














EXCAVATIONS AT
ATPUERCA since the 1990s
have yielded scores of
pre-Neanderthals (top) and
the much earlier skull of a
young boy (middle), called
Homo antecessor, dated at
800,000 years ago.

ATAPUERCA
“Pre-Neanderthal” Death Pit

he gently rolling hills known as the Sierra de Atapuerca in northern Spain
T hide a complex system of limestone caves where archeologists have
uncovered abundant—if enigmatic—evidence of western Europe’s earliest
inhabitants.
Hundreds of bones and artifacts have been recovered from two principal
Atapuercan sites over the past quarter-century. Although the caves are quite
close to one another, their contents are believed to date from very different time
periods—and apparently represent different species of hominids.
Railroad workers uncovered the first site, Gran Dolina, when they blasted a hill-
side to make way for train tracks in the 1890s, exposing an enormous sequence of pre-
historic deposits. Archeologists, alerted by the railroad company, immediately recognized
it as an “early man” site. Excavations in the 1990s revealed eleven stratigraphic levels. With
an influx of government funding and the help of hundreds of student volunteers during that
period, the pace of excavation and discovery dramatically accelerated.

The site has yielded hominid fossils, 200 stone tools, and more than a thousand fossils
of horses, deer, rhinoceros, bison, wolves, wild cats, elephants, and other animals. Most
exciting for Spanish paleontologists José Maria Bermudez de Castro, Juan Luis Arsuaga,
and Eudald Carbonell, in 1994 their team unearthed a partial skull, jaw, and skeletal frag-
ments of a new species of human, which they named Homo antecessor, “the man who came
before.” Because the layers were rich in marker pollens, small mammal fossils, and rocks
amenable to dating by measuring theirancient magnetic fields (a technique first developed
in the 1960s and 1970s for determining the age of tectonic plates), the team was able to date
the skull at 800,000 years old. It appears to have belonged to an 11-year-old male, nick-
named the “Gran Dolina Boy.” Bermudez de Castro and his colleagues believe H. antecessor
represents the last common ancestor of modern humans and pre-Neanderthals; many of the
latter's remains were found together at the other, later Atapuercan site.

Also at Gran Dolina, the scientists discovered many bones of animals with telltale marks
caused by cutting, scraping, and chopping with stone tools. Since the associated human
bones show identical cuts and scrapes to those of the butchered animals, these hominids
may have practiced cannibalism.

In 1976, half a mile away from Gran Dolina in a cave known as Cueva Mayor, spelunkers
discovered the Sima de los Huesos (the Pit of Bones), a 42-foot-deep shaft filled with hun-
dreds of pre-Neanderthal bones, dated at from 400,00 to 600,000 years old and belonging
to almost thirty individuals. Skeletons and skulls of cave bears were mingled with them,
along with a well-formed quartzite hand axe. While there appears to be no direct connection
between the two sites, they do demonstrate that these wooded hills, with their labyrinth of
caves, have attracted hominid occupation during widely different time periods.

lan Tattersall, curator of anthropology at the American Museum of Natural History, told
Natural History magazine that the Sima de los Huesos is “the most astonishing concentra-
tion of human fossils that has been found anywhere in the world . . . but you have to descend
down a vertical pit in a pitch dark cave to get to them.” How these remains, belonging to
various ages and both sexes, ended up in the “Pit of Bones” is a complete mystery—perhaps
even a murder mystery. Were they sick or dying or already dead, or perhaps victims of a
plague? Were they enemies or relatives of those who dumped them there so unceremoni-
ously? Or is there some completely different explanation that we will never know? If humans
did indeed deposit the bodies there, it would be the earliest known example of human funer-
ary activity.

Atapuerca proves that Europe has been home to a variety of hominid species over the
last million years. The earliest hominids in Europe whose bones are preserved lived 1.7 mil-
lion years ago at what is now Dmanisi, in the Republic of Georgia. Atapuerca shows that
early Homo species such as the proposed H. antecessor were also living in Europe 800,000
years ago. The hominids from the Pit of Bones were related to Homo neanderthalensis,
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which, beginning some 200,000 years ago, dominated Europe as well as parts of
western Asia, and persisted for over 150,000 years—longer than our own species
has existed. Then, around 40,000 years ago, a new species arrived in Europe,
presumably from Africa: Homo sapiens. These modern humans were sophisticated
artists, hunters, and toolmakers; by 30,000 years ago they had replaced Neander-
thals throughout Europe.

See also HOMO ERECTUS; NEANDERTHAL MAN

AUSTRALOPITHECINES
Man-Apes of Africa

s African fossil hominids came to light over the past 80 years, one of the
A very surprising discoveries was that the early hominids were upright walk-

ers, even though they had brains the size of a chimp's. Before these fos-
sils were discovered, anthropologists assumed that upright walking had developed
after the expansion of brain size. Australopithecines were bipedal apes. They had
upright posture and walked bipedally on the ground, but they certainly lacked lan-
guage and human cultural capacities.

Difficult to pronounce and misleading in meaning, Australopithecus refers to a
genus of early hominids that were the closest evolutionary relatives to the genus
Homo and our possible ancestors. Coined by South African anatomist Raymond
Dart in 1924 to describe his famous “Taung child” skull, it means “southern ape.”
But subsequent discoveries showed they were neither southern nor close to mod-
ern apes. They ranged over the length of the African continent, from south and east
to the northern areas of Ethiopia.

Raymond Dart and Robert Broom, two physicians with a passion for paleontology
and anatomy, effectively began modern paleoanthropology with their discoveries of
the australopithecine fossils in South Africa during the 1920s and 1930s. Australo-
pithecus africanus, the first one found by Dart, is the smaller, more lightly built
hominid. A larger, more robust genus, known as Paranthropus, was discovered by
Broom a few years later.

Several species of “australopith” are currently recognized. Some are more lightly
built (gracile), such as Australopithecus africanus, from South and East Africa, and
A. afarensis and A. anamensis, from East Africa and Ethiopia. They were about
three to four feet tall, with arms longer than in humans but shorter than in modern
apes, and were probably still good climbers. Their legs, and pelvises, however,
indicate that they walked upright. Some of their faces were flatter than in modern
apes, but jut out farther than in Homo. Australopithecus anamensis is the oldest of
the australopiths, dated at around four million years, and A. africanus is somewhat
younger at two to three million. Paleoanthropologists believe A. afarensis may be
ancestral to Homo as well as to other australopithecines.

Two larger, heavy-boned australopithecines are recognized: Paranthropus robus-
tus and P, boisei, and a slightly earlier form called Australopithecus aethiopicusi. For-
merly known as Zinjanthropus, Paranthropus boisei, or “Nutcracker Man,” had heavy grinding
molar teeth and bony crests that supported strong jaw muscles. The heavy, large-toothed
forms were at first thought to be a later side branch of the hominid family, but it now appears
that these presumed “descendants” coexisted in the same times and places in Africa with
some of the smaller, more lightly built “ancestral” species.

The long-standing tradition about the uniqueness of bipedalism in humans goes back
to the ancient Greek philosophers. They knew that birds walked on two legs, but observed
that man seemed to be the only other creature that did. Consequently, when one of Plato’s
students defined man as a “featherless biped,” no one was able to offer a logical refutation.
The next day, however, another student showed up for class waving a plucked chicken.

See also AFAR HOMINIDS; DART, RAYMOND ARTHUR; TAUNG CHILD.

AUSTRALOPITHECINES 29

“MRS. PLES” was Dr. Robert
Broom’s nickname for the
South African fossils he
named Plesianthropus (top)
but later lumped with Aus-
tralopithecus africanus.

“ZINJ” OR “NUTCRACKER MAN”
refers to the heavy-boned
Paranthropus boisei found
by Mary Leakey in East
Africa’s Olduvai Gorge. It
had huge grinding molars
and powerful jaw muscles.
Photos by Margot Crabtree.





