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1 A BAR in the Chilean town of Pel-
Juco last January, a dozen archeolo-
gists toasted the passing of a paradigm.
They had finally accepted that the nearby
site of Monte Verde was 12,500 years old.
In doing so they put to rest the long-
standing theory that the first Americans
were the Clovis people, big-game hunters
who came from northeast Asia, and
whose distinctive 11,500-year-old stone
spear points were first found near Clovis,
New Mexico.
University of Kentucky archeologist
Tom Dillehay has been working at
Monte Verde, 600 miles south of San-

A large stone, perhaps once
part of a bola, with a modern
sling and a replica stone shot.

tiago, for 20 years. “We didn’t set out
to question Clovis,” he says. “We were
just doing local research.” His initial
announcement about the site, over a
decade ago, was met with immense
skepticism. The Bering land bridge was
the obvious point of entry into the
New World—aside from a trail of Clo-
vis points, linguistic and genetic evi-
dence also pointed to a northeast Asian
origin for Native Americans—but mas-
sive ice sheets blocked that route, it
seemed, until after 13,000 years ago.
And it didn’t help convince people when
Dillehay began saying that artifacts a

piscoveEr B[} jaNuUARrRY 1998

few yards away from the 12,500-year-old
ones might be a shocking 33,000 years
old—which he still thinks, although he
says the evidence is “inconclusive.”

But the evidence that people were liv-
ing at Monte Verde at least a thousand
years before Clovis, Dillehay says, is air-
tight. On the banks of Chinchihuapi
Creek, he has found a campsite that was
occupied by a small band of hunter-gath-
erers for about a year until it was flooded
by the creek. Layers of peat grew over
the material they left behind, shutting out
oxygen and preserving things like
mastodon meat, wooden lances, planks

and stakes, knotted reeds, animal hide,
and chewed plant leaves. The wooden
planks and stakes formed the frame of a
large tent, once draped with mastodon
hides and divided internally by more
flaps of hide. Perhaps 20 to 30 people
lived in it.

They were adept foragers, not afraid
of traveling 30 miles to the Pacific shore
to collect shellfish. They ate mushrooms,
berries, nuts, and potatoes. They hunted
mastodons and the ancestors of llamas
with wooden spears and perhaps bolas—
Dillehay has found heavy, spherical
stones that look like the business end of
a bola. They combed the beaches, bogs,
and temperate rain forests, collecting
novelties like colored pebbles, as well as
important medicinal plants, some from

Monte Verde (above), near
Chinchihuapi Creek; mastodon
ribs (below), useful for cooking.

100 miles away. In another shelter, set
apart from the main tent, Dillehay found
a chewed-up wad of boldo, a plant now
used to treat stomach pains. Near a fire-
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place, someone—probably a child—had
stepped into soft clay, leaving a tiny
footprint.

After the first volume of Dillehay’ re-
port on Monte Verde was published in
1989, many archeologists believed the
site was genuine. But it remained highly
controversial, primarily because a small
group of high-profile experts were un-
convinced. They doubted that the arti-
facts he described were made by human
hands. They thought his dating, based on
radiocarbon ages from charcoal, wood,
and ivory, showed too much variation
and was somehow contaminated. Anyone
who was going to claim a pre-Clovis site
would have to go to extraordinary lengths
to back it up. “The site was very unfa-
miliar in almost all its details of structure
and content,” explains Dena Dincauze,
an archeologist at the University of Mas-
sachusetts at Amherst and one of the
original skeptics. “It required that we re-
vise our entire model of how people
came into North America. So you want
to be really sure about that before you
overturn your own applecart.”

“We kept saying, ‘Put your money
where your mouth is and look at the ev-
idence,”” says Dillehay. Finally, this past
year enough funds were raised to bring a
small group to Chile, including some of
the last Clovis holdouts. After seeing the
artifacts, examining the different layers
of sediment in the trenches, and reading
the 1,300-page second volume of Dille-

CITY OF THE DEAD In 332 B.c., Alexander the Great commanded that a

city be built at the edge of the Nile delta. He never lived to see it, but within
a century, Alexandria was the biggest city in the world, a cultural and intel-
lectual center with a population of more than 400,000. To the west of this
flourishing capital lay another splendid city. The Greek historian Strabo, who
visited around 25 B.c., marveled at its luxurious gardens, its dining halls, its
embalming houses. He called it Necropolis—the city of the dead. It had been
built by the second century B.c. to accommodate Alexandria’s growing num-
ber of corpses.

Modern Alexandria has long since overrun Necropolis, but last March arche-
ologists got their first good look at it, when workers building a highway bridge
uncovered the wall of a large tomb. Excavations led by archeologist Jean-Yves
Empereur, head of the Center for Alexandrian Studies, revealed that the tomb
extended downward at least 26 feet. Its walls were pitted with 150 loculi, cub-
byholes in which bodies were laid to rest, usually more than one to a hole. Em-
pereur has since uncovered 17 separate tombs, some connected by tunnels dug
by grave robbers, in an area that covers about 40,000 square feet. He and his
team were led through the maze by a six-year-old boy who had found his own
entrance to the catacombs and familiarized himself with every gap and crevice
he could fit through.

The grave robbers had left little of value, but Empereur was pleased to find
a few carved sarcophagi, flasks of perfume, empty wine jugs, and intact funer-
ary urns. Slabs of stone painted with floral and geometric designs, in imitation
of a door to a house, covered some of the loculi. In one tomb, Empereur found
a painting of a seated woman, about to descend to the underworld, saying good-
bye to her husband.

The people entombed here were middle class, and at least in the earlier cen-
turies, Greek. Five skeletons—of the hundreds the researchers have found —still
carried coins in their mouths to pay Charon the ferryman for passage across the
River Styx. Empereur and his team also found traces of a dining room, where
families of the deceased would come to eat, drink, and pay their respects to the
dead. Despite Strabo’s mention of embalming houses, though, the team has not
found any mummified bodies. On the other hand, they have found a few graves
marked with Christian crosses. It seems Necropolis was used for close to 800
years, until about the fifth century A.D.

The construction of the highway has temporarily halted, and negotiations are
under way to keep the excavation going. The researchers have hit groundwater,
which they hope may have deterred grave robbers; Empereur thinks there may
be intact burials in some of the lower levels. “Necropolis was huge, over one
square kilometer,” he says. “Until now we have excavated only one-fifth of the
land to be covered by the bridge. We hope to find much more.” —Shanti Menon

hay’s report, published last spring, even
the staunchest skeptic was converted.
“I've signed off on it because there are six
artifacts that are unequivocally artifacts,”
says archeologist and geologist C. Vance
Haynes, Jr., at the University of Arizona
in Tucson. “These are projectile points, a
slate rod, and a grooved stone.” Dincauze
herself was sold by Dillehay’s exhaustive
analysis. She calls his monograph “a su-
perb archeological presentation, com-
pletely convincing, and thoroughly doc-
umented. Everything the preliminary
reports weren’t.”

The problem for archeologists now is
explaining how people got to Monte
Verde. The northern route is still the
most likely—there’s no evidence for a

transoceanic voyage. “People were in
North America long before 12,500 years
ago,” says Dillehay. It must have taken
them thousands of years to get as far as
Monte Verde. They must have arrived
before the ice sheets blocked off Canada
20,000 years ago; in fact, they must have
arrived much earlier than that if they
reached Monte Verde 33,000 years ago,
which is what Dillehay suspects hap-
pened. Conceivably, people could have
avoided the ice by traveling down the
Pacific coast, staying along the water-
ways. “Right now, we're at the anything
is possible point,” says Dincauze. “It’s
opened everything up. Now we have to
start picking up the apples again.”
—Shanti Menon
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