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Many of the Romanian readers have probably heard of the Cave from Valea Şesii (Şuncuius, Bihor), discovered ten years ago by a group of enthusiast speleologists who participated to the découverte courses of speleology from Şuncuiuş. Few of them, though, have any idea about the “treasures” contained by this cavernement of relatively small dimensions. One of the explorers of this cave (Paul Damm), beyond its importance in the karstogenesis of the area (which includes Vântului and Izbândiş caves), also emphasized its paleontological importance, at that time the cave still having bones in a “virgin” hypostasis, more and more rare on our picturesque realms (see “Ardealul Speologic”, no.4, p.82 and “Speomond” no.3, p.28-29). 

 During the last few years, the status of the cave hasn’t grown significantly degraded: there are “pirat” digging traces, but only in tight spot areas and where possible continuations can be foreseen, respectively some of the bones have been gathered in clusters from the floor, probably to be protected. The only study which has approached this exceptional site, is the license paper of Dan Bogdan (Babeş-Bolyai University, Faculty of Geology, Cluj / C.S. Politehnica, Cluj), who inventoried a great quantity of bones belonging to the cold fauna from the end of Pleistocene (the bones were gathered the floor, without any excavation works). The paleontological material which has been deposited at the Department of Geology and Paleontology of Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj, is represented by the cave bear (Ursus spelaeus), including four complete skulls, the mountain goat (Capra ibex) rather rare, and also a medium-size horse (Equus transylvanicus), unusual in Transylvanian cave deposits. Taking into account the fact that the security of this cave is not granted, I have recently undertaken two evaluations of the site, to plan a possible paleontological excavation. It is necessary to mention that, given the fact that the cave is fairly small, so are the fossil deposits which occupy a relatively modest volume. Any chaotic digging could irreparably destroy the informational archive gathered there. On the floor there can also be noticed two “nests” or “gestation holes” of the cave bear, very rarely encountered or seen in our caves. Mr. Viehmann (“Emil Racoviţa” Institute of Speleology, Cluj Napoca) would be the most appropriate person to appreciate the danger to which are exposed the vital traces of the cave bear, kept until nowadays in some caves.     
With the occasion of my last walk there (May 2004), a “reliable” man, in what concerns the discovery of some important or rare vestiges accompanied me, in the person of my much elder non-caving brother. Some other time I also had the occasion to assist to some of his “accidental” discoveries, which usually began with “what’s this?”. Well, at that time, what else could I answer, apart from: “It’s a common buffalo skull” or a “human mandible”. In Crimea he has discovered the only cave bear molar I have seen in over six years of diggings (it seems that, during the last Ice Age, the cave bear has accidentally penetrated from Caucasus to the mountain region of Crimea, thus being exceptionally rare). It was not the same reaction I had in Valea Şesii cave, when he showed me the”what’s that”.  It was a pretty big fragment of facial skull, partially covered with a reddish calcite crust. I was about to tell him about the cave bear, but while I was holding it in my hand, I saw its specific form and its carnnasial tooth. Beyond any doubt, this was a lion of a very large size, an exceptional specimen! 

This lion was a very old (senile) and robust individual, the length of the skull being calculated based on the biometrical data at 39-40 cm, well above average. The teeth, especially the 4th premolar (the largest) being blunt in a very awkward way, indicating a disjunction at the level of the mandible (probably traumatically), the mandible teeth blunting very acutely the crown of the upper ones, thus forming deep drains so far as the level of the pulp. With a half meter head (including the muscles), the body length could reach more than two and a half meters, and the height to withers was about 1,20 –1,25 m, meaning up to the level of a robust caver’s abdomen. The canine alveola, kept on a length of 6 cm, betrays a dagger which certainly exceeded 10 cm in length. For the moment, this is the only lion remain discovered in this cave. The informations we have do not allow yet the appreciation of the way this predator got into this cavernement. It is difficult for us to believe that the inoffensive cave bear (which was mainly feeding on forest fruits and other vegetal wonders) started to hunt lions, except for the fact when our lion was badly hurt, or exhausted after a too long life.  

The cave lion (Panthera leo spelaea) is very rarely encountered in the Romanian caves (otherwise it seems that this lion was not a speleal species, but more of a wanderer who either fell in the traps, ended as prey or simply hide to die). Although few in number, there are known  some caves in the Apuseni Mountains, in which such fossils had been discovered, in Onceasa, Fânaţe, Igriţa and Urşilor caves, the last one being in Chişcău. Usually, the bones are isolated and fragmented, the skull remains representing rarities.  A skull is signaled around 1850 from Onceasa cave, and another two skulls were discovered in 1915 in Igriţa cave. Two lion skulls versus five hyena skulls and three hundred cave bear skulls: this ratio emphasizes how frequent the lion was on these realms. Even in Urşilor Cave, except for a few teeth, there have appeared only postcranial bones. Many years ago I had the chance to find (again in Igriţa) an almost complete mandible taken out by others and, thinking that it was a bear’s, they left it in dereliction (therefore a fragment with no value whatsoever). 

Under the generic name of Panthera there are reunited a series of large cats from the old world: P. pardus (leopard), P. tigris (tiger) and P. leo (lion), and respectively from the new world: P. onca (jaguar). The European fossil forms are represented by the European jaguar (P. gombaszoegensis = toscana, also discovered in the fossil fauna from Betfia, Bihor County), which lived since Villafranchian until the beginning of the middle Pleistocene, the leopards from the middle and upper Pleistocene, and also several lion species. It seems that the last ones were ”genuine”, belonging to two species: a relatively primitive lion from the middle Pleistocene (P. leo fossilis) and a more progressive type of lion (P. leo spelaea),”the cave lion”. The identified traditional forms clearly show that these two species have connections on the same evolutionary linege. The more obsolete opinions differed regarding the affiliation of the “cave lion” to tigers, to real lions, or even to a diffrent species (P. spelaea). The controversy has been solutioned in favour of the lions. Also, the cave lion from the old world proved to be conspecific to the Californian lions from Rancho la Brea (P. atrox = P. leo atrox) from North America, so that it seems that, during the last Ice Age, these had a vast Holarctique extension. 

In terms of size, the cave lion was about one third larger than extant African lions (however there are few subspecies). This is an issue still barely clarified, if the European lion has disappeared immediately after the Ice Age (in the same time with the megafauna), or it survived through the modern form of the Indian lion (P. leo indica), nearly extinct these days (if not already extinct). This has a smaller size with no mane, especially rare in the Western side of India, North from Bombay. As a matter of fact, another subspecies of Asian lion needs to be mentioned, the Persian lion (P. leo persica). It is a probably extinct form (its notifications from the last century, including those from Anatolia, have not been proved), having the smallest size of all lions, with a yellowish colouring and a dark mane (very resembling, yet a bit smaller than the Atlas lion, also exterminated along the last millenniums).  In historic times it was also present in the Iranian plateau, the Talysh Mountains, and towards West, in Caucasus and earlier in Crimea. Indeed, there can also exist the problem whether this subspecies of mountain lion (not Indian lion) could be one and the same, respectively a direct descendent of the so-called cave lion (P. leo spelaea) encountered in the Late Pleistocene karstic deposits of Europe, and relatively abundant at the end of the Ice Age (until 10-12 thousand years ago) in Crimea. There I have met it in numerous speleal sites, including two relatively complete medium sized skeletons. During the last few years, Austrian and German specialists have been trying to clarify these problems through modern means, including mithocondrial DNA analyses (elements extracted from the bone collagen remains).  However, it is very likely that, following the radical climatic changes during the transition from the Ice Age, the extension area of the lions has fragmented, and very likely, in parallel with the reduction in size, there followed a mosaic-type subspeciation, which produced diverse Eurasian lion types. There can be remarked a close resemblance between the painted/engraved lions dating from the European Magdalenian and Solutren cave sites, with the “Persian” lions from the Mesopotamian bas-reliefs. Within the Paleolithic masterpieces, the lions without manes are predominant, but the famous reliefs from Ninive (VIIth Century BC) appear represented on the one hand as “lionesses” (e.g.: the dying lioness), respectively numerous male lions with manes (e.g.: the lion hunt by Assurbanipal), whose size is smaller than that of the cave lion. The decrease in size of numerous large mammal species was a fairly common phenomenon, induced by the climate amelioration, and in cases such as carnivores, also due the extinction of the “large game”, represented by elements of the Pleistocene megafauna. 

Given the background and taking into account the exceptional rarity of the lion fossils in our country, the discovery from Valea Şesii will certainly bring new information related to this problem. However, for us (cavers or not), those who frequently wander through the Şuncuius area, it is rather difficult to visualize the meander of the Criş river and the Mişid Gorge several tens of thousand years ago, with no “Zenovia House” or “Castle”, but only with a few dark ravenes, where an old lion having the size of a calf, would sneak through the bushes with a mountain goat in its jaws.     



