Acta zool.cracov., 37(1): 347-358, Krakéw, 15 Dec. 1994

Fossil and subfossil bird remains from five Austrian caves
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Abstract. A total of 84 bird taxa were identified. They come from Zwerglloch (68 taxa),
Bérenhohle (10), Hohlensteinhéhle (4), Knochenéhle (5), and Grosse Offenbergerhéhle
(25). They all represent recent bird species, and most of them belong to the today breeding
fauna of Austria. 27 taxa were found in the Austrian Pleistocene/Holocene cave deposits
for the first time.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In 1986 Dr Kurt BAUER of the Museum of Natural History in Vienna gave us bird bone
remains collected in five Austrian caves for identification. They come from:

1. Zwerglloch near Rosenburg (Cat.No. 6845/30) in Lower Austria (Niederosterreich),

2. Biarenhohle near Winden (Cat.No. 2911/1) in the surroundings of Lake Neusiedl in
Burgenland,

3. Hohlensteinhohle near Mariazell (Cat.No. 1831/1),

4. Knochenhohle near Kapellen (Cat.No. 2861/51), 5. Grosse Offenbergerhdhle near
St. Lorenzen (Cat.No. 1733/1)

The last three caves lie in NE Styria (Steiermark) in the Styrian-Lower Austrian
Limestone Alps (Steirisch-niederosterreichische Kalkalpen). The situation of all localities
is shown on a sketch map (Fig. 1). The smallest number of remains come from Bérenhéhle
(18 pieces only), whereas the richest is the fauna from Zwerglloch, containing 482
remains, which belong at least to 68 various taxa.

According to Dr BAUER (in litt.), the material from Zwerglloch was obtained during a
careful excavation undertaken by J. BAYER in 1930, but the whole sediment proved to be
intricately mixed by the burrowing of generations of badgers Meles meles. Bird bones
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Fig. 1. Distribution of the caves discussed. Ba — Barenhohle, Ho — Hohlensteinh6hle, Kn — Knochenhéhle,
Of — Offenbergerhohle, Zw — Zwerglloch. The numbers indicate the altitude of the caves above sea level
(in m).

(together with small mammal reemains) from Bérenhohle were collected from sediment
excavated and discarded during the obviously quite careless investigation of the
megafauna of this cave in 1930-40. The fauna of Grosse Offenbergerhéhle was collected
by washing and sieving a small remnant block of the original sediment removed from the
cave during the 2nd World War, when the cave housed technical installations. Finally, the
bird bones from Hohlensteinhchle and Knochenhohle were salvaged from superficial
sediments during the exploration of new-found caves. For those reasons, for none of the
caves stratigraphic data are available and the Holocene and Upper Pleistocene materials
were mixed together. That is why the minimum number of individuals (MNI) was
calculated forall remains of each species; the same was also done in the case of the material
from Zwerglloch in spite of the fact that the numbers of samples were given (without their
stratigraphic interpretation). In consequence, the scientific value of the material is limited
to some zoogeographical and faunistic problems and it cannot be used to study in detail
the developmentof the Austrian bird fauna. Nevertheless, a large number of taxa identified
calls for short note on them.
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II. RESULTS

The results of identification are given in Table I. It contains the numbers of remains
found in each cave and the minimum numbers of individuals calculated on the basis of
the most numerously occurring bones, a comparison of the measurements in the case of
symmetric bones and the degree of ossification (full/not full), if perceptible. The minimum
number of individuals is omitted only in the case of remains not identificd precisely if they
may belong to some other individuals listed in the table.

Atleast 84 various bird taxa were identified, mostof them to species level. Two species,
the Domestic Hen and Turkey are typical domesticated birds in Europe (the former most
probably starting fromthe Neolithic and the latter from the 16th century). The greater part
of the wild-living species identified belong to the recent breeding fauna of Austria. Some
otherspecies are noted as passage migrants and/or winter visitors, mainly from NE Europe.
Nyctea scandiaca and Calcarius lapponicus belong, acc. to ROKITANSKY (1964), to
accidental visitors observed a few times anly, and Lagopus lagopus not living in Austria
during the last few thousand years.

A few taxa listed in Table I need some more explanation or remarks. They include:

Anser erythropus, whose single bones were found in two localities. The complete left
humerus from Offenbergerhohle is typical of the genus Anser (the members of the genus
Branta differ in morphological details); its total length is 110.2 mm which is a little less
than in a comparative recent specimen (127.5 mm) — in all other geese of the genus Anser
the bones are distinctly longer.

Anser cf. albifrons — Most of goose bones are very similar to each other and their
measurements overlap; the distal articular part of the humerus from Zwerglloch is ca 21.5
mm wide or a little bit wider, and so it lies within the limits of A. albifrons which are
21.0-24.4 mm (BACHER 1967). In wild-living A. anser these limits are 22.5-27.0 mm, but
in the collection of the Institute of Systematics and Evolution of Animals in Krakow there
is a small specimen in which this dimension is 21.9 mm. So, probably, the bone belonged
to A. albifrons, but, on the other hand, a small immature female of the Greylag cannot be
absolutely excluded.

Falco sp. (small species) — Two fragments of the mandible (one not fully ossified),
found in Offenbergerhdhle, are too damaged to allow their exact identification; they could
belong to F. tinnunculus (even to the individuals found in that cave), naumanni, subbuteo
or even columbarius; this is also true of two not fully ossified ungual phalanges of young
falcon.

Lagopus lagopus and Lagopus mutus — Many bones of these two species of European
grouse (among them the carpometacarpus) are hardly distinguishable. However, the
measurements of the grouse carpometacarpi from Hohlensteinhohle plotted in a scatter
diagram (Fig. 2) are highly discriminative as in the case of the tarsometatarsi from this
cave (Fig. 3) and from several Polish localities (BOCHENSKI 1974). This enables further
comparisons of the bone lengths of the fossil and recent Ptarmigans from the Alps. The
data concerning the recent birds were calculated from the data given by KRAFT (1972)
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