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Abstract. Two new fossil deposits from caves of the Broken River area, northeast Queensland, provide 
the first regional records of vertebrate species turnover and extinction through the late Quaternary. Fossil 
assemblages from Big Ho and Beehive Caves are dominated by small-bodied vertebrates, especially 
mammals. They represent owl roost deposits, although limited presence of larger-bodied taxa such as 
macropodids may be the result of occasional pitfall trapping. U-series dating demonstrates that Big Ho 
dates to the penultimate glacial cycle (c. 165 ka) and Beehive to the early Holocene (c. 8.5 ka). A total 
of 34 mammalian taxa were identified; within the two deposits, seven taxa are unique to Big Ho and 
another seven are found only in Beehive. The deposits also preserve five extinct fossil taxa (bandicoots 
and rodents) that add to a growing list of small-bodied species known to have suffered extinction in the late 
Quaternary. The deposits further yield the remains of four species of bandicoots and rodents (Chaeropus 
yirratji, Notomys longicaudatus, Conilurus albipes, and Pseudomys gouldii) that suffered extinction post-
European colonization. These new fossil records represent significant increases in the known geographic 
and temporal range of several species and begin to fill an important gap in our understanding of the faunal 
history of tropical northeast Australia.
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Introduction
Modern Australian ecosystems emerged during the 
Quaternary under a backdrop of major fluctuations in 
atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration, sea levels, and 
temperature, with a long-term trend towards progressively 
drier climates (Martin, 2006; Kershaw et al., 2003; Price, 
2013). The period was marked not only by significant 
evolutionary events, but also major extinctions and 
geographic range shifts of many flora and fauna (e.g., 
Kershaw, 1994; Jordan et al., 1995; Reed & Bourne, 2000, 

2009; Hocknull et al., 2007; Prideaux et al., 2007; Price, 
2012; Price et al., 2005; Black et al., 2014). Today, at a time 
of widespread awareness over detrimental anthropogenic and 
climatic impacts on Australian ecosystems, it has become 
critical to understand the history of ecosystem origins and 
responses to similar past events. The Quaternary fossil 
record has a significant role to play in yielding that crucial 
information (Reisinger et al., 2014).

While many vertebrate fossil deposits of Quaternary age 
have been recognized in Australia, the record is patchy and 
geographic coverage is strongly biased towards southern 
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