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NASA Asteroid Report 

I write in response to the ScienceScope 
item "Scientists collide on NASA comet 
report" (News & Comment, 13 Nov., p. 
1075). As chairman of the Near Earth 
Object Interception Workshop held at Los 
Ala~nos National Laboratory last January, I 
must defend the work of this large, diverse, 
and highly talented group of scientists and 
engineers against the comments of Clark 
Chapman of Science Applications Interna- 
tional Corporation's Planetary Science In- 
stitute. 

Congress requested that NASA conduct 
an impartial workshop study on the inter- 
ception of potential impacting cosmic bod- 
ies. Chapman's insistence that his views be 
adopted essentially verbatim and fully in- 
cluded in our workshop report led to ex- 
traordinary efforts by the steering commit- 
tee to ensure that the final reuort eives a " 

balanced and accurate representation of the 
findings of all 93 ~articiuants. The Science- - 
Scope item implies that the views of a 
significant number of participants were ig- 
nored and that Chapman's position reflects 
the majority view. This is not true. Only 6 
of the 93 participants did not endorse pub- 
lication of the report, Chapman being the 
onlv one who reauested that his name be 
removed. Most ;f the controversy dealt 
with the relative i~nuortance of the threat 
from large, rare objects versus smaller, fre- 
quent ones. The heart of the debate is 
actually whether a new system of Earth- 
based observatories could provide adequate 
warning leading to successful protection. 
Scientific evaluation and discussion of these 
topics will no doubt continue for many 
years. 

Regarding Chapman's comments about 
my motivations and character, I see no 
point to his imputations. 1 will, of course, 
be glad to discuss the scientific merits of my 
position and the findings of the workshop 
before appropriately convened panels. 

It seems particularly strange that the 
ScienceScope item should focus on Chap- 
man's criticism of the workshop's creative 
forays into new technologies that were ex- 
plored specifically to seek possible ways of 
eliminating dependence on nuclear explo- 

1 sives. Chapman's widely disseminated prop- 
osition that there was a hidden agenda by 
Strangelovian weaponeers to carry on the 
Cold War under an asteroid cover does not 
do justice to the true nature of the threat and 
the talents required to deal with it. 

John D. G. Rather 
Assistant Director for Spuce Technology, 

National Aeronautics ilnd Space 
Administration, 

Washington, D C  20546 

Knuckle-Walking Ancestors 

In his interesting paper "Miocene fossil 
hominids and the chimp-human clade" 
(Reports, 25 Sept., p. 1929), David Begun 
argues for a chimpanzee-human clade to the 
exclusion of gorillas. In an accompanying 
Research News article (p. 1864), Ann Gib- 
bons reports suggestions .that the lack of 
evidence in the fossil record of knuckle- 
walking in early hominids poses a major 
challenge to Begun's phylogen~tic hypoth- 
esis. This challenge is based on two key 
observations: that "the chimpanzee and 
gorilla show identical adaptations" ( I )  to 
knuckle-walking in their anatomy, and that 
the absence of such ~norphology in early 
hominids provides definitive evidence 
against a knuckle-walking ancestry. 

What has become received wisdom in 
review articles about the "uniform expres- 
sion" and "identical adaptations" of the 
"knuckle-walking features" in chimpanzees 
and gorillas is a misinterpretation of the 
original data. Pygmy chimpanzees, common 
chimpanzees, and gorillas show variable ex- 
pression of these features, which include 
flattened dorsal suriaces and raised articular 
ridges on the metacarpal heads. The degree 
of development and even the presence of 
such ~norphologies appear to be linked to 
overall size ( 2 ) ,  which suggests an allo~netric 
component (perhaps among others) in the 
pattern of variance. R. L. Susman noted "a 
variable occurrence of a dorsal articular 
ridge" (3, p. 221), ranging from slight (in 
the pygmy chimpanzee) to marked (in the 
gorilla). Only 6 of 11 adult specimens of 
pygmy chimpanzees had even slight meta- 
carpal ridges. The broad, flat dorsal surfaces 
of the metacarpal heads often present in 
eorillas were also lacking in the smaller " 
pygmy chimpanzees. In a study of the H m  
hubilis (OH 7) hand, Susman and Creel (4, 
p. 312) point out that "although the metac- 
arpals and phalanges of hand rays 11-V of 
adult primates habitually engaging in knuck- 
le-walking or suspensory activities have mor- 
phological features reflecting such behavior, 
these characters are generally poorly devel- 
oped or absent in young animals." But if the 
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