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FROM THE DIRECTOR’S DESK 

By David M. Green 

 
  

 

On Sept 1, 2014, a few 

natural history museums 

around the world marked 

an auspicious occasion: 

the centenary of the death 

of Martha, the last 

Passenger pigeon in the 

world. At the Royal 

Ontario Museum in 

Toronto a group of singers 

performed a “mourning 

chorus” that explored the 

sounds of disappearing 

North American song-

birds. In Ottawa the 

Alliance of Natural 

History Museums of 

Canada wrote a Press 

Release that stressed the 

importance of preserving 

our native species and 

natural heritage. At McGill, Radio Canada featured 

the Redpath Museum passenger pigeon in a 

program last April entitled "La résurrection de la 

tourte disparue depuis un siècle". You can listen to 

it online at the Radio Canada link for April 6, 

2014. What we learned in this broadcast is that in 

the 18th and 19th centuries the passenger pigeon 

was the most abundant bird species on Earth. 

 

IMAGE: The first European drawing of the Passenger 

pigeon was in the Codex Canadensis, page 45, along 

with a brief description of this Oumimi or ourité: One 

sees such great numbers of this bird at the first passage 

in spring and fall that it is incredible.   

Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma 

4726.7.45 
 

In 1866 in Ontario, it was reported 

that one flock of birds, 300 miles 

long and one mile wide, darkened 

the skies for 14 hours as they flew 

by overhead. Unlike the 

domesticated carrier pigeon used 

for messages, these were wild 

birds. They were easy to catch 

because they stayed together in 

large flocks and perched on the 

lower branches of trees. They 

were considered an easy source of 

food because they could be beat 

out of their perching branches 

with sticks and then bagged. Even 

their feathers were popular for 

bedding; for a time in Saint-

Jérôme, Quebec, every dowry 

included a bed and pillows made of pigeon 

feathers.  By 1900, there we no passenger pigeons 

left in the wild. By 1914, there was just 29-year-

old Martha at the Cincinnati Zoo. Then on Sept. 1, 

1914, Martha was found lying dead on the bottom 

of her cage. The passenger pigeon was now 

extinct. It had gone from billions of birds to zero in 
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about one century, probably less. What happened? 

 

According to a recent article in Arstechnia that 

reviews major scientific studies on Passenger 

Pigeon genomes and population fluctuations, the 

end of the Passenger pigeon is more complicated 

than we thought. It seems like their population 

ping-ponged regularly. David Green, a 

herpetologist and Director of the Redpath 

Museum, notes that this bird’s demise is partly 

attributed to the Allee effect, a behavioral 

phenomenon where certain types of animals 

require the presence of other individuals to thrive. 

“Her mate died a few years before her”. Green 

said. “When large populations of bird species like 

passenger pigeon, or even large groups of breeding 

frogs like the Chorus frog, fall below their 

sustainable threshold size, they can’t recover. 

Despite the Allee effect, the chief cause of 

extinction for the massive population of Passenger 

pigeons was the destruction of eastern North 

American forests and hunting. 

 

“It was the first time we could be certain that 

humans had caused a species’ extinction”, said 

Green. Green, who co-chaired the Amphibian 

Working Group of  COSEWIC (Committee on the 

Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada),  a 

government sponsored group of experts that 

assesses and designates which wildlife species are 

in some danger of disappearing from Canada, gets 

emphatic as he explains the situation with species 

extinction today: He says that the specific cause 

for amphibian decline globally is habitat 

fragmentation: “Only 9 viable populations of 

Chorus frogs are left on the south shore, soon to be 

8”. Green said. “Mainly due to us”.  

 

Green continues to work with COSEWIC, and 

other conservation and assessment agencies such 

as the Canadian Wildlife Service and the Ontario 

Ministry of Natural Resources because he feels 

that is the best way to fix the problem: “Real 

conservation is always in the field and it’s always 

cooperative. You can’t just stand on a soap box 

and yell. You’ve got to go out and do it.” 

 

Photo: Passenger pigeons (Ectopistes migratorius) 

specimens in the ornithology collections held at the 

Redpath Museum (Above). 

ADDENDA: Check out the extinct and 

endangered specimens on exhibit at the Redpath 

Museum: two mounted Passenger pigeons, a 

mount of an immature male Labrador duck 

(Captorhynchus labradorius), a Carolina Parakeet 

(Cornuropsis carolinensis), isolated bones of the 

Dodo (Raphus cucullatus), the Eskimo Curlew 

(Nmenilus borealis) and two bones from one of the 

last Stellar’s Sea cows hunted to extinction in the 

Arctic in 1789.  

 

INVASIVE SPECIES ECOLOGY 

By Anthony Ricciardi 

 

Three MSc students from Prof. Anthony 

Ricciardi’s Invasion Ecology Lab graduated in 

May: Jordan Ouellette-Plante, Kayla Hamelin 

and Ahdia Hassan.  Jordan is now a wildlife 

biologist in the Quebec government, Kayla is a 

field biologist working with the Canadian Sea 

Turtle Network, and Ahdia has been hired as the 

Invasive Species Coordinator at the Saskatchewan 

Conservation Data Centre.  In May, one of Ahdia’s 

thesis chapters was published in the journal 

Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment.  Her 

work addresses claims by some researchers that 

non-native species are no more likely than natives 

to cause ecological or socio-economic damage.  In 

an analysis of data for freshwater plants and 

animals in North America and Europe, Ahdia 

showed that non-native species are six times more 

likely than native species to become a 

socioeconomic pest. 
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Sunci Avlijas has returned to the lab to pursue a 

PhD, co-supervised by Nick Mandrak (University 

of Toronto).  She will be studying factors affecting 

the invasion success and impact of European tench 

(a fish related to carp) in North America and South 

Africa.  PhD student Dustin Raab, also co-

supervised by Mandrak, has spent his first year 

acquiring field data on fish invasions of Ontario 

tributaries.  Dustin’s model organism is the 

European round goby, a bottom-dwelling fish that 

is the most invasive vertebrate in the Great Lakes 

basin. His research aims to identify habitat 

conditions that maximize the impact of round goby 

on native fishes.  Recently, he discovered an 

interesting relationship between round goby 

abundance and water velocity that has implications 

for management.  Encouraged by this finding, he 

has begun comparing invaded and uninvaded river 

reaches to assess the interactive effects of round 

goby invasion, the presence of low-head dams, and 

variation in water velocity on native benthic fish 

communities.  Dustin’s work is funded by the 

Invasive Species Centre (Ontario) and he has 

recently been awarded a 3-year Canada Graduate 

Scholarship from NSERC. 

 

 
Photo: PhD student Dustin Raab (Ricciardi Lab) 

sampling the benthic fish community of the Grand 

River in southwestern Ontario. 
 

PhD student Josie Iacarella (Tomlinson Scholar) 

is examining how ecological impacts of invasive 

species vary across space and time. In 

collaboration with Prof. Jaimie Dick (Queen’s 

University Belfast), Josie is using an innovative 

method that assesses the risk posed by non-native 

predators to invaded communities based on the 

predator’s maximum feeding rate.  Josie has 

conducted experiments using this technique in 

invaded habitats on both sides of the Atlantic, 

focusing on crustaceans and fishes in Quebec and 

the U.K. 

   

PhD student Katie Pagnucco has aimed to 

disentangle direct and indirect effects of 

introduced animals on aquatic communities.  

Recently, she has finished analyzing the results of 

a study conducted in collaboration with fellow 

graduate student Monica Granados (Prof. Gregor 

Fussmann’s lab).  Katie and Monica compared the 

effects of native and non-native crayfish on the 

temporal stability of biomass of snails and benthic 

algae in experimental mesocosms over a two-

month period.  They found that algal abundance 

varied less in mesocosms containing non-native 

crayfish.  Non-native crayfish had higher predation 

rates, driving snails to extinction and releasing 

algae from herbivory – thereby promoting higher 

and more stable algal biomasses.  These results 

illustrate strong indirect effects that can be exerted 

by introduced invertebrate consumers. 

 

MSc candidate Emilija Cvetanovska completed a 

series of experiments on the cold tolerance of the 

invasive Asian clam, whose distribution is 

believed to be limited by low winter water 

temperatures.  In recent years, the clam has 

expanded its range further north than previously 

expected. For example, a few overwintering 

populations have been discovered in New York 

State.  Emilija compared several clam populations 

across a north-south gradient in North America 

and revealed that all populations – including 

southern ones – could survive several weeks’ 

exposure to near freezing temperatures with little 

mortality.   

 

This finding suggests that individuals from 

southern source populations could potentially 

invade northern waterbodies.  Meanwhile, MSc 

student Andrea Morden, who joined the lab in 

2012, confirmed the existence of an Asian clam 

population at low densities in McGeachy Pond 

near Lake Erie.  To survive in small waterbodies, 

Asian clams must survive not only cold 

temperatures, but also low dissolved oxygen under 

winter ice.  Therefore, Andrea is designing an 
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experiment to explore variation in low-oxygen 

tolerance of Asian clams across their North 

American range. 

 

BIODIVERSITY 

By Andrew Hendry 

 

Variation is the grist for, and the flour from, the 

evolutionary mill. Without variation, no evolution 

occurs. With variation, evolution can generate 

even more variation by causing organisms in 

different environments to evolve different traits. 

We all know this, and we proceed accordingly in 

our research; but perhaps we too often take it for 

granted. Only rarely are we smacked in the face by 

variation in such a way that it makes us pause and 

re-evaluate the way we view the world. Well, 

variation smacked me upside the head this summer 

during a trip into the field. In so doing, it made me 

reflect on how we estimate and interpret variance – 

and how this flavors the way we view our research 

and our daily experiences. 

 

 
Photo: Threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus) 

 

Threespine stickleback could be the world’s most 

variable vertebrate. In some populations, average 

size at maturity is < 30 mm – in others it is > 85 

mm. In some populations, the pelvis is a huge 

structure – in others it is completely lacking. In 

some populations, the side of the fish is almost 

completely covered with bony plates – in others 

plates are entirely absent.  In some populations, 

mature males are almost entirely black – in others 

they have massive amounts of red – and in others 

black and red can be minimal. In some 

populations, the head is huge and the mouth 

massive – in others they are very small. This is just 

a small set of examples: stickleback – even just in 

freshwater – vary dramatically both within and 

among populations in almost any trait one cares to 

measure. It has been suggested that variation in 

stickleback on Haida Gwaii, a modest-sized 

archipelago off the coast of northern British 

Columbia, are as variable as are stickleback across 

the rest of their entire range in the northern 

hemisphere. This summer I visited the archipelago 

with long-time Haida Gwaii stickleback researcher 

Dr. Tom Reimchen, and had the opportunity to 

find out for myself.  

 

 
Photo: Tom's cabin at Drizzle Lake (the lab 

 is the wing at left). 

 

The first lake we visited was Drizzle, a modest-

sized (112 ha) and heavily-stained lake with large 

and dark stickleback. A highlight here (besides 

camping and having a breakfast of bannock beside 

the lake) was walking the shoreline for a survey of 

loon-induced stickleback mortality. Several 

species of loon, particularly common and red-

throated loons, congregate on Haida Gwaii lakes 

like Drizzle in numbers that I had not thought 

possible, despite visiting countless lakes in my life. 

On Drizzle, dozens of loons would cruise nearby 

checking us out during our survey. And they 

would capture stickleback as if on cue – probably 

dozens were dispatched as we watched. Not 

surprisingly, many of the stickleback we found on 

the shore had been captured and killed by loons.  

 

The next lake we visited was Mayer, where lives 

probably the world’s largest freshwater 

stickleback. This lake is larger (627 ha) than 

Drizzle, also quite stained, and even more overrun 

by loons (I saw 33 at one time). And then we hiked 

into Rouge Lake, a very shallow and small (1.5 ha) 
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lake in the middle of a bog. Rouge Lake 

stickleback are exceptional in several respects: 

especially their frequent lack of one of their dorsal 

spines, their (until recently) extreme red colour, 

their sometimes two dorsal fins, and the complete 

fixation of an otherwise locally-rare genetic 

variant.  

 

 
Photo: A common loon with a Drizzle Lake stickleback. 

 

It was on the way back from this lake, tramping 

my way through bog, the variance finally hit hard. 

Just walking to these few lakes and thinking about 

their stickleback had made flesh statements about 

the exception variation on Haida Gwaii and – more 

generally – the exceptional variation that 

organisms can achieve on very small spatial scales.  

 

Along with this abrupt realization came a more 

fundamental epiphany – why had I been really 

impressed by the variance only after the third lake? 

All of a sudden, I was struck by the parallel that, in 

statistics, we require a minimum sample size of 

three to get our first proper (albeit still weak) 

estimate of the variance. The reason is that we 

need at least N = 2 to estimate a mean and 

estimating a variance requires first estimating the 

mean and then needing at least one more data 

point. This makes sense statistically, of course, but 

– walking back from Rouge Lake – I began to 

wonder if our brains work the same way. That is, 

we really have to experience three things before 

we begin to get some mental perspective on how 

much they vary – because we need to consider the 

possibility of outliers. That is, with N = 3, we can 

see if any of the points stick out particularly far 

with respect to the mean – something that is 

impossible with N = 2 because in that case each 

point is equally distant from the mean. Stated 

another way, a sense of how variable things are 

first requires us to get a sense of the “average” or 

“typical” value and then a distribution of values 

around this average, which requires at least N = 3. 

Perhaps statistical principals match our mental 

processing machinery. 

 

Now I can hear you saying: “Sheesh, N = 3 is way 

too low for a proper variance estimate.” You are, 

of course, correct. My point is simply that an 

assessment of variation, both statistically and 

mentally, can only begin at N = 3. Getting this 

third data point (visiting that third site) is the first 

point at which one has the potential be impressed 

by that variation. Following that, much more data 

needs to be collected (many more sites 

experienced) to get a real estimate/understanding 

of the variance, but N = 3 is the first time you 

might be inspired by experience to try further.  

 

 
Photo: The Abbey Road of Stickleback biology – the 

Rouge Lake trip. (Note: the picture is inverted for a 

reason that should be obvious.) 

 

WORLD CULTURES DIVISION 
By Barbara Lawson 

 

Afghanistan Collection 

 

Curatorial energies have been occupied with 

cataloguing an extensive collection from 

Afghanistan presented to the Redpath Museum in 

2013. Of particular significance is the fact that this 

material documents Afghanistan and surrounding 

areas at a time preceding intensive globalization 

and also before the devastation wrought by 

decades of social upheaval and warfare.  This 
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donation offers particular enrichment to the 

Redpath Museum, because Central Asia, until 

now, has been under-represented in the World 

Cultures holdings.  

 

The collection comprises approximately 400 

artefacts, including material from neighbouring 

countries; it was acquired by Ghislaine Lecours, a 

Canadian cultural anthropologist, who first moved 

to Kabul to teach English in the early 1960s. Over 

the next decade, Ms. Lecours was involved in a 

number of research projects jointly sponsored by 

Columbia University and Kabul University, 

concerned with developing curricula and text 

books suited to the needs of Afghanistan’s many 

diverse regions. It was while engaged in this 

research, travelling around the country and 

documenting cultural diversity, that Ms. Lecours 

made her collection of everyday objects including 

clothing, personal ornaments, metalwork, pottery, 

musical instruments, textiles, toys, rugs, and a 

variety of other local manufactures, often bought 

directly from artisans or market vendors. The 

Lecours donation is accompanied by notes, 

images, books and additional documentary 

material, much of which will remain at the 

Redpath. Some of this supplementary material, 

however, is best suited to other McGill repositories 

such as the Islamic Studies Library, Rare Books 

and Special Collections, and the Music Library 

and transfers are in the process of being arranged. 

The past year has been focused on sorting through 

this complex donation; about half of the artefacts 

have now been catalogued and photographed with 

the assistance of volunteer Daniel Gagnon. 

 

World Cultures Research; the South Pacific Re-

Visited 

 

It is always difficult to predict which cultural 

region will receive the most interest from the 

international research community, although as 

evidenced by previous contributions to the 

Redpath News, the Egyptian collections have 

consistently received a high rate of scholarly 

attention with queries about mummies, artefacts 

from Naukratis, papyrus texts, and quartzite 

objects among the most recent. Over the past 

several months, there has been a renewed focus on 

our South Pacific holdings, an area of longtime 

interest to World Cultures curator, Barbara 

Lawson. A blog entitled Collectors on a Mission 

regarding missionary collecting, including an 

interview with Lawson regarding the Rev. 

Robertson collection from Erromango (Vanuatu) 

was posted earlier in the year. 

See: 

http://www.collectorsweekly.com/articles/collector

s-on-a-mission/  

 
Photo: Erromango barkcloth RM 465.03 
 

Images and texts related to Erromango barkcloth in 

the Redpath collection will be featured in an 

international cultural festival “Tapa, Lien culturel 

d’Océanie / Barkcloth, Cultural Link of Oceania” 

to be hosted by the Musée de Tahiti et des Îles in 

November 2014 and continuing until February 

2015. The event will include exhibitions, lectures, 

symposia, workshops, and an exhibition catalogue 

to be published in 2015. Université de la Polynésie 

Française anthropologist Michel Charleux is 

exhibit curator and festival organizer and art 

historian Alain Brianchon from New Caledonia 

will be responsible for the Vanuatu component of 

the festival. Vanuatu barkcloth is relatively rare 

and none are available for exhibition at the 

festival. The Redpath Museum’s examples are of 

particular interest, and images of them have been 

selected for banners representing Vanuatu. One of 

the objectives of the festival is to have tapa from 

Oceania recognized by UNESCO as Intangible 

Cultural Heritage. Historical archaeologist James 

Flexner, a postdoctoral fellow at Australian 

National University, spent several days in May 

examining Vanuatu objects in the World Cultures 

collection. Flexner has been excavating mission 

sites in Vanuatu, specifically working on the 

islands of Erromango and Tanna in the southern 

region of the archipelago nation, formerly known 
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as the New Hebrides. In addition to archaeological 

analysis, part of Flexner’s research project funded 

by the Australian Research Council, involves 

working with museum collections that hold 

indigenous material culture from southern 

Vanuatu, such as those at the Redpath Museum, an 

interest shared by local island communities and 

fieldworkers who have been involved with 

Flexner’s research.  

 

Almost 20 years ago, Barbara Lawson made two 

research visits to Erromango with photographs of 

objects in the Redpath’s collection to gain insight 

into historical material culture and also to get a 

sense of how these objects related to present day 

practice.  

 

These visits had been preceded by an intensive 

archival investigation of ethnographic collecting 

on Erromango and also an analysis of the material 

donated to the Redpath circa 1890 by H.A. 

Robertson, a missionary on the island for 40 years, 

and the individual responsible for the material 

ending up in Montreal at the Redpath Museum. 

Over the years, a monograph and several journal 

articles have appeared related to Lawson’s work, 

so it is of particular fascination to hear about 

Flexner’s archaeological investigations as they 

unearth the dwellings and lives of the Robertson 

family and their material culture interactions with 

Erromangans of more than one hundred years ago. 

 

Photo: Mission house, Erromango 1873 (Pitt Rivers 

Museum, Oxford) 

 

Another historical connection between the World 

Cultures holdings and the South Pacific has been 

renewed by a recent query from the Smithsonian 

Institution’s Curator in Anthropology, Dr. 

Adrienne Kaeppler, regarding about a dozen 

artefacts that eventually came to the Redpath 

Museum from a donation originally made to the 

Natural History Society of Montreal in 1867. 

Several decades ago it was discovered that the 

NHSM was one of 21 institutions to receive an 

educational bundle from the Smithsonian in the 

19
th
 century, with the additional realization that 

among the objects were likely to be found several 

items from the U.S. Exploring Expedition of 1838-

1842. This expedition led by Lt. Charles Wilkes 

surveyed the Pacific Ocean and surrounding lands 

and was of major importance to the growth of 

science in the United States, eventually 

establishing the fledgling Smithsonian as the 

country’s National Museum. The ethnographic 

collection made during that voyage is considered 

the largest ever made by a single sailing 

expedition. Following the important baseline 

collection for the Pacific Islands previously 

established by James Cook’s 3 Pacific voyages in 

the late 1760s and 1770s, it forms an important 

indicator of the changing relationships during the 

first 60 years of contact with Europeans. It will be 

interesting to see which of this handful of Redpath 

objects, mostly from Fiji and Samoa, can be 

confirmed as “Wilkes” material and what they can 

tell us about this important period of cultural 

change in the Pacific region. 

 

World Cultures Donations 

 

Professor Jérôme Rousseau of McGill’s 

Anthropology Department donated a rattan mat 

from the Kayan village of Uma Bawang 

(Malaysia) circa 1970 and one shadow puppet 

representing the witch Rangda acquired in 

Jogjakarta, Java (Indonesia) in  

1972. 
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Photo: Javanese Shadow Puppet RM 2014.01.02 

 

Professor Philip Carl Salzman of McGill’s 

Anthropology Department donated a metal cook 

stand and a wooden weaving implement from his 

fieldwork in Baluchistan in northeastern Iran circa 

1970. 

 

Several objects including metalwork, basketry, 

ivory and wood carvings acquired in the eastern 

Congo during the period 1932-50 have been 

donated to the Redpath by Mr. and Mrs. Seaborn 

of Ottawa. Mrs. Seaborn’s father was a mining 

engineer/geologist at the time and most of the 

objects were purchased by her mother. 

 

MINERALOGY 
By Peter Tarassoff 

 

In August, Jeanne Paquette and Peter Tarassoff, 

in the company of Isabelle Saulnier of Collège 

Édouard-Montpetite, visited a quarry in L’Ange-

Gardien to examine an unusual occurrence of 

calcite crystals. Specimens from this occurrence 

had previously been donated to the Redpath. Also 

observed in the quarry were dikes of evidently 

Cretaceous-age Monteregian-affinity, cutting 

steeply dipping, deformed limestone beds of 

Ordovician age. These sedimentary rocks were 

originally deposited on the continental shelf of the 

ancient continent of Laurentia, and moved to their 

present location by tectonic forces during the 

Appalachian orogeny or mountain-building event.             

 

 
Photo: EPS Professor Jeanne Paquette examining 

calcite specimens in L’Ange-Gardien. 

 

Redpath Minerals 
 

The mineralogy collections received some well-

deserved help over the summer, thanks to work-

study student Farren Larssen, who was hired to 

inventory the mineral collections in the second 

floor of the Redpath. Working under the 

supervision of honorary curator of mineralogy, 

Peter Tarassoff, the inventory was carried out in 

preparation for the upcoming relocation of a large 

portion of the mineral collection, to the newly built 

offsite facility. 

 

COLLECTIONS ACTIVITY 

By Anthony Howell 

 

100
th

 Anniversary of the end of the Passenger 

pigeon 

 

Named after the French word “Passager” which 

loosely translates to “passer-by”, the mass 

migratory flights of the passenger pigeon were a 

sight to be seen. With populations in North 

America numbering in the billions, passenger 

pigeons likely made up over a quarter of all bird 

populations in the US. Travelling in large flocks, 

their presence was overwhelming, often forming 

large clouds of individuals, spanning hundreds of 

miles, lasting for hours, even days. Decrease in 

populations coincided with both increased hunting 

and the development of farm lands. Requiring 

large forests for breeding and sustenance, the 

pigeons soon found their once densely forested 

areas gone, as well as their species becoming the 

focus of hunting. Since there were no laws in 

place to regulate these activities, thousands of 
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birds were slaughtered for sale at local markets 

and for private consumption. 

 

The slaughter of the Passenger pigeons continued 

through the 1800’s, and by mid-century, their 

population was in noticeable decline. Although 

some advocated for their safety and conservation, 

by the end of the 19
th
 century, the passenger 

pigeon was all but lost. After decades of decline, 

the last living passenger pigeon, name Martha, 

died in captivity, September 1
st
, 1914, bringing a 

once plentiful population of birds, to extinction. 

 

 
Photo: Passenger pigeon (Ectopistes migratorius) 

specimen on display at Redpath Museum, Dawson 

Gallery, second floor. 

 

The one valuable result of the extinction of the 

passenger pigeon was that it aroused public 

interest in the need for strong conservation laws. 

Because these laws were put into effect, we have 

saved many other species of our migratory birds 

and wildlife. The extinction of the passenger 

pigeon is a poignant example of what happens 

when the interests of humans clash with the 

interests of nature. 

As a science, the issues of preserving the wide 

variety of organisms and ecosystems we still have, 

can be maintained and prevented from declining. 

As a concentration major in Biology, professors 

teach about 200 students annually about 

population and habitat viability and complexity in 

the face of multiple threats and perturbations. 

Through education and awareness, the loss of the 

passenger pigeon, will not be in vain and its legacy 

will live on. 

 

Teaching Lab 

With the growing use of specimens for natural 

history courses held at the Redpath, the teaching 

lab material has undergone some upgrades to 

rejuvenate the collection and increase its use for 

the upcoming year. 

 
Photo: Mammal collections in the teaching lab of the 

Redpath Museum. 

 

Some new specimen replicas have been acquired 

to replace the overused and damaged collections 

specimens, and existing collections material are 

being repaired and rejuvenated. Volunteer Don 

Lawrence has been painstakingly rebuilding 

specimens that unfortunately have seen better 

days. His efforts have led to a myriad of new 

material available for upcoming labs, as well as a 

revitalized research collection. 

 

Photo: Fisher (Martes pennant) skeleton, form the 

collections at the Redpath museum, undergoing 

reparations by Don Lawrence. 
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Donations 

 

Over the course of the spring and summer, the 

mammal collections received a wonderful donation 

of pelts form Mr. Ron Waddell and Mrs. Grietje 

Waddell. The donation consisted of a Caribou 

(Rangifer tarandus) and Arctic Fox (Alopex 

lagopus) pelt, collected in the 1950s, on 

Southampton Island in the Canadian north. These 

pelts, which have been expertly preserved, will 

make a wonderful addition to the Redpath 

mammal collections. 

 

 
Photo: The Redpath specimen cabinets newly installed 

on compact storage rails at the offsite storage facility. 

 

Collections move 

 

The offsite relocation project has taken another 

step forward, relieving some much needed space in 

the already over-crowded collections area. The 

new offsite facility is currently being populated 

with thousands of specimens and cabinets from the 

collections of invertebrate palaeontology and 

palaeobotany at the Redpath. Over the summer, 

collections staff have been packing and preparing 

nearly 70 cabinets and thousands of specimens for 

the second phase of the relocation project, slated to 

be completed by mid-September 2014.  

 

Volunteers/Work-Study/Internship 

  

The collections team has had some much needed 

help this past summer from work-study students, 

to interns, to volunteers.  The collections has 

added work-study student Farren Larsen to work 

on the large mineral collections housed at the 

museum, which included organizing, consolidating 

and databasing the mineralogy collections. To 

further our preparations for relocation of 

collections, as well as to maintaining the 

collections activity throughout the summer, Louis 

Green was hired as a summer intern to contribute 

much needed help to the collections.  The 

Collections division is also proud to thank both 

Peter Tarassoff and Don Lawrence for their 

faithful volunteer assistance. 

 

PALEONTOLOGY LAB 

By Chantal Montreuil 

While preparations were being made to move the 

invertebrate collections, Anthony Howell found 

an impressive mounted Gorgosaur tail and a box of 

fragments collected from C.M. Sternberg. 

Elizabeth Church and I are presently assembling 

the pieces and a new exhibit will be added to the 

gallery for 2015.  

 

The Palaeo-prep Lab welcomes student volunteers: 

Nishanth Soundararajah (Psychology), Craig-

Anthony Acrobati (Education), Robert Bourque 

(Earth and Planetary Science), and Elizabeth 

Church (Arts and Sciences). Jeremiah, Craig-

Anthony, and Robert Bourque joined the palaeo-

prep lab in Spring 2014 to help to work on a large 

(75kg) block collected from last year’s field course 

(BIOL573) in a fairly new site in Saskatchewan 

Landing Provincial Park located about 50 km north 

of Swift Current, Saskatchewan. Over the summer 

this block has produced the most diverse variety of 

fossils found in a single jacket from a field course. 

Over 100 microsite specimens from a variety of 

shark, ray, bony fish, crocodilian, and salamander 

fossils were uncovered as well as bird, and 

dinosaur fossils.   

Craig Anthony and Robert enjoyed working in the 

lab so much that they also joined the 2014 field 

course out to Saskatchewan Landing and 

Grasslands National Park. This year’s collection 

appears to be the most numerous and will keep us 

very busy until the next field course. 
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Photo: Jacket containing fossils, collected in 

Saskatchewan in 2014. 

VERTEBRATE PALEONTOLOGY 

By Hans Larsson 

 

Research in the Palaeobiology group had some 

major achievements this past academic year. Two 

PhD students successfully defended their theses: 

Emily Bamforth on Paleoecology and 

paleoenvironmental trends immediately prior to 

the end-Cretaceous extinction in the latest 

Maastrichtian (66 Ma) Frenchman Formation, 

Saskatchewan, Canada and Luke Harrison on 

Estimating evolutionary rates using discrete 

morphological characters: a case study with birds. 

Luke is now enrolled in the McGill Medical 

School and Emily landed a full-time research and 

curatorial position at the Royal Saskatchewan 

Museum. The Larsson Lab accepted José Avila 

Cervantes in the Fall 2013 to study the population 

genetics of Mexican crocodiles and Ryan 

Caldwell in Fall 2014 to study the developmental 

biology of bird tail development. Emily Standen 

completed her postdoc in the lab and landed a 

tenure track position at the University of Ottawa. 

We had some fun publications this past season. 

Two highlights are Bamforth et al. (2014) that 

presented the first palaeoclimate values for the end 

of the dinosaurs in western Canada and a 

remarkable find that forests back then recovered 

the same way as forests today after wildfires. This 

has important implications for understanding the 

fossil record of biodiversity, especially in this 

locality that is immediately before the end 

Cretaceous mass extinction. Biodiversity is 

generally higher after wildfires as a response of 

successional plants. More to follow on how the 

biodiversity of dinosaurs and other vertebrate 

animals responded to these wildfires.  

 

Standen et al. (2014) set a milestone in our fish 

biomechanics research. This work included Trina 

Du, who I'm very happy to report has decided to 

continue with a PhD in the lab. We used a living 

fish called Polypterus that we have discovered can 

'walk' on land using its pectoral fins in a left-right-

left walking pattern. We raised a cohort in water as 

controls and another cohort on land for about a 

year to see if we could push these fish into 

expressing novel behaviours and anatomies and 

how those anatomies compare to the origin of 

tetrapods 400 million years ago. The land-reared 

fish were kept moist with a skim of water on the 

ground and 'produce misters' to keep their bodies 

wet.  

Photo: Polypterus senegalus walking. Photo credit: 

Antoine Morin 

 

At the end of the experiment, the 'terrestrialized' 

fish walked more effectively and even changed 

their pectoral skeleton in ways we think made it 

easier for them to walk on land. What was most 

remarkable was that many of the skeletal changes 

paralleled some of the skeletal changes that 

'fishopods' were evolving about 400 million years 

ago. This is the first experiment to show that a 

biological phenomenon called phenotypic 

plasticity (phenotypic plasticity is the ability of a 

single genotype to support variations in phenotype; 

phenotype is anatomy, physiology, behaviour) may 

have facilitated the origin of tetrapods and that 

phenotypic plasticity may play fundamental roles 

in large-scale evolution. Trina went to Uganda this 
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summer to collect more Polypterus to see what 

projects we can do with larger, wild caught fish. 

 

Fieldwork stretched from Colombia, to Mexico, to 

Saskatchewan, to Alberta. In the spring of 2013, 

Trina Du, and former lab member Alex Dececchi, 

and I went to the Colombian Andes to search for 

fossils. That trip recovered a snout fragment of 

potentially the first nameable pterosaur (flying 

reptile) of Colombia. In the summers of 2013 and 

2014 we worked in Saskatchewan and started 

opening up a quarter kilometre long dinosaur 

bonebed that this year produced about a ton of 

fossils.  

 

 
Photo: Alex Dececchi and Trina Du hunting fossils in 

Columbia. 
 

This summer also had two undergrad summer 

research students (partially funded by the McGill 

SURA program) living in Saskatchewan collecting 

fossils and rocks with Emily Bamforth to 

continue building the picture of climate and 

biodiversity leading up to the dinosaur mass 

extinction.  

 

 
Photo: Team collecting the dinosaur bonebed in 

Saskatchewan. 
 

This past February, we started a new project in 

Mexico to assess the phylogeography to American 

Crocodiles in the country. This project is 

spearheaded by José Avila Cervantes and our first 

trip established working political and scientific 

relations and assembled a group of crocodile 

fieldworkers for a course on croc handling.  

 

 
Photo: Jose Avila Cervantes (L) helping to measure an 

American Crocodile. 

 

It's hard to describe what it's like catching an 

explosive and angry 3.5m 800 lb. crocodile on a 
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rope, dragging it out of the water, and sitting on it 

with four other people to take blood samples. It's 

more exciting than fishing and I'm not sure if 

anyone is actually breathing during the 30 seconds.  

 

 
Photo: Hans Larsson riding a croc in Mexico. 

 

Now, I'm writing this report from Grande Prairie, 

northern Alberta prospecting and collecting fossils 

with Matt Vavrek (another former grad student at 

the Redpath Museum) who just got the head 

palaeontologist/curator position at the new Philip 

Currie Dinosaur Museum (see photo below).  

 

 

Photo: Matt Vavrek chopping out a fossil near Grand 

Prairie, Alberta. 

 

In the fossil lab, Chantal Montreul continues to 

have lots of undergraduate volunteers prepping 

fossils. We recently discovered that we have two 

articulated dinosaur tails in the Museum that were 

collected by George Sternberg in the 1930s in what 

is now Dinosaur Provincial Park. One tail is from 

the tyrannosaur Gorgosaurus and the other a duck-

billed dinosaur. Our plan is to clean up the 

Gorgosaurus tail and see if we can display it in the 

gallery under the mounted Gorgosaurus cast.  

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Gorgosaurus tail. 

 

In her efforts to work out the evolutionary 

relationships of fossil crocodiles, Louise-Marie 

Meunier has travelled to the US and France to 

pick through museum collections. In the embryo 

lab, Donald Fowler made amazing progress on 

imaging the fine-scale architecture of extracellular 

fibres that we think may be coordinating skeletal 

patterning and development. 

 

 
Photo: Optical section of an early developing chick 

wing showing extracellular fibers –  by Donald Fowler. 

 

Ben Wilhelm has finished his data collection for 

his final push to finish his thesis on the evolution 

of fish fin musculature. Rui Tahara continues to 

push the bounds on embryo microCT imaging and 

revealing the little-studied development and 

anatomy of the complex bird cranial sinuses.  

 

Finally, the Redpath Museum hosted the Canadian 

Palaeontology Conference (CPC 2014) this past 

August. The conference was held here to honour 

the fifty years of Bob Carroll at the museum and 

brought about 70 researchers and students from 
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across Canada and a few from the US to the 

museum. Many talks reflected Bob's pioneering 

work in vertebrate palaeontology and more than 

half of the conference attendees were direct 

academic descendants of Bob's training. This 

conference inaugurated the Robert Carroll Prize 

for the best student presentation of Canadian 

Society of Vertebrate Palaeontology, and he 

presented it to Aaron Leblanc. 

 

 
Photo: Bob Carroll presenting the first Carroll prize to 

Aaron LeBlanc at the CPC 2014 meeting held at the 

Redpath Museum. 
 

You can catch up with more news and images of 

research at the Redpath Museum at the Twitter 

#Redpath Science. Bamforth EL, Button CL, 

Larsson HCE (2014) Paleoclimate estimates and 

fire ecology immediately prior to the end-

Cretaceous mass extinction in the Frenchman 

Formation (66Ma), Saskatchewan, Canada. 

Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology, 

Palaeoecology 401: 96–110. 

doi:10.1016/j.palaeo.2014.02.020. 

Standen EM, Du TY, Larsson HCE (2014) 

Developmental plasticity and the origin of 

tetrapods. Nature 513: 54-58. 

doi:10.1038/nature13708. 

 

PUBLIC PROGRAM AND SCIENCE 

OUTREACH 

By Ingrid Birker 

 

In the past year Science Outreach and the public 

program has paid special attention to enhancing 

our working relations with a more diverse and 

often underserved audience. Our new Familles en 

Nature program, developed in collaboration with 

Les Amis de la montagne, has been working for the 

past two years to run an innovative project that 

connects new immigrant families in Montreal with 

nature in the urban setting. Using a diversity of 

approaches, Familles en nature offers families 

different opportunities to explore connections with 

nature throughout the seasons. Activities take 

place at the Museum and in Montreal's urban 

forest (Mount Royal Park, the Université de 

Montréal campus, urban gardens and beekeeping 

facilities) and at a wilderness camp outside the 

city. Jacky Farrell (Science Outreach, Redpath 

Museum) and Eric Richard (Les Amis de la 

Montagne) gave a roundtable presention about the 

project at the North American Association for 

Environmental Education Conference in Ottawa in 

October. We would like to thank the Awesome 

Foundation for helping to fund Familles en 

nature. 

 

In the fall of 2013, and in March of 2014, and then 

again in October 2014, we helped to organize Day 

of Celebration of Women in Science. Ingrid 

connected the organizers at both Dawson and 

Vanier Cegeps with some of McGill’s leading 

female scientists such as McGill’s Neutron star 

expert, the astrophysicist Vicki Kaspi. The day 

long symposia attracted over 400 students last 

year, and 300 this fall.  

 

Outreach and Public Program 

 

Since the last issue of the Redpath News in 

December 2013, the public program, which 

encompasses McGill’s Science Outreach program, 

has provided a wide range of talks, activities, 

workshops, staged readings, flashlight tours and 

special events to about 71,000 visitors. This 

number includes the attendance figures for public 

events such as Freaky Fridays (attended by 391 

people), Cutting Edge lectures (attended by 730 

people), and the annual Montreal Museums Day / 

La journée des Musées Montréalais (with 3718 

visitors on one single afternoon!).  

The total attendance for daily visitors to the 

museum last year was 71,901 (open 291 

weekdays/year), and the number of school group 
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visitors topped 20,000, close to 30% of our total 

visitorship. 

Photo:  «Prix du Bénévolat» from 24 heures de 

science awarded to the Museum and McGill Science 

Outreach in November 2014. 

 

Exhibits 

Water is Life, produced in 2012 with funding from 

the Sustainability Projects Office, travelled to three 

venues in 2013 and 2 venues in 2014. Visit the 

complimentary web site here: 

http://www.mcgill.ca/waterislife/ 

 

In October we installed a small photographic 

exhibit: Rattlesnakes of Mexico – through my eyes 

by Eric Centenero Alcala. Accompanied by 

Eric’s captions, this exhibit features 6 of his 

outstanding photographs showing some of 

Mexico’s most tantalizing wild rattlers. These 

photos are mounted on the walls outside Room 

200.   

  
Photo: Crotalus triseriatus/ Viborita de Cascabel/ 

Mexican dusky rattlesnake.  

From the temporary exhibits: Rattlesnakes of Mexico –

through my eyes.  

 

Welcome Desk 

 

Last year our Welcome Desk volunteers and 

Sunday educators (a collective team of 57 

volunteers) greeted, welcomed and helped close to 

12,000 visitors. We screened 46 different Science 

documentary films for about 400 people. At a 

modest estimate of one hour per week per 

volunteer this represents 3388 labour hours as a 

cost saving to the Museum.  

 

 Since 1995 our team of Sunday afternoon 

volunteers has been capably managed by Janina 

Szuszkowska and Andrew Mestan. We regret 

losing long- time volunteer and Friend of the 

Redpath Elinor Patterson who died in April. She 

had been volunteering at the Redpath Museum 

since the mid-1960s and was one of the Museum’s 

first docents. We also will miss the soft spoken but 

determined Judy Mappin (BSC’50, DLitt’06) 

who had endowed the McGill Science Outreach 

Fund since 2008. Judy received the Canadian 

Booksellers Association’s Lifetime Achievement 

Award in 2005 and was named a member of the 

Order of Canada in 2008. She died in Montreal on 

February 14, 2014. 

 

Public program further afield 

 

 This past year our Museum educators, namely 

Bruno Paul Stenson, Jacky Farrell, Mireille 

Marie, Pierre diCenzo, Sara Pimpaneau and 

Fredéric Belley, gave stimulating and 

enlightening guided tours to over 6200 students. 

Now in its 9
th
 year, the Science Outreach program 

visited over 50  high schools, CEGEPs, and 

universities as well as women’s centres, summer 

camps and various community organizations. In 

addition to providing Science Outreach hands-on 

in the classroom workshops on fossils, evolution, 

geology, endangered species and botany, this 

program delivered curriculum based science to 

about 400 students beyond the Montreal area using 

live-streamed Videoconference (VC). Kick-started 

with a grant from the Ministère de la culture et 

communication in 2011, VCs this past year were 

held in Mascouche, the Gatineau, Magog, 

Alexandria,  Vankleek Hill, Repentigny, Gaspe, 

Chateauguay and small school in the foothills of 

http://www.mcgill.ca/waterislife/
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Wyoming. Seven lunch-hour science workshops 

were given at Edinburgh School in Montreal West 

(by Jacky Farrell).  

 

 
Photo: Science Outreach giving a guided geology tour  

on the beach at Parc de la Metis, Gaspé, in August 

2014. 

 

The new Rock On! Mineral  kit was used by a 

about  600 students last year in schools suchas  

École secondaire Calixa-Lavallée in Montreal 

Nord,  Ecole secondaire du Coteau, St. Paul’s 

School in Beaconsfield, at the Westmount Science 

Camp, Pearson Adult Education Centre (PAC), at 

Clearpoint Elementary School in Pointe Claire, at 

Ecole La Fontainebleu in Blainville, and at 

Children’s World Academy in Lasalle.  

Ingrid travelled to the Gaspé this summer and  

gave a second science outreach presentation about 

Dawson’s paleobotany work on a rocky beach near 

Métis sur mer.  In May she was invited to Brock 

University to share the story of the history of 

women in Science at McGill with the Canadian 

Society for the Study of Education (CSSE) and in 

October she  helped facilitate an NSERC working 

group on the Canadian Archives for Women in 

Science at the University of Ottawa.  

With the help of Peter Tarassoff and Jeanne 

Paquette, the Outreach division created a bilingual 

hands-on display of volcanic rocks that was 

presented to over 400 people at the Montreal Gem 

and Mineral Show in November.  

 

REDPATH MUSEUM COMMITTEES  
All committees, except the Promotion & 

Tenure committee, are constituted for three-

year terms. 

Safety Committee:  

ANTHONY RICCIARDI – Chair.     MARIE 

LA RICCA. 

Curriculum Committee:  

ANDREW HENDRY – Chair. All Academic 

personnel. 

Space Committee:  

HANS LARSSON – Chair. All Academic and 

non-academic personnel. 

Exhibits Committee:  

Chair. INGRID  BIRKER,  ANTHONY 

HOWELL, BARBARA LAWSON, HANS 

LARSSON 

Collections Committee:  

BARBARA LAWSON – Chair. ANTHONY 

HOWELL, HANS LARSSON, VIRGINIE 

MILLIEN, JEANNE PAQUETTE, PETER 

TARASSOFF 

Publications Committee:  

JEANNE PAQUETTE – Chair.  INGRID  

BIRKER, ANTHONY HOWELL, 

BARBARA LAWSON 

Promotion & Tenure Committee: Director 

of the Museum – Chair. All tenured Academic 

personnel. 
 

The Friends’ of the Redpath Museum  

COUNCIL MEMBERS 
Bruno Paul Stenson - President 
Kathleen Godfrey (2014) and Anthony Zerafa 

(2015) - Recording Secretary 

Ingrid Birker - Museum Liaison 

Janina Szuszkowska - Welcome-Desk Liaison 

Isle Sullivan – Member without Portfolio 

Andrew Mestan - Treasurer 

David Green - Museum Director 

Hans Larsson - Member Without Portfolio 

Pamela Miller - Member Without Portfolio 

Helen Meredith - Member Without Portfolio 

 
By-Laws of the Council of The Friends of 

The Redpath Museum were adopted in 2011 and 

can be found here:  

https://www.mcgill.ca/redpath/gettinginvolved/frie

https://www.mcgill.ca/redpath/gettinginvolved/friends
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nds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REDPATH MUSEUM PUBLICATIONS 
 

Behind the Roddick Gates, Vol. 3 
Created and produced 

by members of the 

Redpath Museum 

Club, this book 

features new stories 

about secret spots and 

unusual collections at 

the Museum, at 

McGill and around 

Montreal. $7 CAD. 

 

 

 

Leafy Legacy - The Trees of McGill 

University 
By Bronwyn Chester. 

(2009, 32 pages, 

colour illustrations). 

Self-guided walking 

tours that introduces 

50 of McGill's 

downtown campus 

trees. $7 CAD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Fossils’ Tales - Self-guided tour through 

the history-of-life collections at the museum.  
 

This handy book explains 

why fossils are important, 

how they’re formed, and 

what they tell us about life 

on Earth over its four and 

a half billion year history. 

$15 CAD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tea and Fossils -A Brief History of the 

Redpath Museum 
(2007, 21 pages). 

Over 125 years of the 

history of the Redpath 

Museum, from its 

origin as a few cabinets 

labelled "McGill 

College Collection" to 

its opening in 1882 and 

transformation into a 

leading research and 

teaching facility that 

houses over three 

million objects. Available in French: Thé et fossils 

– un brève histoire du musée Redpath.  

https://www.mcgill.ca/redpath/gettinginvolved/friends

