Site: Rock shelter at 4,480 meters in elevation dated to ~12,400 BP
Contains: Remains of plants and animals consumed as food
and other human-made debris; human remains; stone tools
Significance: Oldest known site in Andes; shows humans had
adapted to high altitudes

TOCA DO
SÍTIO DO MEIO*

Site: Rock shelter with signs of human
occupation dated to ~35,000–28,000 BP
Contains: Charcoal remnants;
purported stone tools

CUNCAICHA

Criticisms include: Rocks resembling
stone tools could have come about
through natural geological processes
or been made by monkeys.

QUEBRADA JAGUAY
LAPA DO SANTO

Site: Remains of a seasonally occupied fishing village
dated to ~13,000–11,000 BP
Site: Cave with signs of human activity
dated to as early as ~12,700–11,700 BP

Contains: Seafood remnants; hearths; tools made
of obsidian and other types of stone
Significance: Demonstrates that people were using marine
food sources and, together with Cuncaicha, that coastal
people had contact with the Andean highlands

Excavations of South American sites containing traces of ancient human activity have
suggested that humans reached the southern region of the continent at least 14,500
years before present (BP)—remarkably quickly after first entering the Americas—and
that they soon developed diverse technologies across different sites. But the picture
yielded by these archaeological investigations is a patchwork, leaving open key
questions, such as whether the first humans migrated south along the Pacific coast or
by some other route. The history is further complicated by disputed claims (examples
marked by red headers with asterisks) that certain sites reflect a much earlier occupation
of the continent beginning more than 20,000 BP.
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Significance: Yielded ancient DNA for
analysis and new insight into early cultures

Site: Settlement dated to ~18,500–
15,000 BP
Contains: Remains of plants and
animals consumed as food; charcoal;
wooden artifacts; stone tools

Site: Assembly of more than 1,000
animal bones dated to ~30,000–
27,000 BP

Significance: Pushed back the date
of earliest known human occupation
of the Americas by as much as
5,000 years

Contains: Bones of giant sloths
and other large animals, some
with apparent cut marks that may
indicate they were butchered by
humans; purported stone tools
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MONTE VERDE

EVIDENCE OF EARLY
HUMAN PRESENCE
IN SOUTH AMERICA

Contains: Remains of 50 people, dating
as far back as 10,600–9,700 BP, who
were buried at the site; stone tools;
rock art; animal remnants

ARROYO DEL VIZCAÍNO*

Criticisms include: The bones
could have been carried to the
site by flowing water rather than
human activity; the scenario
the authors propose (including
human transport of large, killed
animals) is not consistent with
the way known hunter-gatherer
groups operate.

and nearby lowlands. While that study didn’t indicate when people
might first have begun settling the Andes, it did reveal that the highland and lowland populations began to diverge around 9,000 years
ago, says coauthor John Lindo, an anthropologist now at Emory
University.10 “That’s pretty early to start [having established populations] at 9,000 years, I think,” he says. “That’s pretty amazing.”
Fehren-Schmitz agrees, noting that in contrast to Eurasia, which
experienced multiple mass migrations of humans, South American
prehistory overall shows a pattern of populations staying relatively stationary after the initial peopling. In the case of the Andes and nearby
coastal regions, he says, “the [west] coast is actually only a very narrow stretch of land and [then] the Andes directly start, so we’re talking
about distances between populations of a day or two days of travel—
like fifty to one hundred miles. And still we see patterns of genetic distinctness between these groups, which is quite stunning.”
Based on current evidence, says Tábita Hünemeier, a population
and evolutionary geneticist at the University of São Paulo in Brazil
who conducts genetic studies of indigenous Brazilian groups, presentday Andeans seem to have descended from the wave of migrants that
replaced the Clovis-related population, together with a more recent
wave that occurred around 4,000 BP. After the highland and lowland
populations divided around 9,000 years ago, the highland population
further split into northern and southern populations around 5,800
BP, a study led by Reich and Fehren-Schmitz recently suggested.11
Less is known about the dynamics of ancient Amazonian groups,
says Hünemeier, but genetic evidence points to an initial arrival of
people in the first large migration event. That population appears to
have been replaced by a second wave of migration into the continent,
and linguistic evidence indicates these people quickly differentiated
into different groups beginning around 9,000 years ago, leading to
a panoply of languages, more than 100 of which still exist today.
The current goal of her work, Hünemeier says, is “to figure out how
[people in the second group] settled Amazonia and how they split,”
as well as “which was the original group that came to Amazonia.”
In a study published earlier this year, she and her colleagues found
modern genetic traces of a population known as the Tupí that dominated the Brazilian coast during the 15th century but had supposedly
been driven extinct by European conquerors.12 Modern people known
as the Tupiniquim, who live in cities and do not speak an indigenous
language, have long identified themselves as descendants of the Tupí,
and the researchers found that they do indeed have signals of indigenous ancestry, along with European and African heritage, in their
genomes. Furthermore, their indigenous ancestry was distinct from
that of any other modern groups who have been studied.
The team’s analysis points to a migration of Tupí people from
central Amazonia northeast toward Brazil’s coast around 2,000–
3,000 years ago, followed by a later migration of a separate Tupí
group who traveled southeast but also ultimately expanded along
the coast. They were not the first people to reach the Brazilian
coast; archaeological sites with distinctive shell mounds known as
sambaquis indicate that others had settled the coast 10,000–8,000
years ago, but they appear to have been completely replaced by
the Tupí. “We don’t know where [the people who made the shell
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