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FALSE HEAD FOR IMPORTANCE
A badge of importance is the false head which tops this mummy bundle in its.funeral
setting. This prehistoric American grave, reproduced at the Field Museum, brings the
observer into the atmosphere of the cult of the dead as practised in the arid coast coun-
try of Peru, about 1250 A.D.

ANTHROPOLOGY

Age of Modern Man in Doubt
With Failure to Find “Cradle”

HE CRADLE of modern man,

Homo sapiens, is again in doubt, as
British scientists renew their controversy
over the age of African skeletons here-
tofore hailed as the oldest of modern
humans and said to be some 60,000
years old.

A Scotch verdict of “not proven” is
the set-back given to the antiquity of the
African remains famous throughout the
scientific world as “Kanjera Man.” Prof.
P. G. H. Boswell, geologist of the Im-
perial College of Science, announced in
a letter (Nature, March 9) that he
visited the region in Kenya, East Africa,
where the skeletal remains were un-
earthed, and that he failed to find the
site. It had been his intention to estab-
lish the geological age of the earth
layer where the bones were deposited,
geological evidence being one of the

most convincing clues to the antiquity
of such human remains.

The ancient human type called Kan-
jera Man, discovered by Dr. J. S. B.
Leakey in 1932, consists of three skulls
and skeletal fragments. These long-ago
Africans walked erect and had other
traits of modern humans. Dr. Leakey
has maintained that the site is of the
Middle Pleistocene period of geologic
history. This would indicate that Af-
rica had humans of modern racial type
so early that Europeans were still of the
shambling, stooped Neandertal race, a
type which became obsolete and van-
ished from the earth.

A conference of the Royal Anthro-
pological Institute was called in 1933
to hear Dr. Leakey report on his discov-
eries, and the conference gave a verdict
that the young anthropologist had not
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exaggerated the age of the African re-
mains. This opinion was based partly
on the types of animal bones associated
with the bones of man. Meanwhile,
American  anthropologists have re-
mained cautiously skeptical, awaiting
such confirmation as Prof. Boswell
sought to obtain, and failed to find.
Prof. Boswell records that his failure
to identify the site was due partly
to errors connected with the exhibited
photographs of the earth beds, and to
the fact that deposits in the area had
frequently been disturbed by slipping.

Science News Letter, March 16, 1985

Chinese Paper Windows
Admit More Ultraviolet

CCIDENTAL visitors to the Orient

may deplore the use of paper in-
stead of glass in house windows, but
new tests disclose that the paper is far
more effective in transmitting the sun’s
rickets-preventing ultraviolet rays than
the transparent glass windows of the
western world.  (See SNL, Mar. 2, p.
137).

First exact measurements on the ul-
traviolet penetration through window
paper used in the homes of 300,000,-
000 people in China have just been re-
potted (Journal of the Optical Society
of America, March).

Tests by Ch’en Shang-Yi, Peiping In-
stitute of Physics Research, and Meng
Chao-Ying and William Band, of Yen-
ching University, reveal that Chinese
window paper passes nearly twice as
much ultraviolet as the ordinary window
glass used in American homes. When
the paper is oiled, to make it rainproof,
the transmission goes up another fifty
per cent.

The glass commonly used in window
panes cuts off the sun’s rays just on the
long wavelength side of the ultraviolet
region which produces sunburn and
tanning of the skin. And it cuts off,
too, those rays which help prevent
rickets.

In China, the scientists report, “the
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high transmission of ultraviolet through
popular window papers has already sug-
gested to local medical institutions the
use of such window materials in their
tuberculosis clinics; owing to the high
cost of ultraviolet transmitting glasses
manufactured in the West, paper per-
mits a very great economy.”’

The extta transmission of window
paper for the ultraviolet rays has been

MEDICINE

recognized in a rough way before. How
much better was the paper has never
been exactly known, however.

Physicians disagree on whether the
apparently lower incidence of rickets
among Oriental children is due to the
use of the paper in the windows of
their homes or to the difference in the
type of clothing they wear.
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Rare, Fatal Muscle Weakness
Checked by New Treatment

CONQUEST of a rare and usually
fatal disease of muscle weakness
seems a little closer, with the announce-
ment by physicians in London of a new
method of treating it.

The remedy, a complex chemical hav-
ing the trade name of Prostigmin, is
not a cure and provides only temporary
relief. It is important, medical scien-
tists point out, not only because it gives
greater relief of symptoms than any-
thing so far tried, but because it attacks
the seat of the disorder. Apparently it
repairs the mechanism damaged by the
disease and consequently should lead to
an understanding of its cause and pos-
sibly eventually to its cure.

Results of Prostigmin treatment in
seven cases of the disease have just been
reported by Dr. E. A. Blake Pritchard
of University College Hospital (Lancet,
Feb. 23). Dr. Pritchard used this treat-
ment following the report by Dr. M.
B. Walker, of St. Alfege’s Hospital,
of unmistakable improvement she ob-
served in three patients treated with
Prostigmin.

Myasthenia gravis is characterized by
gradual weakness of the muscles, al-
though they do not waste away. The

patient first notices that he is getting
very tired. He sees double. Then he
may have trouble in walking, or in lift-
ing his arms or in grasping things. His
jaw muscles become weaker, finally they
may be so weak that he cannot chew.
Various remedies have been tried, none,
according to Dr. Pritchard, as successful
as Prostigmin.

Dr. Pritchard found that his patients
showed some improvement within the
first five minutes after injection of Pros-
tigmin and atropine. The latter drug
is given to counteract the effects of
Prostigmin on the heart. Within thirty
minutes the patients improved to a de-
gree far greater than when treated by
any other method.

One young woman whose facial
muscles had become so weak that she
could not keep her mouth shut and had
to support her jaw continuously with
her hand, was able within a half hour
to clench her teeth, blow out her cheeks
with air, whistle and speak clearly. Un-
fortunately, the effect of the drug be-
gan to wear off within a few hours and
was almost completely lost within eight
hours.

The cause of this strange disease is
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not known but it seems to be due to
interference or blocking of the messages
from nerves to muscles. According to
the theory, stimuli to muscles, the orders
to go into action, are conveyed by the
liberation at the nerve endings of a sub-
stance called acetylcholine. In myas-
thenia gravis the order for action is not
delivered to the muscles, either because
not enough acetylcholine is formed or
else because it is destroyed too rapidly.
Prostigmin appears to correct this
fault, probably by delaying the destruc-
tion of acetylcholine at the endings of
the nerves that give orders for muscle
action, the editor of The Lancet says in
commenting on Dr. Pritchard’s results.
The ultimate usefulness of Prostig-
min as a remedy for myasthenia gravis
is somewhat doubtful, since this same
medical authority points out that “it has
yet to be learned whether frequent in-
jection of the drug does more good than
harm to sufferers from this disorder.”
But because its effect is more than pal-
liative in that it affects directly the
mechanism that is out of order, Pros-
tigmin may prove a most significant
clue to final solution of the problem of
what causes this disease and how it may

be cured.
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ENGINEERING

Moscow Subway Now
Ready for Opening

OSCOW’S first subway is now

ready for its official opening. A

test train recently rolled over the seven
miles of track.

To rush the job through 75,000
workmen were employed during 1934.
What the 75,000 did in the two years
was this:

Excavated 2,300,000 cubic meters of
earth. Used 300,000 tons of cement;
580,000 cubic meters of timber; 90,000
tons of metal; and 960,000 cubic meters
of rock, gravel and stone.

In the fifteen stations there are thir-
teen escalators in contrast to American
subways where all but the deepest sta-
tions are “walk ups.”

Scores of ancient and forgotten rivers
and swamps were discovered as the
track was pushed underground. Quick-
sand and water-saturated sands offered
technical problems successfully solved
by construction engineers. An additional
twelve and one half miles of track are
already planned.
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