
Letters 

Late Pleistocene Extinctions 

Paul S. Martin, in his article "The 
discovery of America" (9 Mar., p. 969), 
puts forward a persuasive scenario. He 
argues that Paleolithic man, after he 
crossed the Bering platform, encoun- 
tered a vast population of "inexperi- 
enced prey"-the American megafauna; 
that the human population underwent 
an explosive growth as it swept from 
the North American ice fields to Tierra 
del Fuego, consuming the large animal 
population; and that, after the overkill 
of the megafauna, the human popula- 
tion underwent a crash. He advances 
this scenario to explain the disappear- 
ance of the megafauna in the Ameri- 
cas in the late Pleistocene, but he points 
out that there remain the problems of 
the relative absence of kill sites and of 
a trail of evidence of a Paleolithic cul- 
ture, both of which exist in Europe. 

A slight modification of his scenario 
will render it even more plausible and 
can explain its deficiencies. Suppose 
that the megafauna population had de- 
veloped in relative isolation from the 
Old World and that the real perturba- 
tion caused by the opening of the Ber- 
ing platform was the introduction of 
new diseases into the Americas against 
which the local fauna were not resist- 
ant. (As Martin points out, hominid 
diseases endemic to the Old World 
tropics were unknown to the New World 
at that time, and of course the subse- 
quent development of the human popu- 
lation in the Americas was in isolation 
from the Old World to the extent that 
the white man could, with a devastating 
effect, introduce diseases such as small- 
pox.) The disease carrier could have 
crossed the Bering platform at about 
the same time Martin indicates (11,700 
years ago). The result would have been 
a plague which swept the Americas 
from north to south. If the disease was 
carried by man or his train (for exam- 
ple, dogs) the effect would have been 
the same as envisioned by Martin, with 
the game dying off before the advanc- 
ing human population. The result would 
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be no major kill sites, and because the 
human population would not necessar- 
ily have undergone an explosion and 
crash, there would also be no major 
trail of evidence of a Paleolithic cul- 
ture. The plague scenario also escapes 
the question of whether any fauna pop- 
ulation kept in check by their natural 
predators could be classified as "inex- 
perienced" with respect to the human 
predators. If the disease carrier was 
simply one of the many predators that 
crossed the Bering platform, and not 
just man, that leaves the more conven- 
tional model of human migration, in 
which various "tribes" came across the 
Bering platform, pushing other tribes 
in front of them, as the pattern of lin- 
guistic diversity in the Americas sug- 
gests. 

JAMES W. CORBETT 

Department of Physics, 
State University of New York, 
Albany 12203 

Information contained in reports 
made by don Felix de Azara, a Spanish 
naturalist and geographer who lived in 
South America from 1781 to 1801, 
confirms Martin's contention that ex- 
termination of an extraordinarily abun- 
dant animal resource can occur within 
a few years, with no kill sites involved 
(1). In this case, it was the animals 
that were the recent arrivals, rather 
than the humans, but the effect was 
the same. 

Horses were introduced into South 
America at the time of the first found- 
ing of Buenos Aires in 1536. The city 
was permanently reestablished in 1580 
and the local Indians, the Pampas, 
driven off. Shortly thereafter, herds of 
feral horses had increased to such a 
degree that the Pampas Indians, in a 
change of habits, began to make use 
of them for food and other purposes. 

Cattle were introduced somewhat 
later (1556) and were much slower in 
becoming feral. Even when they be- 
came numerous, however, the Pampas 
Indians, already well supplied with 
horses and horsemeat, ignored them. 

Tribes on the outskirts of the area soon 
took to trading in cattle as well as using 
them for food, but the sanctuary in the 
pampas remained. In addition, Euro- 
pean trade in skins and animal fats 
was prohibited for a time. 

According to Azara's best estimate, 
by about 1700, wild cattle had increased 
to 48 million head, inhabiting the 
campos and pampas from 26?S to 41?S 
latitude, an area of 42,000 square 
leagues or approximately 1.7 million 
square kilometers. Before the middle of 
the century, wild cattle had been all but 
exterminated. How was such a slaughter 
possible when the human population 
of this area, even including the wild 
Indian tribes, probably did not exceed 
300,000 (2)? 

Indians (including the Pampas, who 
joined in the trade) and Spaniards, as 
well as marauding Portuguese, made in- 
tensive forays against the cattle, prin- 
cipally to obtain skins from the bulls 
and fat from the cows. The roundups, 
which lasted for several months, cus- 
tomarily took place in the spring, at 
the time of calving. Young calves were 
unable to follow their mothers and per- 
ished; pregnant cows aborted from fa- 
tigue. In addition, each Indian killed 
two pregnant cows a day in order to 
eat the unborn calves, which were con- 
sidered a delicacy. As for the Spanish, 
throughout the year each gaucho killed 
a cow for every meal. Such profligate 
use of a seemingly boundless resource 
soon brought it to an end. 

Azara concluded his account by re- 
marking, "it is a matter of surprise that 
all this took place in plain view, with- 
out anyone's having complained or 
even raised a voice at such a scandal- 
ous destruction." 

BARBARA G. BEDDALL 
2502 Bronson Road, 
Fairfield, Connecticut 06430 
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