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Notice of location of holotypes of two Miocene fossil birds
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Wetmore (1943) described two new species of Miocene Accipitridae, a new species
of Neophrontops, N. vetustus, and a new genus and species, Palaeastur atavus, based on
specimens provided by Harold J. Cook, from Cook’s personal collection, indicated by the
prefix HC. Wetmore noted that the Neophrontops specimen, HC691, a distal end of a right
humerus, was said to have been collected from ‘Stonehouse Draw Quarry’, Sioux County,
Nebraska, USA. The specimen was collected by Cook in March 1938, at which time the
only major quarry in Stonehouse Draw was Thomson Quarry (as figured in Skinner et al.
1977: Fig. 2). Other quarries in Stonehouse Draw include the North Thomson Quarry (a
direct extension of Thomson Quarry) and Target Quarry at the head of the draw, which
was discovered in 1947 and so cannot be the source of Wetmore’s specimen. Likewise,
Buck Quarry in East Stonehouse Draw was not discovered until 1941 so it too cannot be the
site of collection. Thomson Quarry is in the middle Sheep Creek Formation (Skinner et al.
1977), which dates to the late Hemingfordian North American Land Mammal Age, c.16.5
Ma. The best age estimate for HC691 is 16.4 + 0.07 Ma (Tedford et al. 2004: 220) based on an
orthoclase from the Sheep Creek #3 Ash, the most reliably dated of the four Sheep Creek
ashes. Thomson Quarry is not far below this ash, so the fauna is slightly older than the 16.4
Ma date.

The specimen of Palaeastur, HC693, a distal end of a right tarsometatarsus, was collected
at the Stenomylus Quarry (also known as the Amherst Quarry), Sioux County, Nebraska.
The Stenomylus Quarry is in the Harrison Formation, which dates to the late Arikareean
North American Land Mammal Age, ¢.23 Ma. The age of the quarry is based on a 22.9
Ma date for the Agate Ash from the argon*’/argon® in sanidine (Izett & Obradovich 2001).
Stenomylus Quarry is now part of Agate Fossil Beds National Monument, administered by
the National Park Service.
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Following publication of the descriptions, Wetmore returned the specimens to Cook.
Harold Cook died on 29 September 1962, and his fossil collection was subsequently
included as part of the estate donated to Agate Fossil Beds National Monument by
his widow, Margaret, in 1968. Prior to the transfer, many of the holotypes in the Cook
collection were transferred to the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH), New
York. Brodkorb (1964) referred to both specimens by the Cook catalogue number given by
Wetmore but erroneously reported that they were at AMNH. Recent reorganisation and
curation of Cook’s fossil collection at Agate Fossil Beds has resulted in the ‘rediscovery’
of the two holotypes. Both were illustrated as natural-size line drawings in multiple views
in Wetmore’s paper, and comparison of the specimens with the illustrations confirms
their identity as holotypes of the two species. The Cook catalogue numbers referenced by
Wetmore also are written on the respective specimens. Subsequent publications referring
to these species have cited the Cook catalogue numbers in Wetmore’s paper. As part of the
Agate Fossil Beds Museum collection, they have been recataloged. Neophrontops vetustus,
HC691, is AGFO 18002, and Palaeastur atavus, HC693, is AGFO 18003.

Both species are still considered valid and have not been synonymised, e.g. by
Brodkorb (1964) and Becker (1987). Chandler (1998) concurred with this determination for
Palaeastur atavus. Any researcher interested in studying these specimens should contact the
superintendent at Agate Fossil Beds to access the specimens.
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