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Block:
“Ancient History is a very modern subject”

Jackson Spielvogel and William Duiker start their college-level text book World History with the problem of sources:  “Historians rely mostly on documents to create their pictures of the past, but no written records exist for the prehistory of humankind.”  Without a written record to study, historians and history students must find other sources to study.  They also must rely on the work of other specialists like anthropologists, archaeologists, geologists, philologists, sociologists, psychologists, chemists, biologists, and botanists.  Many years of study and research have produced a picture of what life was like in the Paleolithic era but the use of new technology and continual discovery of new evidence make ancient history a “very modern subject.”
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One of the richest sources of clues to the prehistoric way of life is an archeological “dig,” a site where ancient objects are deeply buried.  Archeologists base their choice of the site for a dig on clues such as the shape of the ground surface and stories or traditions that indicate people once occupied the site.  Sometimes the most important digs are made where artifacts have been found by completely by accident.  On 12 September 1940 four teenagers and their dog “Robot,” made a remarkable discovery.  Marcel Ravidat, at the time an 18-year-old apprentice garage mechanic, was in the company of three friends when he took a walk in the French woods and made the chance discovery of what has been described as the very cradle of art.  By some accounts it occurred when his dog, Robot, chased a rabbit into a hole that led to the cave, by others when he simply discovered the hole himself while he and his friends were searching for a fabled underground passage to a nearby chateau.  However the discovery was made, the Lascaux cave contains some 600 paintings and 1500 engravings that are estimated to be 17000 years old! 

Even before starting to dig, or excavate, archeologists make a map of the site.  The map is blocked off in numbered squares so that workers can later identify exactly where an “artifact” (an object shaped by human hands) was found.  Next, the soil is carefully removed layer by layer.  If a worker comes upon an artifact like a piece of pottery he or she uses a small, soft brush to remove the solid without damaging the object.  The loosened soil may be sifted through a fine screen so that even tiny objects are not lost.  The artifacts are photographed, labeled, cleaned, and then studied carefully to classify and identify them.  Experts spend hours putting together fragments of bone, pottery, or other artifacts.  They make drawings and computer simulations to show what an object may have looked like unbroken.  Samples of clay, paint, and the like may be sent to chemical laboratories to be analyzed.  It is important to note that most archeological evidence is not huge and obvious pieces of evidence like giant cave paintings.  Most evidence is very small like a tiny awl used for punching holes in leather or stone flakes formed when ancient people formed spear points or shaped axes.  Another great source of evidence for archeologists is ancient trash called “midden.’’  You can learn a lot about people from their trash piles!  Archeologists also find “features” on digs which, like artifacts, are made by humans but a feature is also a place:  roads, buildings, swimming pools, cemeteries, etc.  For example, a feature might be a perfectly a round spot of darkened soil indicating an ancient post hole, a 22 feet deep ash pits in a cave in France indicating generations of continual fire burning, or the blackened ceiling above the hearth in the cave.  Archeological method is slow, scientific, and detailed.  Expert archeologists are sometimes hired by modern police departments to carefully research and to document difficult crime scenes like murder scenes where a body has been found. Archeologists working for police, called “forensic archeologists,” use the same careful and detailed methods of gathering evidence that they use on ancient archeology sites.
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The discovery of radioactivity in the twentieth century gave archeologists another tool to help calculate the date of artifacts and features.   In 1948 an American chemist named Willard Libby discovered a scientific technique for dating objects that were once living, like wood or bones.  The best-known element used in the classification process is C14, a radioactive isotope of carbon.  As it spreads through the atmosphere, C14 is absorbed by plants and, by way of those plants, ends up in animals.  Hence, there is a small amount of C14 present in all organisms.  After organisms die, something remains, whether it be the fibrous matter of plants or the shells and bones of animals.  Radioactive deterioration continues, but no more absorption can take place in the dead organism.  The degree to which the C14 has deteriorated after the organism’s death reveals the age of the organism.  However, the C14 method is accurate only within a certain range of years (called a “standard deviation”) so historians continue to seek more specific dates.  
Dendrochronology is the comparison of the annual rings of trees that died or were cut down at different times in the past.  For every year that it lives, a tree develops a new layer or ring of growth between its outer bark and the layer of the previous year’s growth.  So, to determine what year a tree fell, a historian can count the rings starting at the middle of the tree or “center heartwood” and working outward.  The method makes it possible to dater trees and wood back to 6000 BC.  In addition to the C14 method and dendrochronolgy, scientists (chemists) today have other tools to help them find a date.  They can use other radioactive elements like potassium-40, uranium, and thorium for dating rocks and minerals.  Scientists even use the earth’s magnetic field, radioactive isotopes on the ocean floor, the presence of radioactivity in ice caps, the formation of glaciers, etc.  Dates for cave paintings or pottery can be analyzed by style, subject, material used in construction, location, etc.   
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So in the end archeology sites are like giant puzzles full of evidence to be explained.  Monte Verde is a site thirty miles from the ocean on the banks of Chinchihaupi Creek in southern Chile.  The site was discovered in 1975 when local logging workers found a strange set of “cow bones” in the creek.  Archeologists Tom Dillehay of the University of Kentucky and Mario Pino of the Southern University of Chile began excavations there in 1976.  The remains of the ancient camp, even wood and other perishables that archeologist rarely find, were remarkably well-preserved because a water-saturated peat bog covered the site and thus protected it from oxygen.    Excavations turned up wooden planks from huts that once stood in the camp, logs with attached pieces of hide that probably insulated the shelters, shellfish, bone tools, stone tools, bones of small animals, human  “coprolites” (fossilized poop), a footprint made by a child, and lots of features showing locations of fire rings, huts, and a large community building.  Remains of forty-five different edible plant species were found within the site, over a fifth of them originating from up to 150 miles (240 km) away. This suggested that the people of Monte Verde either had trade routes or traveled regularly in this extended network.  Archeologists have used lots of different methods to solve the puzzle of Monte Verde and the results have entirely changed our view of the Paleolithic era in North and South America.  The conclusions, published by the Smithsonian Institute in 1997, show that 20-30 people occupied Monte Verde for a year or so.  They lived in 12 huts covered in animal hides.  They gathered berries in the spring, chestnuts in the fall and also ate potatoes, mushrooms and marsh grasses.  They hunted small game and ancestors of the llama, and they sometimes went down to the Pacific for the shellfish.  The “cow bones” turned out to be mastodon bones.  And the most remarkable finding is that radiocarbon dating of charcoal and ashes in the two main hearths show the site to be from 10,500 BC.  The date is remarkable because it is the earliest site so far found in North America or South America, predating another site in Clovis, New Mexico by over 1000 years.  
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