs c. 7-8kg, Johnsgard
19€3). It was sympatric with the Common Crane G. grus (L.) (Northcofe 1982a)(that welighs
c. 6kag, Cramp & Simmons 1980) and evidently widespread on Malta; remains of bofh cranes
have been found in Pleistocene deposits at Zebbug, Tal-Gnien and Mnajdra.

Bones often occurred in river terrace, cave or fissure infillings (Adams 1870} but no
precise dates are available for either sediments or fauna (Bosence, Pedley & Rose 1981,
Zammit-Maempel 1981, Northcote 1982b). The crane bones were associated with giant Maltese
Swans Cygnus falconeri Parker, 1865 and with Elephas melitensis Falconer, 1862 and/or E.
falconeri Busk, 1867 (Northcote 1981-83). The elephants flourished on Siculo/Matta during
a period equivalent to the lpswichian (Eemian) Inferglacial Stace (Sondaar & Boekschoten
1967 : 567, Sondsar 1971), Gasgoyne, Shwarcz & Ford (1983) define this period by the in-
terval 114-135 years ago. This, then, may also be tfaken as the date of the cranes.

The following is an account of fthe Maliese Crane. lerminology follows Baumel (1979}

Cranium

A cranium fragmen* from Mnejdra (UMZC 252) comprising the caudal part of the fronte-
parietal and most of the occipital plare resembles the corresponding area of the Sarus
Crane in size and neneral morphology (Northcote 1982c).

Forelimb bones (7)

! have restudied the fwo bones tha? have been cifed as appertaining to the forelimb
(Northcote 1984). The dorsal half of a right coracoid BM(NH) 49365 was excavated a* Zeb-
bu¢ (Fig.1). Lydekker (1890,1891) descriped the 'head' (A, the dorsal tip) of this fossil
as 'smaeller and relatively narrower' compared to fthe Sarus Crane. Herrison & Cowles
(1977) considered the 'head' too eroced for such comment and it is, indeed, tfoo damaged
for accurate measurement. Not only the dorsat *ip, but the whole of the coracoid fraament
is much smaller than in the Sarus Crane; its size and proportions closely reéembLe the
Common Crane that is c. Zkg lighter, Bone dismeter is proportional *o weicth'B”:
{(Northcote 1982b); & 'relatively narrower nead' is, therefore, 1o be expectec. Lvdekker
(1890) made no comment concerning the rest of the bone. He namec the coracoid as a fype
specimen of an extinct species he named the Maltese Crane G. melitensis (Lydekker 1890,
18G1).

Fig.l. Dorsal part of right coracold. Above - ventral view; below - lateral view.

Ventral view - left : Maltese Pleistocene British Museum {Natural History) BM(NH) 49365
(X1); right : Same specimen to show matrix (hatched) and erosion (stippled) (X2); and
centre : Common Crane recent University Museum of Zoology, Cambridge UMZC 3445 (X1).

{ateral view - left : BM(NH) 49385 (X1); and right : UMZC 3445 (X1). For labelling see
text.
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Harrison (1979) noted the size correspondence between the fossil coracoid and the
Common Crane but he considered their morpholoqy differed. First (p.14) he maintained that
the processus procoracoideus (B) is 'proportionately longer and more curved' on the fos-
sil than on fthe Common Crane. However, the processus on the fossil has a lenath (10.3mm)
within the range (8.8-~10.9mm, n=6) for Neolithic (UMZC and SMC) and recent Common Cranes.
It appears 'more curved' because the lateral edge is eroded and the tip is cracked and
buckled. In addition, the whole processus seems to have become detached at some time,
then replaced in an unnatural position with adherent matrix at its base and this has al-
tered its appearance. Secondly, Harrison (1979,p.15) stated that *he area beiween the
facies articularis humeralis (C) and the lateral edae of the processus acrocoracoideus
(D) is narrower and deeper on the fossil coracoid *than on the Common Crane. However, mat-
rix adheres to the ercded lateral edges of both the facies and the processus on the fos-—
sil and this resulis in an apparent narrowing and deepening of this area. lhirdly, Harri-
son (1979,p.14) considered the surface of the sulcus m. supracoracoidei (E), particuiartly
at the ilevel of the medial part of the facies articularis clavicularis (F), fo be dorso-
ventrally narrower on the fossil coracoid than cn the Common Crane, However, this area
appears narrower on the fossil as a result of erosion of the ventrat and medial corner of
the sulcus and the adjoining part of the facies articularis clavicularis. Harrison &
Cowles (1977,p.27) considered the fossil coracoid too 'slender' to belong to the Common
Crane. However, only in ventral view does it appear to be more 'slender' and this results
from erosion and chipping of the medial edae of the shaft at the base of the processus
procoracoideus.,

In summary, features that have been used for assianing coracoid BM(NH) 49365 to the
Maltese Crane are the result of erosion, fossilisation and sxcavation. The size, propor-
tions and morphotony of this coracoid justify reassignina it fo the Common Crane.

Among maferial from Tal-0nien was part of the distal extremity of a right crane hu-
merus BM(NH) A5162 (Harrison 1979). It is much smaller than the corresponding part of a
Sarus Crane; i1s size and morphology closely resemble fhe Common Crane (Fig.2). tn par-
ticular, both have the epicondylus ventralis (A) rounded ventrally and confluent with the
condylus ventralis (B). In both, also, the condylus lies at riaht angles to the shaft of
the bone and 1ts bulbous dorsal part is symetrically shaped. Also, the angle between the
condylus and the fuberculum supracondylare (C} is similar in form on the fossil and on
the Common Crane. lhe proximal part of the tuberculum of fhe fossil is missing; its ven—
tral surface compares well with the Common Crane.

Fig.2. Distal extremity of right humerus, cranial view. Left - Sarus Crane UMZC 344M;
centre - Maltese Pleistocene BM{NH} A5162; right - Common Crane recent UMZC 34#4S.

Harrison (1979,p.14) also observed this fossil humerus A5162 to be 'of similar size
and character fo that of fthe Common Crane', but he assianed the bone to the much larger
Maltese Crane. However, its size, proportions and morphology justify reassigning this
humerus to the Common Crane.

Hindlimb bones

Using material from Mnajdra UMZC 252a, | prepared three proximal femur fragments that
thouah similar to the Sarug Crane in size and proportions, differ from it in the form of
the head and frochanter (Northcote 1982c). In the Sarus Crane there is, caudally, a well-
marked ridge that lies below the facies articularis antitrochanterica (Fig.3A) and is
continuous with the Lip on the facies articularis acetabularis (B) whereas in the Maltese
Crane this ridge is absent. In addition, in the latter species, the angle between fhe
facies articularis antitrochanterica and the head is smaller so that the head appears to
be directed more proximally.

Numerous distal tibiotarsus fragments have been attributed to the Maltese Crane (Ly-
dekker 1890, 1891, Mourer-Chauviré, Adrover & Pons 1975, Harrison & Cowles 1977, North-
cote 1982c¢). Although Lydekker (1890, 1891) and Harrison & Cowles (1977) considered the
distoproximal width of the supratendinal bridge to be narrower in the Maltese than in the
Sarus Cranes, the range in bridage width of the fossils overlaps that in Sarus Cranes
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Figs.3-5. Left : Sarus Crane UMZC 344M; right : Maltese Pleistocene UMZIC 252a.
Fig.3. Proximal extremity of left femur, caudal view.

Fig.4. Distal extremity of right tibiotarsus, medial view.

Fig.5. Proximal extremity of left tarsometatarsus, proximal view.

Fig.s

(Mourer-Chauviré, et al.1975, Northcote 1982¢c). |t cannot, therefore, be used for diag-
nostic purposes. lhe general size and proportions of the tibiotarsi correspond to the
Sarus Crane but their epicondyles differ (Fig.4). In the Sarus Crane the epicondytes are
large and form a distoproximal ridge; the epicondylus medialis (A) is especially larae.
In the Maltese Crane, on the other hand, the epicondyles are small; the epicondylus late-
ralis is hardly distinauishable.

Proximal tarsometatarsus fragments were found at lal-OGnien (Harrison & Cowles 1977)
and Mnajdra (Northcote 1982c). They are of the same qeneral size as the Sarus Crane but
the eminentia intercondylaris (Fig.5A) is more attenuated (Northcote 1982c, Table 1,
Plate 6d). Distal extremity fragments were recorded from Zebbug (Lydekker 1890,1891) and
Mnajdra (Northcote 1982c), (Fig.6). Lydekker (1890, 1891) considered the proportions and
relationships of the trochleae to be the same as in the Sarus Crane. However, in the lat-
ter species the trochleae are close together and rouahly paratlel to one another, whereas
in the Maltese Crane the intertrochlear notfches are relatively wide (the incisura infer-
trochlearis medialis (A) measuresc. Smmef. ¢. 4mm in Sarus Crane) and the frochleae for
digits Il and IV are curved away from that for digit 11l (Nerthcote 1982¢c). Lydekker
(1890) considered the tarsometatarsus of Maltfese Cranes to be larger overall than that of
Sarus Cranes, but the greater distal width (32mmcf. 26mm in Sarus Cranes) results from
the characterisiic splaying of the trochleae.

| \ | /—//\‘\ . .
| ‘, ///’ s '\ Fig.6. Distal extremity of left tarsometatarsus, cranial
Y/ N / ‘j A view. Left : Sarus Crane UMZC 344M; and right : Maltese
<://L' {% Pleistocene BM(NH) 49358. All X1.
A Y
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Discussion

Numerous hindlimb bones of the Maltese Crane have been found but Harrison & Cowles
(1977) and Harrison (1979) knew of no forelimb bones large enough to support such a large
crane in the air, nor hindlimb bones of a smaller crane that came from the Maltese Pleis~
tocene. They therefore reasoned that the relatively small size of the two bones that they
reaarded as appertaining to the forelimb of the Maitese Crane indicates that it had re-
duced wings; Harrison & Cowles (1977, p.27) suggested that the bird had reduced power of
flight. Doubt is cast upon this reasoning now that fthese bones have been reassigned to
the Common Crane. This doubt is reinforcaed by the presence in the Maltese Pleistocene de-

posits of Common Crane remains (Northcote 1984), especially as these include hirdlimb
bones. It is more reasonable to assign the relatively small forelimb bones to the small
and contemporaneous crane they resemble than to assian them to a much larger crane and
postulate reduced flight ability to explain the resultant size disparity.

It is possible *o correlate particular legbone characters with particular habits
(Northcote 1981, 1982b). in comparison with the Sarus Crane, the smaller angle between
the articulatory facet and the head of the femur in the Maltese Crane may have maintained
the legs closer to the midline. The tibiotarsus epicondyles serve for the attachment of
ankle ligaments. Their retatively small size in the Maltese Crane may indicate a less
rigid ankle joint. lThe more attenuated eminentia infercondylaris of the tarsometatarsus
is consistent with more efficient fore-and-aft movement of the foot and the aqreater
spread of the trochleae may have provided a more stable base for the foot. ALl of these
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features indicete that the Maltese Crane may have walked more elegantly than the Sarus
Crare. ‘

I wish To thank M.J. Ashby, G.S5. Cowles, K.A, Joysey, C.A. Watker and G. Zammif—
Maempel for their help in various ways.
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