How 14 pieces of bone and six million years could rewrite the story of human evolution 
 By John Lichfield in Paris and Steve Connor  7 February 2001  

They are the latest bones of contention in the long-running saga of man's earliest origins. Yesterday in Paris, scientists revealed the remains of what is thought to be the oldest known, direct ancestor of humanity.  An international team of palaeontologists from France, Britain and Kenya say that the 14 fragments of "Millennium Man" are a staggering 6 million years old, about twice the age of what was once considered to be the oldest of our ape-like ancestors.  The partial remains of four Millennium Men and one Millennium Woman were displayed publicly for the first time in a lecture hall at the Collège de France in Paris.  The team, which has yet to publish the findings formally in a scientific journal, found the bones last October and November at the foot of a steep escarpment in the Kenyan segment of the Great Rift Valley of East Africa, universally acclaimed as the "cradle of humankind".  The French-financed and led Kenya Palaeontology Expedition found most of the remains at palaeontology sites in the remote Tugen Hills of the Baringo district.  Already, the scientists are suggesting that what they have gleaned from the shape and structure of the ancient creature's teeth, jaw, and limb bones will overturn established thinking on human evolution.  They believe that Millennium Man – whose scientific name has still to be announced – is both older and "more human-like" than "Lucy", the famous ape-like hominid discovered in Ethiopia in 1974 and estimated to be 3 million years old.  The conventional view is that Lucy, officially known as Australopithecus afarensis, was an early ancestor of present-day Homo sapiens, although its closer resemblance to apes precluded it from being classed as a true member of the human (Homo) family.  However, finding a hominid creature that is twice as old and probably even more "human" than Lucy suggests that, if anything, Lucy was a mere side-show, an evolutionary "dead end" who has no direct descendants living today.  It could mean that Millennium Man and Woman are our true, direct ancestors. As the team in Paris explained: Lucy may be one of our many "Great Aunts", but Millennium Man could be our "great, great, great grandfather".  Preliminary studies suggest that he stood just under five feet tall, could walk strongly on two legs – but also lived in trees – and ate both fruit and meat. The species had smallish teeth but strong lower limbs for efficient bipedalism.  The scientists, who included the British geologist Martin Pickford, said that Millennium Man could be a "pre-human" hominid. "The find opens a new, earlier chapter in human history," he said.  Leslie Aiello, professor of biological anthropology at University College London, one of many palaeontologists anxious to hear more about the find, said that if those early reports were confirmed, and the 6million-year date was validated, there could be little doubt of its importance.  "What it means is that this creature is as old in relation to Lucy as Lucy is to us. We used to think that Lucy was a standard example of an early hominid ancestor, but this species appears to be twice as old as her," Professor Aiello said.  The bones of Millennium Man, named after the year in which he was discovered, add the latest twist to the complex tale of human evolution, a story beset by controversy and debate. The traditional view of our early origins is that a common ancestor of chimpanzees and humans emerged in Africa some 8 or 10 million years ago. The species evolved into the many branches of the ancestral tree, eventually giving rise to the direct line leading to Homo sapiens.  One of the first true members of the human family, Homo erectus, used fires and tools and was the first to expand its geographical range beyond Africa, giving rise to lineages such as "Peking man" in China and "Java man" in Indonesia.  Many palaeontologists believe that it was the African branch of Homo erectus that eventually gave rise to "archaic" Homo sapiens, some 100,000 years ago, who subsequently migrated out of Africa to populate the globe, replacing completely the Asian lines of Homo erectus who had migrated from Africa many thousands of years earlier.  This "out of Africa" model, however, is fiercely disputed by the "multiregional" scientists who believe that humans continued to evolve in several centres in Asia and Europe as wave upon wave of early humans migrated from Africa and intermingled with their Asian cousins.  The latest findings relating to Millennium Man shed some light on the formative period leading to the eventual emergence of the first humans.  The Paris team's belief is that Millennium Man belonged to a period at the very beginning of human evolution – possibly 2 million years after the apes and the "Australopithecene" hominids such as Lucy had branched off from one another.  "In the state of our knowledge at present, we believe that Millennium Man – living 6 million years ago, 3 million years earlier than Lucy – was more clearly in the human line of descent than the Australopithecenes," said Professor Brigitte Senut of the French national museum of natural history. "Lucy has been described as our oldest ancestor. Millennium Man is older and he may be more of an ancestor," Professor Senut added.  Several of the fossil bones show signs of having being gnawed or clawed by a predator. Thousands of bone fragments from other animals were found at the three sites where the humanid bones were uncovered, possibly the victims of an early species of great cat.  Professor Senut said that the newly discovered hominid creature had strong, large lower limbs, about equal in size to a full-grown male chimpanzee. It was larger by half than Lucy and there were signs – from traces of buttock-muscle attachments on the upper femurs – that it was more comfortable than Lucy when standing erect.  The teeth were much smaller than those of Lucy, more like those of a chimpanzee but also – in the fact that they had thick coatings of enamel – reminiscent of those of modern man. There was also the fossil of an index finger, which showed signs of the strength and flexibility needed to climb trees.  The combination of strong lower limbs and smallish teeth was unknown in a creature dating from such an early period in hominid history. Altogether, the fossil bones and teeth indicated a creature confident on two legs, ate mostly thick-skinned fruit but also meat and had not lost the habit of taking refuge in trees.  Mr Pickford said that the area in which the fossils were found, in the dried up bed of a lake and a river, was a potential "treasure trove" of palaeontological discoveries. The successive layers of rock and sediment had been identified as belonging to periods between 1 million and 15 million years old.  Since searches had only just begun, the team was hopeful of finding further traces of Millennium Man and possibly pushing back the story of human evolution even further.  Mr Pickford admitted, however, that the claims could be open to challenge. There was no proof, for instance, that the large limbs and small teeth of the creature – the key finding – were not from two different ape-like or human-like creatures. "We are confident that, since the bone and teeth fossils were found in the same place, and can be dated to the same period, they did come from the same animal," he said.  Only by publishing their results in a scientific journal and opening their data to scrutiny will the scientists convince the world they have found the oldest known human ancestor. 					
								 

