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Letters

Ups and downs of pitch

In “Device measures speed with white
light” (SN: 9/30/95, p. 215), you state, “As a
train comes into the station, the pitch of its
whistle rises. As it leaves, the pitch falls.”
This is a widely held misunderstanding.

At a constant speed, the train has a single,
higher pitch as it approaches and a single,
lower pitch as it leaves. The change occurs
essentially instantly as the whistle passes
the observer. Possibly the misunderstanding
results from the fact that changes in ampli-
tude and pitch occur together, and a person
“remembers” a change in amplitude in part
as a change in pitch.

Ralph Miller
Medford Lakes, N.J.

Brain, not bones, key to evolution

Milford Wolpoff’s comment that Homo sapi-
ens’ survival hinged increasingly on cultural-
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ly acquired knowledge and tools is signifi-
cant (“Pruning the Family Tree,” SN: 9/2/95,
p. 154). Since the development of cultural
knowledge and tools was possible only
because of the evolution of our unique brain
capabilities, Wolpoff is saying in effect that
our survival as a species has been deter-
mined by the evolution of effective decision-
making and problem-solving brain struc-
tures and processes rather than by behavior
traits, as in other species.

This brain evolution may have occurred in
only one branch with the unique anatomical
features of Homo sapiens, or anatomically
similar branches may have evolved slightly
different brain structures that over time
proved ineffective for survival.

Bones will not tell us which scenario is cor-
rect.

Marilyn Kramer
Wausau, Wis.

Having read “Kenyan fossils unveil new
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hominid species” (SN 8/19/95, p.119) and
“Pruning the Family Tree,” I wonder if scien-
tists have begun looking for signs in modern
hominids of the next human evolutionary
iteration or have attempted to predict how
our descendants will evolve.

Scott Townell

Voorhees, N.J.

Some scientists argue that Homo sapiens can
no longer evolve into new species because we
exist in numbers too large to allow for the pro-
longed isolation of a subpopulation—a condi-
tion thought to be necessary for speciation to
occur. — B. Bower
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