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Ambassadors
fromAncient Asia
Charting the routes of Asia’s animals
Text
YD Bar-Ness

The snow leopard, or ounce
(Panthera uncia), is native
to the mountain ranges of
Central and South Asia
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An ambassador travels to distant parts of the world

and brings stories with them from their homeland.
Today, Asia – Earth’s supercontinent – is home to many
important animal groups that have deep genetic roots
tied to the region’s ancient landscapes.
Finding the geographical localities of these species in
compiling a map of their evolutionary origins is something
of a puzzle. Our tools are primarily rare, often minimal,
fossil remains, with additional insights offered by the relative
distributions of related species; we can also employ genetic
dating techniques to place their origins. These animal
ambassadors may surprise you: Some of these species are no
longer found in Asia, having travelled in different migratory
trajectories; others are remembered only through their
fossilised remains, leaving their stories for us to interpret
millions of years later.

The Famous Dinosaur
TYRANNOSAURUS REX
Tyrannosaurus rex,
known from a North American fossil
that is around 66 million years old,
has recently been subjected to
a study that compares it to
similar dinosaur species – the
tyrannosaurids. By comparing a
wide range of bone measurements,
a new hypothesis has been formed
that Tyrannosaurus, with its two
closest relatives found only in
Asian fossils, may actually have
originally been located in Asia, and
then migrated to the Americas.
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An Unexpected Origin

In North America during the
Late Cretaceous period some 80
million years ago, marsupials were
abundant and widespread. Today,
they are mostly found in Australia
and South America; the opossum, or
“possum”, is a marsupial found in
North America, which has migrated
northwards across the Panama
Land Bridge.

Did you know?
Apis is an ancient
word which is thought
to have Egyptian roots,
but it is also related to
the Greek word for
“swarm”. The Latin word
mellifera translates to
“honey-bearing”. The
native range of the
honeybee, Apis mellifera,
includes Europe, Africa,
and the Middle East; the
nine other species are
found exclusively in Asia

HONEYBEES
Apis mellifera descends from
colonial wild bees that lived in
Asia 300 years ago. Their honey
has been enjoyed by humans for
thousands of years, and bees
appear in some of the earliest cave
paintings in India, Australia, Spain
and parts of Africa; some of these
paintings are almost 40,000 years
old. The human management of bees
as a reliable food producer is first
depicted in relics of 9,000-year-old
pottery found in western Asia.

The Fiercest Predators
PANTHERS
There are very few animals whose
steady gaze will leave you shaking
in your boots, and this is certainly
the case when confronted with any
of the big cats: the Pantherinae.
Like humans, tigers, lions, jaguars,
and leopards are – in evolutionary
terms – quite young, having been
around for an estimated six million
years, although very few fossils
have been found. The oldest known
remains are from the Tibetan
Plateau, identified as Panthera
blytheae. This recent discovery
connects with DNA studies that
point to the Asian origins of this
stealthy cat.
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MARSUPIALS
Marsupials are a lineage of
mammals with a specially-adapted
pouch in which mothers rear their
young. While the most well-known
species are the Australian kangaroo
and the koala bear, it turns out
that the earliest fossil evidence
of marsupials is from 125-millionyear-old deposits in the Yixian
Formation in northeast China, which
houses a well-preserved skeleton of
Sinodelphys szalayi.

The Pollinators
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Did you know?
Before Archaeornithura
meemannae, there was
Archaeopteryx (left),
a prehistoric bird
that lived during
the Late Jurassic
period, identified as
a transitional species
between non-avian
feathered dinosaurs
and modern birds

IMAGES © SHUTTERSTOCK & 123RF

64

Lords of the Sky
BIRDS
There are few fossils available from
the earliest period of bird evolution.
The oldest known fossil was
discovered in northeastern China
in 2015, and dates to 130 million
years ago. Called Archaeornithura
meemannae, this species shared
several characteristics with modern
birds, demonstrating that it had split
from the other bird-like dinosaurs
at an earlier stage. While there is
little evidence as to where the very
first bird evolved, Archaeornithura
hints at an Asian origin.
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Living Fossils

The Jumpers

SALAMANDERS
The amphibious salamanders –
a lineage that outlasted the
dinosaurs – have their oldest
known fossil finds in Mongolia and
China. The 161-million-year-old
Chunerpeton tianyiensis may be the
ancestor of the salamanders found
across the Northern Hemisphere
today. The Asian giant salamanders
alive today, the Andrias genus,
display primitive characteristics that
strongly resemble these ancient
ancestors; they are practically
“living fossils”.

RABBITS
The Vastan coal mine in
western India has yielded
several important mammal
fossils from the Early Eocene
period around 52 million years ago.
Palaeontologists discovered tiny
foot bones from 53 -million-yearold lagomorphs – more commonly
known as rabbits and hares.
Before this discovery in 2008, the
oldest known lagomorph fossils
were found in Mongolia and China,
pointing to a Central Asian origin for
this now-widespread group.
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Did you know?
A new genus of rodent
was found in 2013 in
the remote forests of
Indonesia’s Maluku
Islands, where Alfred
Russel Wallace
developed his theory
of evolution. This new
species is called the
spiny Boki Mekot rat

The Great Providers
BOVIDS
The family of Bovidae includes
cattle, antelope, goats and sheep.
The use of these animals for labour
has been a cornerstone of human
civilisation: yaks in the Tibetan
Plateau, cows in South Asia, and
goats in the far western regions of
the continent. The lineage began
approximately 23 million years ago;
the first bovid fossil records were
found in Europe and Asia and date
to around 18 million years ago.
As grasslands spread across the
Earth over the course of the past
10 million years, the bovids adapted
well to these new landscapes in
Eurasia and Africa, and made their
way across the Bering Land Bridge
into North America.

Fertile, Fast and Versatile
RODENTS
Rodents are the most successful
of the world’s mammals, with over
2,000 species found on all sizable
land bodies, with the exception
of Antarctica. Mice, rats, beavers,
squirrels, and other rodents are
thought to be of ancient Asian
origin, with genetic evidence
pointing to their evolution almost
75 million years ago.The earliest
rodents would have been similar
in shape and size to the modern
squirrel, and evolved to produce the
porcupine, the water rat, the beaver,
and the mole. ag
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