
Shanidar Neanderthals, at least, had a var-
ied diet.

Reconstructing the full story of Nean-
derthals is important because it may give 
scientists new insights into functionally 
important changes on the human family 
tree. Why did we survive when Neander-
thals did not? Could their genes have been 
swamped by those of modern humans, as 
in the Anglo-Saxon domination? With 
new tools, scientists might answer those 
questions. But the biologically important 
diff erences, cautions Patterson, may be 
factors such as pathogen resistance, rather 
than some defining trait of modern human 
behavior such as language.

Mark Thomas off ered an example of 
such a nuanced diff erence when he re-
turned to Cambridge for the symposium a 
year after his first visit and spoke about his 
modeling of the spread in Europe of a vari-
ant of the lactase gene that enables adults 
to digest the sugar in milk. The variant 
arose around the same time as dairying 
began in Europe and spread rapidly, sug-
gesting that possessing it conferred tre-
mendous advantages for survival. In fact, 
this lactase allele is the most strongly se-
lected part of the genome in the last 20,000 
years among Europeans. Why would the 
ability to drink milk confer such an advan-

tage? There may be more than one reason, 
Thomas suggests. Milk provides calories, 
protein and fat, calcium, vitamin D, and a 
steady supply of uncontaminated fluids. 
It may have allowed more economic use of 
the land. Having cows may also have con-
ferred prestige, leading to sexual selection 
of dairy farmers. 

When Thomas modeled the spread of 
the gene across a 9,000-year time span, 
he found that the simulation that best 
matched modern conditions suggested 
that the gene arose in central Europe 7,500 
years ago, and that its spread paralleled 
that of the Linearbandkeramik culture, so 
named because of the characteristic linear 
bands they used to decorate their pottery. 
The Linearbandkeramik people were cen-
tral and northern Europe’s first farmers, 
and the ability to digest milk, which prob-
ably arose in this culture as a random mu-
tation, may have been an important factor 
in their subsequent diff usion throughout 
the continent. (Archaeologists have found 
in this culture the first evidence of a de-
cline in the importance of sheep and goats 
relative to cows.) “The spread of the gene 
was shaped by selection and by an un-
derlying demographic process, the spread 
of farming,” he says. These combined fac-
tors may even explain why Europeans are 
genetically so homogenous for variants of 
the lactase gene, compared to other milk-
drinkers throughout the world. 

“The lactase allele 
is not really part of 
my research agenda,” 
says McCormick, 
“but this is impor-
tant,” he stresses. It 
illustrates concisely 
the changes in what 
is considered histori-
cal evidence. “In the 
nineteenth century, 
only written records 
were historical evi-
dence. Now, atomic 
disorder is historical 
evidence; genes are 
historical evidence. 
The epistemological 
distinction between 
history and pre-his-
tor y has become 
blurred, if not dis-
solved. The writing 
of new history will 
use the same kind of 

material evidence that prehistorians use, 
alongside the written record.”

McCormick is fired with enthusiasm 
for the future of his discipline. “It is ex-
citing. I jump up every morning. But it is 
also challenging. Division and department 
boundaries are real. Even with a generally 
supportive attitude, it is diffi  cult [to raise 
funds, to admit students who are excel-
lent in more than one discipline, and so 
on]. This is a whole new way of studying 
the past. It is a unique intellectual op-
portunity and practically all the pieces are 
in place. This should happen here—it will 
happen, whether we are part of it or not.”

Intellectual barriers are falling as schol-
ars realize that “there is no big break in 
the evolution of the human organism,” he 
continues. “You and I still view the world 
through the experiences of our childhood. 
It is real and it is history, relevant to us as 
human beings as well as to societies and 
civilizations. The transmitted experience 
of our parents’ youth and their parents’ 
youth recedes to a point where we can no 
longer perceive the thread, but it is there….
Our ancestors came from Africa, and that 
is the fact, not insignificant for us to know 
as citizens of the Earth, and that should be 
reflected in the way history is written and 
understood.”

Jonathan Shaw ’89 is managing editor of this mag-
azine.
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