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5 Feral mammals of the
Mediterranean islands:
documents of early
domestication

COLIN P. GROVES

Introduction

The islands of the Mediterranean are inhabited by a variety of wild
mammals conspecific with widespread domesticates: sheep, goats, pigs,
and cats. In the past these forms were considered to be genuinely wild,
vicariant subspecies of species from which the respective domesticates had
sprung. In recent years, however, it has become clear that the Pleistocene
faunas of many, at least, of the Mediterranean islands were highly
differentiated, with endemic species or genera, and with no traces of Ovis,
Capra, Sus, or Felis {Schwartz 1973, Sondaar 1977, Dermitzakis & Sondaar
1979, Azzaroli 1981, 1982). The implication is clear: the sheep, etc. have
been introduced by human agency at some time during the Holocene, and
so are not naturally occurring subspecies.

It is, therefore, of great interest to know whether these species were
brought to the islands as wild individuals, and released for some reason (to
act as a food source, perhaps), or as domesticates. The fact that they were
previously mistaken for naturally occurring wild forms is an acknowl-
edgement of how very close they are to truly wild representatives, so that
if they were brought in as domesticates they were clearly in a stage when
domestication had not proceeded very far, giving them an intrinsic interest
as a kind of living museum of the initial stages of the domestication
process. If, on the other hand, they were brought in as wild stock, there 1s
still considerable interest atrached to them as examples of rapid in sitn
evolution, since they are not claimed to be precisely identical to any
continental wild form.

As well as (potential) domesticates, a variety of wild species have been
brought into these same islands: shrews, hares, mice, dormice, spiny mice,
foxes, weasels, martens, badgers, and deer. Again, it is necessary to stress
that there is not a trace of these species in Pleistocene deposits, nor, all
things considered, is there much likelihood of their having introduced
themselves by jumping on to floating logs or other ‘sweepstake routes’.
Why anvone should want to introduce weasels to Corsica is not
immediately apparent; the introduction of badgers to Crete 1s perhaps less
mysterious, given the wide-ranging interests of the eclectic Minoans. But
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introduced they were, and the sheep (etc.) must be considered in the same
context.

The best prospect for determining the feral versus wild status of a wild-
living form is relative cranial capacity. Herre & Réhrs (1973) show that the
relative brain size (compared to body size) of a domestic form is invariably
less than that of its truly wild conspecifics, sometimes massively s0;
Hemmer (1983) disputes the extreme degree of reduction, but agrees that
it has occurred. The data of Kruska & Réhrs (1974), in particular, show
that brain size does not increase again in feral forms, over at least 100
generations. Admittedly, this is different from the thousands of years over
which the sheep and other animals have inhabited the Mediterranean
islands; but it is at least worth investigating the proposition that brain size
may have remained small over that period of time.

Material and methods

Skulls of both wild and domestic representatives of Ovis, Capra, Sus, and
Felis were measured. Cranial capacities (to represent brain size) were
measured by pouring birdseed into the braincase (after sealing up the optic
foramina with Plasticine), shaking it at intervals to pack it down, and then
decanting it into a measuring cylinder to measure the volume. Several
linear measurements were taken with calipers, partly to determine which
would act as the most efficient size standard, and partly to act as accessory
means of discrimination.

Results

Wild sheep

Wild-living sheep, known as mouflon, live today on Corsica, Sardinia,
and Cyprus (Figs 5.1 & 5.2). The name Ovis musimon Schreber has
generally been applied to the Corsico-Sardinian mouflon, but Uerpmann
(1981) has shown that the correct citation of this name is Pallas, 1811, and
that the type locality is Transcaspia; hence the name musimon is not
available for the mouflon.

The mouflon of Cyprus has been known as Ovis ophion Blyth, 1840, and
with the reallocation of the name musimon this appears to be the earliest
name for any mouflon. Pfeffer (1967) found Cypriot and Corsico—
Sardinian mouflon to be identical, apart from the former being slightly
mwsm:nn Valdez (1982), however, points out that they can still be
distinguished on average, because the horns of the rams in Cyprus are
supracervical, while those on Corsica and Sardinia are usually homo-
nymous. But in colour and colour pattern, and in all features of the ewes,
they are the same.

mwnw & Hemmer (1980) found that, among living wild sheep, the Argali
(Ovis ammon) has a relatively higher cranial capacity than the Urial (Ovis
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tter in turn has a slightly higher capacity than the
Corsico-Sardinian mouflon, and domestic sheep are sull further reduced.
Some Soay sheep, a long-established feral form from the Scorrish Isles,
had cranial capacities equivalent to domestic sheep: increasing confidence
that brain size remains small over very long periods of time.

Using Pees & Hemmer's data and basic diagram, 1 added my own data
to produce Figure 5.3. As in Pees & Hemmer's findings, Ovis ammon has 2
very high cranial capacity, followed by O. orientalis (other subspecies,
including the Turkish O. 0. gmelini, being now added to O. 0. vignei which
Pees & Hemmer had used), followed by Corsico-Sardinian mouflon,
followed by domestic and Soay sheep. There are big overlaps between
moutlon and O. orienzalis, on the one hand, and mouflon and domestic
sheep on the other; such that a few domestic sheep capacities fall into the
mouflon polvgon and even overlap O. orientalis. From these data, it would
appear that the brain in the Corsico-Sardinian moutlon is somewhat
reduced from that of wild sheep (Urial), but not much. Unless there has
indeed been a reversal of the initial reduction, the explanation that most
immediately impresses itself is that the moufion is a feral relic of a species
that had not long been under domestication.

A single skull of a Cypriot mouflon was studied. The specimen is
unusualty large (in the upper part of the size range for the Corsico-
Sardinian mouflon), but its cranial capacity is very small. It would be
approximately on the domestic/Soay line, extrapolated upwards. Plausibly,
winter coat, London Z0o. the mouflon of Cyprus has a different, more fully domesticated, ancestry

from that of Corsica and Sardinia.
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