
 

First dogs in the Americas arrived from
Siberia, disappeared after European contact
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A new study adds to the evidence that dogs were domesticated before first
migrating to the Americas. The dogs' history parallels that of ancient humans
who migrated from North Asia to North America, dispersed throughout the
Americas and suffered major population declines upon contact with European
colonists. Dots represent sites from which the bones of ancient dogs were
collected for the new analysis and the relative ages of the bones. Credit: Julie
McMahon / Angus McNab
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A study reported in the journal Science offers an enhanced view of the
origins and ultimate fate of the first dogs in the Americas. The dogs
were not domesticated North American wolves, as some have
speculated, but likely followed their human counterparts over a land
bridge that once connected North Asia and the Americas, the study
found.

This is the first comprehensive genomic study of ancient dogs in the
Americas to analyze nuclear DNA, which is inherited from both parents,
along with mitochondrial DNA, which is passed down only from
mothers to their offspring. By comparing genomic signatures from 71
mitochondrial and seven nuclear genomes of ancient North American
and Siberian dogs spanning a period of 9,000 years, the research team
was able to gain a clearer picture of the history of the first canine
inhabitants of the Americas.

The oldest dog remains in the Americas date to about 9,000 years ago,
many thousands of years after people began migrating over a land bridge
connecting present-day Siberia and Alaska. The ancient dogs analyzed in
the new study likely originated in Siberia, the researchers found. The
dogs dispersed to every part of the Americas, migrating with their
human counterparts.

These dogs persisted for thousands of years in the Americas, but almost
completely vanished after European contact, the researchers found.

"This suggests something catastrophic must have happened, and it's
likely associated with European colonization," said senior lead author
Laurent Frantz, a lecturer at Queen Mary University and co-investigator
at the University of Oxford. "But we just do not have the evidence to
explain this sudden disappearance yet."
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https://phys.org/tags/dogs/
https://phys.org/tags/land+bridge/


 

 

  

A ritual burial of two dogs at a site in Illinois near St. Louis suggests a special
relationship between humans and dogs at this location and time (660 to 1350
years ago). Credit: Illinois State Archaeological Survey.

"By looking at genomic data along with mitochondrial data, we were able
to confirm that dogs came to the Americas with humans, and that nearly
all of that diversity was lost—most likely as a result of European
colonization," said Kelsey Witt, who led the mitochondrial DNA genome
work as a graduate student in the laboratory of University of Illinois
anthropology professor Ripan Malhi, who also is an author of the study.

"Few modern dogs have any trace of these ancient lineages," said Witt,
now a postdoctoral researcher at the University of California, Merced.
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The team also discovered that the genomic signature of a transmissible
cancer that afflicts dogs appears to be one of the last "living" remnants
of the genetic heritage of dogs that populated the Americas prior to
European contact.

"This suggests that this tumor originated in or near the Americas," Witt
said.

  
 

  

Ancient dog burials like this one found at the Janey B. Goode site near Brooklyn,
Illinois, provided genetic material for a new study of dogs in the Americas.
Credit: Illinois State Archaeological Survey, Prairie Research Institute.

The new findings reinforce the idea that early human and dog
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inhabitants of the Americas faced many of the same challenges after
European contact, Malhi said.

"It is known how Indigenous peoples of the Americas suffered from the
genocidal practices of European colonists after contact," he said. "What
we found is that the dogs of Indigenous peoples experienced an even
more devastating history and a near-total loss, possibly as a result of
forced cultural changes and disease."

  More information: M. Ni Leathlobhair el al., "The evolutionary
history of dogs in the Americas," Science (2018).
science.sciencemag.org/cgi/doi … 1126/science.aao4776 

L. Goodman el al., "America's lost dogs," Science (2018).
science.sciencemag.org/cgi/doi … 1126/science.aau1306
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