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have been sparsely represented in the fossil record. 
C. palmarum (cf. minutus) specimens are reported
only from Quaternary deposits in Cueva de Sando-
val, Havana Province. This record is composed of
33 specimens, including several humeri, ulnae, car-
pal-metacarpals, femora, and tibiotarsi (Suárez and
Arredondo 1997). C. nasicus has been previously
reported from two localities from only two speci-
mens. One is an undescribed element from the
Breas de San Felipe, a tar pit deposit located in
northern Matanzas Province, radiometrically dated
between the late Pleistocene and early Holocene
(15,450–4,950 cal BP; Iturralde-Vinent et al. 2000,
Steadman et al. 2005), and the other is an incom-
plete femur from the middle Holocene (7,044–6,504
cal BP) cave deposit of Cuevas Blancas, in Havana
Province (Jiménez-Vázquez 2001).

Here I report two additional fossil specimens of 
the Cuban Crow from a late Quaternary cave depos-
it in northwestern Matanzas province of western 
Cuba.  

Crows are the only representatives of the family 
Corvidae in the West Indies. Of the five presently 
recognized taxa, two distinct and sympatric forms 
inhabit the Cuban archipelago (Johnston 1961, Gar-
rido and Kirkconnell 2000): the Lesser Cuban Palm-
Crow Corvus minutus Gundlach, 1852 (Gundlach 
1876), which is a probable subspecies of the Palm 
Crow C. palmarum Württemberg, 1835 (Garrido 
1985, Sibley and Monroe 1990, Garrido and Kirk-
connell 2000), and the more common Cuban Crow 
C. nasicus Temmick, 1826 (Garrido et al. 1997,
Garrido and Kirkconnell 2000).

Fossil evidence indicates that crows in general, 
and C. nasicus in particular, had a wider distribution 
in Cuba during the Quaternary. Conversely, histori-
cal accounts suggest a sharp decline and fragmenta-
tion of population density during the 19th century 
(Fig. 1; Lembeye 1850, Gundlach 1876, Barbour 
1923, Johnston 1961, Berovides 1983).  

Despite recent advances in the understanding of 
Cuba’s Quaternary fossil avifauna, crow fossils are 
rare (Suárez 2009). The two Cuban crow species 
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test pit measuring 1 m long by 0.5 m wide and 0.5 
m deep, and dry screened with a fine mesh (1.6 
mm).  

The ulna is highly mineralized and partly incrust-
ed with red sediment. The reddish-brown sternum is 
not mineralized. Although there are undulated frac-
tures on the keel of the sternum, the specimens do 
not show evidence of burial modification such as 
bone exfoliation and splitting due to weathering, or 
fractures due to trampling, therefore suggesting 
quick burial. Sternum measurements are as follows: 
manubrium width 3.0 mm, coastal margin length 
7.7 mm, width at coastal margin 16.03 mm, and 
manubrium to carinal length 5.85 mm. The coastal 
margin contains three spaces of stern-coastal articu-
lations. Ulnar measurements were recorded with a 
digital caliper and are in Table 1. 

These fossil specimens were found in direct asso-
ciation with the following extinct taxa: the sloth 
Parocnus brownii, giant barn owl Tyto noeli, extinct 
jutías Geocapromys columbianus, Mesocapromys 
nanus, M. kraglievichi, Boromys torrei, two lipo-
typhlan shrews Nesophontes major and N. micrus, 

SYSTEMATICS 
Class Aves 
Family Corvidae 
Corvus cf. nasicus Temminck, 1826 

These C. nasicus fossil specimens were taxonom-
ically classified by size and morphology. They dif-
fer from C. minutus and other Antillean crows in 
being intermediate between C. jamaicensis and C. 
leucognaphalus, but larger than C. palmarum (Fig. 
2, Table 1). The specimens are now deposited at the 
National Natural History Museum in Havana 
(MNHNCu). 
 

REFERRED MATERIAL 
A proximal ulna (P353) missing the distal articu-

lation and an incomplete sternum (P345) of C. cf. 
nasicus were collected from La Centella Cave, lo-
cated on a littoral karstic area 1.4 km southeast of 
the Canimar River, Matanzas city, Matanzas Prov-
ince, Cuba (23º01ʹ18ʺ N, 81º28ʹ32ʺ W; Fig. 1, local-
ity with heavy black arrow). The cave’s entrance is 
a large, open sinkhole nearly 50 m above present 
sea level. The fossils were excavated from a large 
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Fig. 1. Map showing locations of Antillean Corvus fossils and present Corvus distribution. Numbers repre-
sent extinct populations: (1) Corvus nasicus from Cuba, Bahamas, Gran Cayman, and probably Puerto Rico 
(= C. pumilis); (2) fossil C. palmarum from Bahamas; and (3) extinct C. leucognaphalus from Puerto Rico 
and St. Croix. Shading indicates present distribution ranges. Jamaica: extant populations of C. jamaicensis. 
Hispaniola: lighter shade represents C. palmarum and darker shade C. leucognaphalus. Turks and Caicos: C. 
nasicus. Cuba: lighter shade represents C. nasicus and darker shade C. minutus. The heavy black arrow indi-
cates the locality of La Centella Cave in Cuba. Map adapted and modified from Olson and Hilgartner (1982), 
Garrido and Kirkconnell (2000), and Raffaele et al. (2003).   
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C. jamaicensis) and robust species (e.g., C. leucog-
naphalus or C. corax), sharing more discrete char-
acteristics with C. nasicus than any other species. 
The ulna has a long, thick, and slightly curved olec-
ranon process, with a small grove in its distal end. 
The lateral or external cotyla (i.e., articulating facet) 
is round and expanded laterally, away from the 
olecranon fossa. The internal cotyla is positioned 

and the tortoise Geochelone cubensis.  
 

DESCRIPTIONS AND COMPARISONS 
Size was the most discriminative characteristic in 

discerning between Cuban crow ulnae. Antillean 
crows, at least in ulnar morphology are not striking-
ly different (Fig. 2). Morphologically, the ulna 
(P353) is intermediate between gracile species (e.g., 

Fig. 2. Corvus nasicus elements described in text. (A) distal ulna P353 in superior, inferior, and proximal 
views; (B) incomplete sternum P345 in dorsal, ventral, and lateral views; and (C) modern Antillean crow 
ulnae anterior view of proximal articulation: C. j. = Corvus jamaicensis (UF11485), C. p. = C. palmarum 
(UF32218 and UF32218), C. n. = C. nasicus (Orlando Garrido Collection IZ-8-P114), * = P353 C. cf. nasi-
cus, and C. l. = C. leucognaphalus (UF32220). 

ORIHUELA — CUBAN CROW FOSSILS FROM MATANZAS, CUBA 



Journal of Caribbean Ornithology 26, 2013 15 

The incomplete state of the two fossils described 
here and the availability of Cuban Corvus skeletons 
for comparison limited my study of their skeletal 
morphology. Even though the size of the P353 ulna 
is intermediate between the studied specimens of C. 
palmarum and C. nasicus, it is not enough evidence 
to consider P353 as a temporal subspecies or spe-
cies. Further comparisons with Cuban fossil Corvus 
specimens were not possible because ulnae and ster-
nums were not available, except for the report of C. 
palmarum cf. minutus reported in Suárez and Arre-
dondo (1997) and those used herein.  

 
REMARKS 

The presence of the giant barn owl Tyto noeli in 
the deposit suggests a shrub-like or savanna envi-
ronment during the time of deposition (Iturralde-
Vinent et al. 2000), while the presence of the bat 
Phyllops falcatus, the West Indian Woodpecker 
Melanerpes superciliaris, and the Great Lizard 
Cuckoo Saurothera merlini suggest the presence of 
nearby forests. Other studies also indicate that this 
cave’s area was originally forested (Anonymous 
1989).  

Corvus nasicus fossils are not unexpected from 
northern Matanzas. One of the two previous fossil 

superiorly to the lateral cotyla. The intermuscular 
line is high and visible. Six feather papillae are well 
defined on the shaft. The humero-ulnar depression 
(viewed in a proximal-dorsal aspect) is moderately 
shallow compared to that in larger species such as 
C. leucognaphalus or C. corax. The biceps fossa for 
the insertion biceps muscle is shallow. The brachial-
is antiquus muscle fossa is deep and without a medi-
al protuberance. The internal cotyla border proximal 
to the olecranon process is less pronounced in C. 
palmarum than in C. nasicus. The proximal ring of 
the olecranon fossa is more pronounced in C. nasi-
cus than in C. palmarum (Fig. 2C). The sternum 
(P345) is missing the keel, posterior left processes, 
and the right lateral costal margin. It is not robust 
and has a large and thin manubrium with prominent 
anterior-lateral processes. The xiphial area is round-
ed and wide, and the coracoid groove is deep. The 
sternal notches are not visible. This sternum most 
closely resembles C. nasicus than C. palmarum in 
having an elongated and slim manubrium, in com-
parison to the short and robust manubrium of C. 
jamaicensis and C. leucognaphalus. Morphological-
ly these two fossil specimens closely resemble C. 
nasicus and are classified as C. cf. nasicus until 
better evidence is available.  

Table 1. Ulnar measurements (mm) in Antillean species of Corvus (mean ± standard deviation [n], range). 
Six C. nasicus specimens from the United States National Museum of Natural History (USNM) are included 
in measurements of the total length of the ulna (454172, 5554292-5554296M).  
 

Ulnar  
Measurements  P353  C. jamaicensis  C. palmarum C. nasicus C. leucognaphalus 

Total length  
 
Exterior cotyla length  
 
Exterior cotyla width  
 
Interior cotyla length  
 
Interior cotyla width  
 
Width of shaft  
 
Olecranon process to 
   1st papillae  
Olecranon length  
 
Proximal width  

– 
 

4.35  
 

3.96  
 

5.38  
 

5.11  
 

3.98  
 

21.79  
 

3.34  
 

9.39  

– 
 

4.53  
 

3.24  
 

5.56  
 

5.19  
 

4.08–4.16  
 

19.18  
 

2.81  
 

8.84  

64.4 ± 0.96 (4)  
63.54–65.37 

4.00 ± 0.06 (4) 
3.92–4.07 

3.55 ± 0.28 (4) 
3.24–3.92 

5.34 ± 0.48 (4) 
4.63–5.67 

5.13 ± 0.51 (4) 
4.41–5.60 

3.70 ± 0.16 (4) 
3.57–3.88 

19.8 ± 0.35 (4) 
19.48–20.20 

3.13 ± 0.36 (4) 
2.78–3.49 

8.64 ± 0.23 (4) 
8.44–8.91 

70.52 ± 2.45 (8) 
66.7–73.3 

4.92 ± 0.03 (2) 
4.90–4.95 

3.10 ± 0.14 (2) 
3.0–3.2 

5.05 ± 0.12 (2) 
4.90–5.2 

5.75 ± 0.35 (2) 
5.50–6.0 

3.90 ± 0.14 (2) 
3.80–4.0 

20.79 ± 0.42 (2) 
20.5–21.09 

3.29 ± 0.57 (2) 
2.90–3.70 

9.25 ± 0.35 (2) 
9.0–9.50 

80.09 ± 0.71 (4) 
79.12–80.70 

5.14 ± 0.16 (4) 
5.03–5.38 

4.20 ± 0.14 (4) 
4.12–4.43 

6.44 ± 0.27 (4) 
6.20–6.83 

6.33 ± 0.35 (4) 
5.92–6.72 

4.76 ± 0.19 (4) 
4.61–5.03 

23.43 ± 0.32 (4) 
23.14–23.74 

3.10 ± 0.18 (4) 
2.92–3.30 

10.44 ± 0.11 (4) 
10.30–10.55 
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records comes from Las Breas de San Felipe asphalt 
seeps near the city of Martí, northeastern Matanzas 
province. Additionally, the naturalists Johannes 
Gundlach and Thomas Barbour recorded the rare 
presence of crows in northern Matanzas during the 
late 19th century (Lembeye 1850, Gundlach 1876, 
Barbour 1923). Presently in Matanzas, C. nasicus 
occurs only in the Zapata Swamp, on the southern-
most peninsula, where is currently uncommon (Fig. 
1; Kirwan and Kirkconnell 2002). 

The C. cf. nasicus fossil specimens reported here 
provide evidence of the species’s occurrence be-
yond its current range, and supports a wider distri-
bution within the island during the late Quaternary 
that may have lasted until the late 19th century. 
Even though most Corvus records occur around the 
same area, it adds another potential record in the 
region that can be helpful for future studies.  
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