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Letters

Hominid arsonists?

Paleoanthropologist David Pilbeam states
that the discovery of a 2.5-million-year-old
hominid skull “raises the whole new issue of
what drives species change” because this dat-
ing challenges the view that worldwide cli-
matic change around 24 million years ago
spurred hominid evolution through a shift in
Africa to a more savanna-like habitat (“Skull
Gives Hominid Evolution New Face,
SN:8/16/86,p.100).

Itis conceivable the food gathering habits of
this particular hominid group may have inad-
vertently fostered the growth of prairie on its
territory long before the arrival of savannas.
This phenomenon would simply require
adoption of an acculturated trick no more
complicated than the trick an entire tribe of
monkeys in Japan learned within a single gen-
eration when presented with rice strewn on a
beach. The entire colony quickly learned to
throw the sand and rice into tidal pools; they
then gathered the clean rice floating on the
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surface. Brighter hominids could have as
quickly and easily grasped the fact that acci-
dental fire saved them the bother of searching
out and chasing food because animals, rep-
tiles, insects, etc., when trapped and killed by
fire, were easy to find on adenuded landscape.
They might then have adopted a friendly af-
finity with fire and learned to spread it in
order to increase the food yield.

A reflex reaction model for such behavior
was recently seen on public television when a
wild chimpanzee family was presented with a
highly feared threat in the form of a stuffed
leopard. They repeatedly attacked, some-
times with sticks, and finally in an act of su-
preme bravado dragged it by the tail through
the grass. Substitute a branch with its leaves
afire, a fearsome object to most animals, and it
becomes clear that only a similar amount of
bravado is needed to spread fire.

Certain prairie conservationists favor the
technique of regular, controlled burning on
conservation areas in order to simulate natu-
ral lightning fires that once kept these areas
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free of trees and brush. It can be seen that if a
large and growing tribe of hominids adopted
the proposed acculturated behavior, it would
lead to the spread of prairie on their territory.
Therich, moistdiet it provided would be espe-
cially welcome during drought periods, a time
when fire spreads quickly. A tribe using this
technique would obviously increase more
rapidly than others, since predators would be
discouraged by the fire and would only feed on
fringe leavings well away from the fire front.
This area would become an open, inhospita-
ble, scorched earth barrier to intruders and,
as a result, an area to which the incendiary
hominids could safely retreat at night, since it
was now relatively free of predators and ver-
min.

Such an early hominid affinity with fire
would provide the soft, rich diet essential to
evolutionary change and appears to be a pre-
cursor to the complete control of fire that al-
lowed Homo sapiensto survive an ice age.

John Chipura
Park Ridge, Ill.
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