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IHE CASE OF
Misf i led bones

By De l ta  Wi l l i s

T H E  M I S S I N G  L I N K :
have led researchers to discover humanity 's ancestor

Buried
beneath the

earth
for millions ol

years, the
link between

humans
and apes now

emerges
lrom the forest

of time.

artin Pickford held two
" t t  t r t l o "  h n n o c  r r n  t n

the l ight ,  g l impslng a
network of  capi l lar ies and veins.
These were no turtle bones, Pick-
ford realized: they resembled piec-
es of  a pr imate skul l  l t  was 1981
and Pickford, a researcher from
the Institute of Paleontology in Par-
is ,  learned that  the expedi t ion re-
sponsib le for  unearth ing the " tur-

t le"  bones had a lso y ie lded an in-
t r igu ing-and incomplete-skul l
f  r om a  ch imp-s i zed  p r ima te
dubbed Proconsul.

His next  miss ion:  matching the
bones  w i th  t he  sku l l .  P i ck fo rd
cal led upon Johns Hopkins pale-
on to log i s t  and  p r ima te  expe r t
AIan Walker ,  who hunteo oown
the skul l  and,  wi th great  del ica-
cy,  nudged the f ragments back
in place. The fit was perfecL Pro-
consul, the scientists discovered,
had been much brainier than orig-
inal ly  thought .  In  fact .  according
to a decade of new research con-
ducted by Pickford,  Walker ,  and

others.  the 18-mi l l ion-year-o ld pr i -
ma te  i s  p robab l y  t he  ea r l i es t
known miss ing l ink between the
apes and man.  "  Proconsul
makes a good model  for  a com-
mon ancestor , '  Walker  says.  l ts
features are general ized enough
to embody traits common to the
apes and us."

ln 1984, to establish Proconsul
as a legi t imate miss ing l ink,  Pick-
ford and Walker headed for Ken-
ya.  where the es leemed paleon-
tologist Mary Leakey had found
Proconsul on Lake Victoria's Rusin-
ga ls land decades before,

Thc cvnedi t ion nrnvidgl  l lg  19-r r  v r v v r u

searchers wi th enough foss i ls  to
sludy Proconsul lor years to
come.  P iec ing  toge the r  t he
bones rn a process that continues
to this day, Pickford and Walker
have been able to establ ish the
l i fe  cyc le of  th is  prehistor ic  pr i -
mate.  "We have males and fe-
ma les .  bab ies  t h rough  adu l t s ,
Walker  says.  Indeed,  the tedious
process of preservation and recon-

st ruct ion has revealed deta i ls  as
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semic i rcu lar  canals.  The seventh
and e ighth crania l  nerves have
been reconstructed as wel l .

Other researchers interested in
the l i fe  of  our  ancient  ancestor
have begun studies of  thei r  own.
David Beynon of the University of
Newcas t l e  upon  Tyne  i n  t he
Un i ted  K ingdom,  f o r  i ns tance ,
has been t ry ing to determine the
life span of Proconsul by examin-
ing i ts  teeth.  Beynon's unusual
technique,  which involves read-
ing"  teeth much as researchers
read the r ings on a t ree,  should
tell the l ife spans of Proconsul
m ^ t ^ ^  ^ - i  { ^ - ^ t ^ ^r r r o t v J  d t  t u  t u I  t d t u - .

Ano the r  resea rche r ,  Ch r i s
Ru f f  o f  Johns  Hopk ins .  i s  us ing
the  p r i nc ip les  o f  eng rnee r i ng  to
calculate Proconsul 's  body
we igh t .  Acco rd ing  to  Wa lke r ,
Ru f f ' s  ana i ys i s  o f  l imb  bones
should reveal  not  only  the types
of stress Proconsul had to bear,
but also the differences-if any-
between males and females.  ln
the future,  Ruf f  may a lso be able
to i l luminate the l ives of Procon-
sui  ind iv iduals Did a par t icu lar
male suffer from a broken arm or
a spinal  d isorder? Djd a female
die from a head injury, or perhaps
in  ch i l db i r t h?  Ru f f ' s  new tech -
n i n t t e q  m : r r  h c  : h l o  t 6  a n s w e f, ,  r u )  v v

some of  these quest ions.
Bu t  even  when  these  de ta i l s

and more are known, sc ient is ts
wil l sti l l  debate whether Procon-
su /  was  t ru l y  ou r  ances to r .'There are few ways to demon-
strate that  something is  a real  an-
cestor," Walker says. "Of Procon-
su/ ,  one can say,  s imply,  that
here is  an example of  a popula-
t i on  f r om wh ich  ou r  ances to rs
most  l ike lv  arostr  '  He th inks a b i t
and then amends h is  response."Genet ica l ly ,  we a l l  go back to
the pr imordia l  s l ime,  don' t  we?"
he adds.  'Deta i ls  of  that  are d i f -
f icult to trace." OCl


