
Most of North America’s large mammals are
thought to have gone extinct some 13,000 to
15,000 years ago. But a new study of ancient DNA
suggests that woolly mammoths and horses hung
on until 10,000 years ago or later.

A multinational team headed by geneticist
Eske Willerslev of the University of Copenhagen
reached that conclusion by analyzing soil samples
for ancient DNA from animals’ urine and feces.

The team picked a site on the banks of the
Yukon River in central Alaska, a likely mammoth
stomping ground where the permafrost has never
melted and the stratigraphy is well dated. They
took core samples from seven permafrost layers
ranging from about 12,000 to about 7500 years
old. The scientists reported last week in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences

that they found mitochondrial DNA from mam-
moth, bison, moose, horse, and snowshoe hare.
Mammoth and horse DNA was dated to between
10,500 and 7600 years ago—postdating the
most recent fossils by at least 3000 years. The

results show that some survived in the interior for
several thousand years after the arrival of their
human predators, the researchers say.

Paul Koch, a paleoecologist at the University
of California, Santa Cruz, says that obtaining
“sedimentary” ancient DNA is relatively new and
that the results put “another nail in the coffin”
of the idea that large North American mammals
went extinct suddenly.

If you’re a casual reader who has trouble telling
your Updike from your elbow, a team of physicists
may be able to help you. Sebastian Bernhardsson
and colleagues at Umeå University in Sweden say
they can distinguish one author from another by
analyzing their writings statistically. They tracked
how the number of different words in a sample of
text grows
with the total
number of
words in the
sample for
three authors:
Herman
Melville, D. H.
Lawrence, and
Thomas Hardy. Each writer has his own distinctive
curve describing that increase, the physicists
recently reported in the New Journal of Physics.

In a short sample, the number of different
words increases almost as fast as the total does; it
increases more gradually as the sample becomes
longer. So the curves start out steep and eventu-
ally level out. Melville, who uses the biggest
vocabulary, has the steepest curve. Hardy adds
new words at a slower rate, followed by Lawrence.

If the method works, “that would be interest-
ing because it’s such a simple statistic,” says
Daniel Rockmore, a mathematician at
Dartmouth College. But he says the researchers
would have to compare many more authors to
prove it. R. Harald Baayen, a quantitative lin-
guist at the University of Alberta in Edmonton,
Canada, says others have been working on such
statistical methods for decades and that the
physicists’ method may be too simple.
Variations among one author’s books, he notes,
often exceed the variations between authors.
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RANDOMSAMPLES
E D I T E D  B Y C O N S TA N C E  H O L D E N

CEREBRAL CUT-UP AN INTERNET HIT
Before his death in 2008, the famous amnesic patient Henry Molaison (or H.M., as
he is known to legions of Psychology 101 students) agreed to donate his brain for
further research. Last month, scientists froze the brain and sliced it into 2401 paper-
thin sections, part of a project to create an open-access digital atlas (Science, 
26 June, p. 1634). The 53-hour procedure was streamed live on the Internet.

All that slicing turned out to be a major public attraction: Over the 3-day
period, the Web site received 400,000 hits. Traffic to Molaison’s Wikipedia
entry also spiked, from about 400 to more than 40,000 hits daily. And hun-
dreds of people around the world posted comments on Twitter and on the lab’s
Facebook page. “We had Twitter fans keeping us company all night,” says
Jacopo Annese (left), the neuroanatomist at the University of California, San
Diego, who led the effort. He has posted a selection of comments (A sample:
“Live brain slicing! Hard to pull away but must go to 4 year old’s birthday
party.”) on the lab’s Web site, thebrainobservatory.ucsd.edu.

30

20

10

0
0 40 80 120

N
u
m

b
e
r 

o
f 

d
if

fe
re

n
t 

w
o
rd

s 
(i

n
 t

h
o
u
sa

n
d
s)

Number of words in text
(in tens of thousands)

Hardy

Melville

Lawrence

C
R

E
D

IT
S

 (
T

O
P

 T
O

 B
O

T
T

O
M

):
 J

A
C

O
P

O
 A

N
N

E
S

E
; 
D

U
A

N
E

 F
R

O
E

S
E

, 
U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y
 O

F
 A

L
B

E
R

T
A

; 
S

. 
B

E
R

N
H

A
R

S
S

O
N

 E
T

 A
L
.,

 N
E

W
 J

O
U

R
N

A
L
 O

F
 P

H
Y

S
IC

S
1

1
(2

0
0
9
)

Americans are getting ever more nearsighted,
according to scientists at the National Eye
Institute in Bethesda, Maryland. In the early
1970s, about 25% of the population qualified
as myopic. In the early 2000s, that proportion
had leapt to almost 42%, says a team led by
epidemiologist Susan Vitale.

The report, in the Archives of Ophthalmology,
created a buzz last week about the dangers of
computers and texting. Similar increases have
been happening around the world. 

Oddly, the condition is highly heritable yet

malleable by the environment. But what environ-
ment? “The suspicion has always been centered
around ‘near work,’ “ says vision scientist Donald
Mutti of Ohio State University in Columbus. But
recent studies of schoolchildren in both the United
States and Singapore have failed to show an asso-
ciation between near work and an increase in
myopia. Mutti says research instead is increasingly
pointing to lack of outdoor exposure as the culprit.
“We’re kind of a dim indoors people nowadays,”
he observes. “If you ask me, I would say modern
society is missing the protective effect of being
outdoors”—although whether it’s the light or the
distance that does it is still not known.

Myopia Out of ControlName That Author

Mammoths’ Last Stand
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