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Ten sets of human bones from
Brazilian prehistory suggest that the
first inhabitants of the Americas
were not Mongoloids
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good number of American archeologists like to
say that Luzia is an aberration. An exception, and
nat the rules amongst the first inhabitants of the
Americas, the so-called paleo-indians, usually
described as Mongoloids, with oriental traits, si-
milar to today’s Asians and native Brazilians. Lu-
#ia is the name given to the skull of a young wo-
man wheo lived (and died) about 11,000 years ago
in the region of Lagoa Santa, in the environs of Belo Horizonte, the ca-
pital of the state of Minas Gerais, rich in prehistorical sites. The pale-
mical bone find in Minas Gerais shocked the traditionalists for not
showing cranial characteristics compatible with Mongoloid populati-
ons, Its features recall those of the present day Australian aborigines
and African blacks. This discrepancy led researchers Walter Neves,
from the Human Evolutionary Studies Laboratory of the University of
Sio Paulo (USP), and Hector Pucciarelli, from the University of La
Plaga, Argenting, to propose, back at the: end of the 1980s, an alterna-
tive theory to explain the colonization of the Americas. According to
Meves and Pucciarelli, at least 12,000 years ago, the first waves of indi-
viduals similar to Luria, coming from Asia, would have set foot in the
Mew World. Also coming from Asia, the Mongoloids, from which all
the indigenous tribes still to be found today between Patagonia and
Alaska descend, would only have reached the continent somwe time af-
terwards, Both the populations used the same access path of entry to
the Americas, the Bering Strait.

Using very high tones, the ¢ritics of this model say that the South
Americans have constructed a thesis from just one skull, But new stu-
dies published by Neves and collaborators from 1999 onwirds sho-
wing that pre-historical human populations similar to Luzia were not
rarities in the Americas and that their geographical distribution was
nal restricted 1w the outskirts of the capital of Minas Gerais. Now, two
works have just come out that provide support for the alternative theory
on the colonization of the Americas. In an article printed in the Latest
edition of the British journal World Archagology, a team of researchers




Skull from Cerca Grande:
like Luzia, it has an
anatomy similar fo that

of present day Africans and
Australian aborigines




internal and external

wview of the Cerca Grande
complex of tuneral sites:

bone finds af 9,000 years ago

coordinated by MNeves presents
nine skulls found in Cerca Gran-
de, a complex of seven prehisto-
ric sites located in the region of
Lagoa Santa All the bone finds
show Afro-aboriginal characte-
ristics and an age estimated at
about 90K years, "Luzia is not
an anomaly”, says Neves, whose
sudies are funded by a FAPESP
thematic project. Inanather work,
published in December in the
American periodical Cuirrent Re-
search i the Plerstocene, the ar-
cheologist from USP analyzes a
skull, also roughly 9,000 years
ald and with black traits, that
came from Toca das Oncas, a site rich
in prehistorical material located in Caa-
tinga do Moura, in Bahia. As opposed
o the typical anatomy of the Mongo-
Inid peoples, the skulls of the Brazilian
pakeo-indians are thinner and longer,
with the jaws more thrust forward, and
lowr amd niot very broad cheeks.

he existence of such
an old bone find, as-
soctated with non-
Mongoboid popuati-
ons originating from
a region far away
from Lagoa Santa,
suggests that this
physical type was
spread through other
parts of the country,
at seme mement of prehistory, "Iis ge-
ographical distribution was wider than
used 1o be thought', commeents Castor
Cartelle, from the Mational Sciences
Museum of the Postifical Cathalic Uni-
versity of Minas Gerais (PLCIMG), a
co-author of the article on the skull
from Toca das Ongas, "Perhaps the pre-
senoe of individuals of the black type
occurred all along the basin of the 330
Francisco River, going as far as Plawl."
Camelbe, incidentally, coordinated the
team that found the human skull from
Tirca das Ongas, inan expedition to the
|'-|.'t|;i-::-|1 af Bahia at the end of the 1970,

Tockay, this archeological material s
part of the collection of the musewm at
PLCMG. The mine skulls from Cerca
Grande were collected even longer apgo,
on A trip o Lagoa Santa made in 1956
by the American, Wesley Hurt, and the
Brazilian, Oldemar Blasi, both archeo-
logists. These fragmenits of skeletons are
currently part of the collections of the
National Museum of the Federal Uni-
versity of Rio de Janeiro (UFRI) "The
Cerea Grande site has all been destro-
vid, due 1o the removal of the limesto-
rie and caloite from the regien”, com-
mients Blasi, who is 86 vears old today,
and went back 1o the place with Neves’s
teany in 2001,

Mleves decided 10 study in detail the
skulls from Cerca Grande and Toca das
Omgas, in the hope of getting mare in-
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put for his thesis on the colonization of
the Americas, He made in. “As | am fa-
cing a lot of criticism from colleagues,
in particular from the United States, |
decided to publish analyses about the
largest possible number of prehistoric
skulls from different sites in Lagoa San-
ta, from other places in Brazil, and even
from abroad”, says the archeologist
from USP Stricily speaking, he started
this academic crusade in favor of his
bdeas in 2003, with an article in the foer-
nal of Human Evelution, in which he
analyzes six paleo-indian skulls (also
aroand 9,000 vears old), coming from
Santana do Riacho, in the Cipd mioun-
tain range, a region not very distant
from Belo Horizonte. And he intends
to carry o, throughout the whale year
of 2005, with this strategy of pointing
out that Luwia was not alone. Meves
promises to publish shonly evidence
that there were also paleo-indians simi-
lar 1o the Avstralian aborigines in the
state of S0 Paulo, and even in Mexioo.

Itis not gasy to find evidence for the
controversial thesis that the first inka-
bitants of the Americas were not Mon-
paloics. A human skeleton, or part of i,
has to meet two requirements o be clas-
sified as belonging to a paleoindian of
Megroid traits: to be the target of mini-
mally reliable dating (the cost of which
is very expensive) and undergoing rigo-
roaes statistical evidence about their ana-
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Reconstitution of the man
from Lagoa Santa: without
any oriental traits

tomical conformation. Neves believes
he has overcome these two stages in a
satisfactory manner in his recent work
with human bone finds in Lagoa Santa.

Of the nine skulls from Cerca Gran-
de analyzed in the scientific article in
World Archarology, two had their age
determined in a direct way, by the car-
bon 14 method. This kind of measure-
ment, more reliable and the target of less
criticisms, i only possible to be done
when collagen has been preserved in the
skebeton, something that is difficult to
happen in the Lagna Santa region. Luzia,
for example, did not have this element
that & indispensable for the carbon 14
test. Its antiquity was established in an
indirect way, an approach that was also
used to locate in time the other seven
shulls from Cerca Grande. By this me-
thod, the researchers asociate the ob-
ject of their study = the skeleton of a
hueman or an animal — with some ele-
ment from the prehistoric site whose
age is known or estimated, like rocks,
artifacts, or sedimentary lavers. "1t isa'
ideal, but we often have to resort to in-
direct datings”, MNeves comments.

Ta say that a prehistoric skull is si-
milar to a given biological group, the re-
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searchers resort 1o comparstive ana-
tomy. Meves makes a point of he himself
careying out the mesurements of the
skulls that are targeted in his scientific
articles. This is how he guarantees stan-
dardization of procedures in carrying
out the task, The measurements of the
bones are submitted to computer mo-
dels that compare them with dozens of
Ph:-'si.s:al parameters - i the case of
Cerca Grande, 27 variables for the shulls
of women, and 43 for those of men -

dizplayed by the main biological groups

that there are in existence today
in the world. After the compari-
son 15 concluded, the program
positions the material analyzed,
in refation to the contemporary
physical standards. According 1o
Meves, the computer models pla-
ce the nine skulls from Cerca
Girande, ke Luza and the mate-
rial from Toca das Ongas i Ba-
hia, alongside the African ones
from the Sahara and those of the
aborigines from Australia = and
far from the Mongoloids (the
present d:l'|.' Aszans and Amerin-
dians), That does not necessari-
Iy mean that Luzias people had
dark skin, as people tend to think
when they look at the artistic re-
constitutions of the ancient inha-
bitants of Lagoa Santa. As the fi-
gures are made of dark clay, and
their traits suggest populations
that today are Black, this impres-
ston, perhaps erroneously, has bacome
widespread. “The color of the skin is a
characteristic that can change rapidly,
i i few generations”, Neves comments,

There are some points that ane diffi-
cult to comprehend in the alternative
thesis advocated by Meves and his col-
laborators in the first Homo sapéens in
the Mew Warld. The main one of them
is the reason no descendents of these
non-Mongoloid pioneers survived he-
re. Nobody has a totally satisfactory an-
swer 1o this question, but perhaps time
and new archeological evidence will
take care of resolving the contro-
versy. In September of last wear, for
example, the news spread that a shull of
about [ 1000 vears inage, from Mexico,
known as Pefion woman, also displays
physical traits similar o those of the
people from Lagoa Santa, In 2003, an
article came out in Nature in which 33
skeletons are described, also origina-
ting from Mexico, which show non-
Mongoleid anatomical charactermstics,
simiilar o those of Luzia. They are not
skulls of prehistoric peoples, but from
a Mexican tribe, the Pericues, which Li-
ved in isolation until the 16" century in
Baja California, when it became extingt
after the Spaniards disembarked, If Ne-
ves' theory ks correct, the Pericues were
perhaps the kast remnants of the fimst
non-Mongolsid lineages that eccupiad
the Americis. M
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