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PLANET OF THE APES
While humans are the only ones still alive today,
there were once many different hominin (formerly
called hominid) species living in our world. In the
same biological family as the other Great Apes
(chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans), hominins split
off several million years ago. One of the earliest
groups of hominins, the Australopithecines, may
have been hairy and short (around 3 feet tall), but
they were bipedal (walking on two legs), which made
their hands more available, and they eventually
developed the use of stone tools. Around two million
years ago, Australopithecines began to decline and a
new species in the genus Homo (meaning “Man”)
became dominant. While experts continue to debate
which species was the first to deserve this title (Homo
Habilis might not make the cut after all), Homo
Erectus, whose name means “Upright Man,” was the
most important. Not only did they have bigger brains
that allowed them to develop more advanced
technology, but Homo Erectus was the first hominin
to migrate out of
The image above shows the famous
Africa, spreading
Australopithecine fossil known as
through large parts
“Lucy” (named after a Beatles song),
of Asia and Europe.
discovered in Ethiopia in 1974.
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NEANDERTHAL NEIGHBORS
Following Homo Erectus, two other important Hominins
emerged around 200,000 years ago. Neanderthals
(Homo Neanderthalensis) emerged first, spreading into
Range of Neanderthal Migration
the Middle East and soon becoming dominant in
Europe. Humans (Homo Sapiens meaning “Wise Man”)
appeared around 200,000 years ago in East Africa, and
began spreading around the world about 70,000 years
ago. Compared to humans, with whom they shared
99.7% of their DNA, Neanderthals were shorter but
much stockier, and had large brains that gave them the
intelligence to survive even in colder Northern climates.
For thousands of years, humans lived in close proximity
to their human-like neighbors, and would certainly have
had interactions, whether through conflict, trade, or
sharing of technological and craft skills. The last nonhuman hominins to die out, Neanderthals only became extinct 40,000 years ago! In fact, while still controversial and debated, some
experts believe DNA evidence may suggest a small amount of interbreeding between humans and Neanderthals, which would
essentially mean that all modern humans of non-African ancestry have between 2 and 5% Neanderthal DNA! However, other
geneticists argue the similarities between modern human DNA and Neanderthal DNA are due to leftover ancient human DNA and not
interbreeding.
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HOMO SAPIENS ARE AWESOME
Homo Sapiens had a few clear advantages that gave it an edge over other hominins. Human brains,
in addition to being large in general, had especially large frontal regions, the area of the brain
responsible for conscious, reflective thought, giving them the high intelligence that would enable them
to out-survive the others. Another major advantage was the fact that humans, unlike other species,
possessed vocal chords and a separate mouth cavity with a tongue, which made it possible to make
the wide variety of sounds that would make up human language. Other species simply did not have
the biological hardware to make all these different kinds of sounds. Being able to express
complicated information clearly and quickly was of enormous value for survival and organization,
allowing for coordinated hunts and the passing of knowledge from generation to generation.

OU T OF AFRICA
The most widely accepted model
for how humans came to populate
the world is called the Recent
African Origin model (RAO),
also known as “Out of Africa” or
the Replacement Hypothesis,
which states that the first humans
originated in Africa and from there
migrated to other parts of the
world, replacing the previous
hominids living in Eurasia. An
older model, called the

Multiregional Hypothesis, suggested that humans Africa, Europe, and Asia evolved separately from different populations of homo
erectus in different parts of the world. This model, however, has since been rejected by experts as inaccurate, not to mention tainted by
racist thinking. According to the most current research, a small group of humans migrated by a “Southern Route” from East Africa to
Southern Arabia around 70,000 years ago, continuing into India, and from there went in different directions to populate the rest of
Eurasia and beyond. In fact, discoveries in Qafzeh Cave in Palestine show that another group of humans left Africa earlier, around
92,000 years ago, crossing
from North Africa into the
Middle East. As the map in the
next section inaccurately
depicts (as do maps in many
textbooks), these early
“Northern Route” migrants were
once thought to be the primary
ancestors of modern Middle
Eastern and European peoples.
However, modern genetic
evidence (as seen on the
“Human Migration and
Mitochondrial DNA” map)
seems to suggest that these
earlier migrants must have died
out before going much further,
because only the humans that
crossed later by the Southern
Route to India went on to
become the ancestors of
modern populations and pass
on their DNA to us.

ICE AGE & HUMAN MIGRATION
Around 2.6 million years ago, our earth entered an Ice Age, and believe it or not, since we
still have ice sheets covering the poles, we are technically still in an ice age right now,
though we are currently living through a warm “interglacial” period. Ice ages go through
cycles of warmer and cooler temperatures, where the polar ice sheets and mountain glaciers
grow or shrink, that can last for thousands of years at a time. Around 20,000 years ago, the
earth entered a “Glacial Period,” during which the polar ice sheets expanded, with glaciers,
mountains of ice, covered what is today Northern Europe, Canada, and Greenland. For
humans, this climate shift presented challenges, but it also created opportunities. With more
of the earth’s water frozen in the form of glaciers, the ocean levels around the world dropped

by around 300 feet, exposing land that had previously been underwater, and connecting landmasses that had previously been divided. The
“Migrations of Early Humans” map shows how much more expansive the land was at that time. The “Southern Route” out of Africa across from what
is today Somalia in East Africa to Yemen in Southern Arabia would have been made possible due to the lower sea level, with those two lands being
connected by land, making it unnecessary to go all the way North to cross from Africa to Asia, as one would have to do with our current sea levels.
The lower sea levels and the land they exposed also enabled humans to reach Australia and, eventually, North and South America.

The traditional theory for how humans reached the Americas suggested that they migrated by land from what is today Northeastern Asia to what is
today Alaska across an exposed land area called Beringia, now covered in water known as the Bering Strait. However, a new theory that is gaining
popularity suggests that humans reached America by water using small boats traveling along the coast from around Northern Japan, along the
Alaskan islands, and down the California coast all the way to the Southern tip of South America! Unfortunately, it is hard to find archeological proof
because the former coast is now underwater. It is most likely that there were multiple waves of migration from different routes.

