YFossil find
at Ano Nuevo
of ‘tiny’ whale
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< SSﬁNTdA lCRUZ — Brian Fadely had some time on
£ ands last May 12, so he decided to take a walk
UCS% was at Ano Nuevo Island that day as part of é
re;earch team working on the beach to recover
a ;elzcor(jmg device from a female elephant seal
worl(:indldn t tv}ralk far. Near where the group. was
studen n pRysiglogy who was eking e bne L re
/ aking an introd i i i
geggggtgg:rfs; r::ltatttlls “";2' tsllmt e irregula‘;ictt;g UCSC marine scientists and graduate students unearthed rare fossil | a5t May.
for n about 12 feet above the beach i
Fadely quickly saw that the ir i o But he had to get back t ' #
' o Mou : . o0 the elephant seal. N i diggi i
;?(Tlf I?%I}? Ehan : geologic.-oddityg—u . w}; Svv(;;llse ;«;{;Z 3:;121 :S:eral hoqrs lla(ger could Fadely and the othglt' ingF ;:leelc})]nf(t)fgggt Svlfgfgg with a tool no self-respect-
e s gty el ey and ! ont uld use, except in.an emergency:
it g, he thought to xt‘gsg]arcz, lI]JCSC professor Burney LeBouef ic :-g:ur?rf ?m:;l:(tiytlrl’:epikhﬁ foulildhnearby. il Fadgly r);
i ; ull, which weighed nearly 40 d
: After dusting it off with sea Vb het ot
something unusual. Duastiot e
Just how unusual was the subj
ject of a crowded
ress i
ll).a o conference Tuesday at UCSC’s Long Marine
The remarkably preserved skull f i
v ound by accident
?xte tAno Nuevo, abou@ 30 miles north of Santya Cruz li]s
; iween 12 and 14 million years old. It belonged to (;ne
of the smallest baleen whales ever, a creature that
probab_]y meas!lred no more than 15 feet in length
according to scientists who have examined the fossil,

That tiny whale in all probabilit

y was an ancestor of
modern balegn whales, most closely gray whales
Anpther species of baleen whale is the blue whale.
which can be 100 feet long. The smallest knowr;

modern baleen whale — the my ri
measures about 20 feet long. PREY bt white

Indeed, said Ken Norris, head i

, sl : of the Dolphi -
search Facility at Long Marine Lab and an e‘)){p:rtRoz
cetaceans, the whale which was once attached to the

fossilized remains was an ad i
than a baby gray whale. 07 Prtabin o bigger
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The questions that arise from the
find, said Norris, are how such tiny
whales fed themselves, and what
happened to them in the evolutionary
procession.

Baleen whales, explained Norris,
strain their food from sea water,
extracting small organisms such as
plankton and tiny crustaceans by

~ forcing them through their long,
bristly baleens, anchored to the
upper jaw.

Larger whales can live off the food
they deposit as blubber, but a “tiny”’
whale such as the fossil represents,
might have to be a ‘‘generalist,” said
Norris, eating whatever it could cap-
ture in the mid-Miocene era seas.

Norris said that the ‘‘beautifully
preserved specimen” still has its
earbones intact — a fortuitous cir-
cumstance that may help re-
searchers understand how cetaceans
over time developed their acute-
senses of hearing.

The jury is still out on how import-
ant a scientific discovery the whale
fossil is, said LeBoeuf.

After further study by paleon-
tologists, the whalebones — includ-
ing several vertebrae and a shoulder
blade as well as the skull — will
become part of a display at Long,
and could be available for public
view as early as summer.

Norris was asked why it took 12
million years, give or take an epoch
or so, for the bones to appear as part
of the Ano Nuevo beachscape.

The island, he replied, is constant-
ly eroding, and the fossil, probably
buried beneath the sea, finally was
exposed.

The Monterey formation in which
the fossil was found may also be
home to another geologic
phenomenon, one that was probably
not important in the Miocene era,
but that engenders intense interest
today — oil.

Norris pointed out that the fertile
and productive seas of that time may
have supported a population of tiny
whales off the northern Santa Cruz
County-southern San Mateo County
coast, but remains from that same
area may soon support oil com-
panies, who want to drill into them to
find fossil fuel.

llIustraNon/Jenn.y Wardrip
-foot baleen whale.

A blue whale dwarfs artist's conception of the pre-historic 15



