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Find shows mammals existed 100 million years earlier than previously believed

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following
article is part of an ongoing
'science series written by Arkansas
State University faculty members
and published periodically by The
Sun,
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SPECIALTO THE SUN

' JONESBORO — Most think of
beavers as freshwater mam-
mals known for their fur and
their abilities to construct
‘dams. A new discovery could
‘radically change this image.
" A group of Chinese and
‘American researchers have
published in the prestigious
journal Science the descrip-
tion of a beaver-like animal
that lived 164 million years
-ago in what is China today.
‘  Based upon an extraordi-
narily well-preserved fossil,
“scientists from the Nanjing
“University, the Chinese Acad-
emy of Geological Sciences
and the Carnegie Museum of
Natural History in Pittsburgh
~were able to reconstruct an
-animal that has multiple
. characteristics typical of

aquatic mammals — a broad
scaly tail like a beaver, fur,
webbing between the claws,
collar bones typical of many
other swimming creatures
such as the river otter, and
seal-like teeth for eating
small fish and other shrimp-
like creatures.

They gave it the scientific
name of Castorcauda lus-
trasimilis.

Although not directly relat-
ed to modern-day beavers,
the similarity of features to
other aquatic mammals is as-
tonishing. More astonishing
yet is the fact that until re-
cently the most ancient ma-
rine mammals known to sci-
ence were whale-related fos-
sils of about 50 million years
ago. The discovery of Castor-
cauda lustrasimilis shows
that mammals were swim-
ming in the oceans more that
100 million years before the
dinosaurs became extinct.

This animal was the size of
a small platypus, a bit less
than 2 feet in length. The fur
is extremely well-preserved.
The rocks of this area in Chi-
na have properties that have
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yielded excellent fossils of
birds and their feathers. Oth-
er fossils found in the same
region include pterosaurs
(flying reptiles like the ones
seen in the movie King
Kong), dinosaurs, fishes, in-
sects and gigantic amphib-
ians.

The fact that unrelated ani-
mals living in the same envi-
ronment show similar fea-
tures is a phenomenon known
to biologists as convergence.
Examples include blind fish-
es and crayfishes living in
caves, the wings of bats and
birds and the fins of fishes
and whales.

The modern beaver is the
largest rodent in the U.S.,
reaching nearly 5 feet in
length. It became extinct in
Arkansas because of exces-
sive hunting but was later
reintroduced and now is fair-
ly common in The Natural
State. .

While the modern beaver
can weight up to 60 pounds,
the fossil Chinese beaver did
not weigh more than two, yet
both were powerful swim-
mers, with large, webbed

hind feet powered by large
muscles that propelled their
streamlined body in the wa-
ter. Both had a large and flat
tail covered with scales.

One can find many of these
features in well-preserved
fossils by looking at the bones
of the animals and comparing
them with similar living crea-
tures. The marine mammal
lab at the Department of Bio-
logical Sciences at Arkansas
State University contains the
casts of more than 50 species
of marine mammals. This
museum-quality collection al-
lows students to study and
compare characteristics of
marine mammals to those of
other aquatic mammals.

The study of fossils can
provide us with great insights
on the natural world.

For more information con-
tact the ASU Department of
Biological Sciences at biolo-
gy@astate.edu,
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An artist's reconstruction of Castorcauda lustrasimilis, a fossil ma
rine “beaver” discovered in China.



