Researchers’ understanding of South America’s earliest
inhabitants would benefit from the discovery of more human
remains, researchers say, but such finds have been hard to
come by—which itself raises questions, Dillehay says, of what

GENETIC INSIGHTS ABOUT THE FIRST
SOUTH AMERICANS
Two studies published in late 2018, one led by David Reich
of Harvard University (results depicted in cool colors) and
the other by Eske Willerslev of the University of Copenhagen
(results in warm colors), compared ancient and modern genomes
from across the Americas to infer that there were multiple
waves of migration from the northern continent to the southern one.

A wave of migration made up of people genetically related to the
famous Clovis culture of North America enters the continent sometime
after 17,500 BP.
A wave of migrants begins to replace the first wave at around 9,000 BP.
A lineage with genetic links to ancient people on the California Channel
Islands begins to expand in the Andes by 4,200 BP.
A first wave of migration occurred around 14,000 BP.
Later, people who had diverged from North American groups and spent
time in Central America migrated south.
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human remains in the area to about 6,000 BP. The region’s
acidic soil inhibits preservation of human remains, and some
archaeologists suspect that rising sea levels at the end of the
Last Glacial Maximum may have swallowed some of the earliest signs of human activity.
Thanks to newer technologies and approaches, archaeologists can now extract more information from sites once they’re
identified. These methods include genome analysis and stable
isotope analysis, which allows researchers to determine whether
an individual’s early diet was made up of plants and animals
from the local area or from further afield. This in turn can
reveal whether a person was from the area where their remains
were found or had migrated there. With these new methods,
says Rademaker, “each [new] site is going to tell us something
incredibly useful.” g
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WHERE EARLY SOUTH AMERICAN MIGRANTS CAME FROM

CREDIT LINE

Looking forward, looking back

Thanks to newer technologies and approaches,
archaeologists can now mine more information
from sites once they’re identified.

happened to the bodies of ancient people. “One major thing
is to understand the mortuary practices [of ancient people in
the Americas] a little better,” he says.
With or without remains, more archaeological sites in parts
of Central America and the northwest coast of South America
are needed to reveal how people migrated onto and within
the continent, and how many waves of migration there were,
Boëda notes. The oldest widely accepted archaeological sites
in Central America date to around 11,500 BP, and the oldest
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mounds] came from . . . and which language they used to speak,”
says Hünemeier, who is now working with ancient DNA to try to
learn more about the prehistoric coastal group.

The widely, though not universally, held thinking among researchers in the field is that indigenous Americans came from East Asia at a time when sea
levels would have been low enough to form an inhabitable region known as Beringia that spanned what’s now eastern Siberia and western Alaska.
According to the Beringian standstill hypothesis, glaciers long prevented movement further into the Americas, so the founding population remained in
the region for thousands of years. When the ice melted enough to permit passage, the Beringians moved fast.
“I think we have pretty compelling evidence from the Y DNA studies and the mtDNA [mitochondrial DNA] studies that roughly between 15,400
or so years ago and maybe 14,300 . . . we have an expansion of lineages,” says Ben Potter, an archaeologist at Liaocheng University in China. “We have
a star-like radiation” of groups that moved into different areas of North America. A caveat, he says, is that no human remains from this period have
been found, and there is thus no fossil evidence to show where exactly the earlier initial expansion originated or where the genetic isolation took place.
Some studies have challenged the majority view that that expansion represented humans’ first foray into the Americas. In a 2017 Nature paper,
for example, paleontologist Kathleen Holen, then at the San Diego Natural History Museum, and colleagues reported finding 130,000-year-old mastodon bones at a site in California that appeared to have been smashed with human-made stone tools (544:479–83). The study was met with skepticism by researchers who said the bones could instead have been broken by other means, such as modern construction equipment.
In July of this year, an international team led by Eske Willerslev of the University of Copenhagen garnered headlines with another report in Nature,
this one of purportedly human-made tools dating to 33,000 BP in a cave in Mexico (doi:10.1038/s41586-020-2509-0). But critics questioned
whether the stones in question had truly been shaped by humans.
Another disputed idea, known as the Solutrean hypothesis, is based on similarities between tools made by North America’s early Clovis culture
and those made by Europe’s Solutrean people between 22,000 and 17,000 BP. Its main proponents, Bruce Bradley of the University of Exeter and the
late Dennis Stanford of the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, suggested that some Solutreans could have migrated to North America
via boats that hugged an ice bridge between the two continents (World Archaeol, 36:459–78, 2004). Other researchers have pointed out what they
see as multiple problems with the hypothesis, including the 7,000-year gap between Solutreans’ use of the tools in Europe and the first Clovis site in
North America, and a lack of genetic evidence that any early Americans had European ancestry.
The Beringian standstill hypothesis continues to undergo revisions as new studies emerge. In 2018, for example, Potter and his colleagues
reported a genetic analysis of 11,500-year-old remains of a baby girl found buried in Alaska at a site called Upward Sun. The infant belonged to a previously unknown lineage that split from the ancestors of today’s Native Americans between 22,000 and 18,100 years ago, the researchers suggested
(Nature, 553:203–207). Potter notes that the potential for interbreeding between known populations and extinct lineages such as this can complicate
genetic models that estimate how long ago populations diverged, and he says he thinks future discoveries like that made at Upward Sun are likely.
“There probably are more of those out there that we just haven’t detected yet,” he says.
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