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INTRODUCTION
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The story of the Neanderthals is truly fascinating. There are hundreds of sites where their bones have been discovered in Europe and Southern and Central South Asia, and these sites contain more than 300 bodies that date back to about 250,000 to 350,000 years ago. The Neanderthals thrived for hundreds of thousands of years, and, for a time, they appear to have lived separately from Homo sapiens until about 100,000 to 30,000 years ago. Sometime during this period, some Neanderthals interbred with humans, so now modern humans have about 1-4% Neanderthal DNA. Then, suddenly, about 30,000 to 40,000 years ago they went extinct.
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Who Are the Neanderthals?


[image: ]




Why did they go extinct? The question seems to fascinate scientists who are still debating the reasons, though they commonly express surprise at the Neanderthals’ quick extinction. The irony is that the Neanderthals were especially adapted to the cold spell that hit Europe for thousands of years, while modern humans who moved in from Africa and Southern Asia were not.  Yet, modern humans thrived, while Neanderthals died off.

Before their disappearance, though, Neanderthals dominated their territory. They were especially strong, fierce hunters, who hunted all types of game, including the mammoth and woolly rhinoceros. They were skilled at hunting in groups and used ambush hunting to trap their prey.  They also had a language and skills to communicate, so they could organize small groups to hunt game, much like wolves hunt in packs to trap and kill their prey. 

Mostly they lived in caves in small family groups that combined into small communities of perhaps 10 to 15 families.  They had fire, too, and burned it in fire pits.  They obtained it from natural events like lightning strikes and forest fires and tended the fire to keep it going.  They also could make it by smashing mineral pyrite against flint to create sparks, which they nursed into a large fire.  

They appear to have cared for their sick and buried their dead in their caves, and even had the beginnings of symbolic thinking and art in the form of handprints in red ochre found in some caves.  They also made jewelry. 

There is evidence that they engaged in cannibalism at times, perhaps after succeeding in a battle with another group.  

Taking all of that information together, I imagined that the Neanderthals might have had the brain power of a modern five or six year old. Then, I wondered about the possibility of bringing the Neanderthals back, since there have been some recent developments in bringing back once extinct species.
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How We Can Bring Back the Neanderthal
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Recent developments in extracting DNA from bones using gene editing techniques and cloning show that it will be possible to bring back Neanderthals, since scientists developed some new techniques to bring back several mammals from extinction. 

One is the Pyrenean Ibex, the first mammal brought back briefly and there are continuing efforts to bring it back by cloning it from preserved cells, according to an article “Fresh Effort to Clone Extinct Animal” by Paul Rincon in the BBC news.  

Likewise, Australian scientists are working on bringing back the extinct thylacine, popularly known as the Tasmanian tiger, because the last known live animal was found in Tasmania in 1933. They have sought to bring it back using a technique developed by Harvard geneticist George Church, according to several news articles. One is by Peter Devlin for the Daily Mail in Australia: “’It’s Not Science Fiction, It’s Science Fact’: Australian Scientists Plan to Clone the Tasmanian Tiger and Bring It Back from Extinction.” Another article is by John Pickrell explaining the process for Cosmos Magazine: “Return of the Living Thylacine.” 

Additionally, under the leadership of George Church, scientists have sought to clone the mammoth using the DNA of its closest living relative, the Asian elephant. In California, the Revive and Restore organization is supporting the work of its lead scientist Ben Novak and other “de-extinction” scientists to use genetic engineering and the CRISPR gene editing tool to revive selected extinct animals, such as the black footed ferret, heath hen, passenger pigeon, and woolly mammoth.

In other research developments, scientists are now growing Neanderthal/human hybrid brains in a lab.  Professor Svante Paabo, an evolutionary geneticist at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology and author of Neanderthal Man: In Search of Lost Genomes, has already led an international team of scientists to successfully unravel the Neanderthal genome. To this end, the team has been using CRISPER gene-editing techniques to study the development of brains to determine what makes us human.  

This goal of bringing back the Neanderthals is even closer to reality through the Neanderthal Genome Project, a collaboration involving several U.S. companies, scientists, and Germany’s Max Planck Institute.  As described in a Science article, ”Can We Bring Neanderthals Back” by Robert Lamb, the process involves extracting DNA from bones, removing any contaminant DNA from bacteria or humans, and reconstructing the genome from decayed and chemically altered fragments. The artificial DNA then needs to be packaged into a cell, a process being developed.  Alternatively, if DNA is put into a stem cell, it can be cultured and implanted into a human or blastocyst, a structure that exists very early when the embryo first develops.  Then, the resulting embryo is a mix of mostly Neanderthal and some human features.  

Thus, bringing back the Neanderthal is scientifically possible. George Church, the Harvard geneticist, believes cloning a Neanderthal in our lifetime might occur, using current stem cell technology and a completed sequence of the Neanderthal genome. The procedure involves inserting a cell with the DNA from Neanderthal bones and nurturing it in the body of a human female or in a lab environment. Then, nine months later, a Neanderthal baby! 

Though scientists have not yet produced a Neanderthal baby, the research shows it is possible.  For instance, scientists have been studying the effects of Neanderthal genes in human tissues, and they have already created mice with Neanderthal genes.  Soon they will have Neanderthal cell lines, tissues, and organs.
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What Happens If We Bring Back the Neanderthals?
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Since a Neanderthal baby is in the realm of possibility, scientists have started debating the ethics of doing so.  One example is the controversy swirling around a scientist in China, He Jiankui, who edited the human genome to produce twin girls. Once his work became known, this provoked a scandal, because he flouted the current norms for safety and human protections.  One major concern was that he could have inadvertently caused mutations in other parts of the genome, causing unpredictable health consequences, though Jiankui claimed he found no such mutations. Given this disapproval by the scientific community, Jiankui was censured by the Guandong health ministry where he worked, and he was fired from his university for inadequate safety testing and not following standard procedures.

Jiankui’s story shows that the idea of producing a Neanderthal baby is highly controversial.  Yet it is still likely to happen, like most new breakthroughs in science, because a few courageous scientists are likely to work with the new technologies before they are accepted. In fact, if their scientific efforts are successful, their breakthrough will likely lead to further debate and eventual acceptance.

Once any Neanderthals do return, some of the questions raised are the following:


- Will they be able to eat a regular human diet, since they might not have the necessary mutations to digest dairy products and processed grains?

- Will they be susceptible to common diseases or pathogens to which humans are immune?

-  Will they enjoy a decent quality of life?

-  If the Neanderthal is naturally aggressive? How can that be controlled? 

- What kind of habitat will be most suitable for

Neanderthals, since humans have taken over the

once prime habitats where they used to live?  

- Since humans played a major role in the original extinction of Neanderthals by competing with them for food and homes and maybe giving them lethal diseases, will we cause them to become extinct again?

- What will happen if humans and Neanderthals interbreed to create half-human, half-Neanderthal babies?

- Once Neanderthals are raised outside of scientific labs and facilities, where will they live? Will they live in group homes? With adoptive families?

- Will Neanderthals be able to live independently when they grow up?

- Will Neanderthals be given the rights of ordinary humans or be treated more like animals or pets?

- How should a Neanderthal child be cared for?  

- How will Neanderthals be educated to adapt to a

modern society? Should a Neanderthal child be put

in a nursery school and later in elementary school?  

- How will modern humans react to Neanderthals in the 

community?

- What kind of jobs can Neanderthals do, assuming their lower intelligence and aggressive nature?

- What will happen if a Neanderthal commits a crime, though they may not understand our ideas about crimes?

- What will happen if a Neanderthal becomes a victim of

a crime?

- Will Neanderthals become a new underclass of society, who may easily become poor underpaid workers or even slaves? 
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Introducing the Neanderthal Stories
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In sum, there are many issues that will occur if Neanderthals are brought back to modern society. I have written this book of fictional stories after thinking about these different issues. The stories are based on the premise that scientists can bring back the Neanderthals, initially raise them in special facilities, and thereafter find them a place to live in a local community, where they face some of these issues and more.

More specifically, The Return of the Neanderthals is a series of interconnected stories based on the initial premise that a paleontologist brings back some DNA from a Neanderthal burial ground discovered in an archeological dig in Northern Europe. He then works with a scientist friend to bring back six Neanderthal babies using stem cell, cloning, and CRISPER techniques, along with the help of some surrogate mothers.  

These Neanderthal babies are raised in secret for their first few years of life in a laboratory setting, with the help of a nursery school teacher who teaches them basic skills. They learn some simple language skills and tasks, and when they are five or six, the scientists place them in a group home for kids with disabilities. Meanwhile, a sociologist learns about their research and raises concerns about how the Neanderthals are being treated.  Later, while they are in the group home, their secret is revealed after an unexpected incident brings in the cops and the media.

As the Neanderthals grow up from childhood through young adulthood, these stories look at what happens to the Neanderthals and those who live with them, care for them, employ them, or interact with them in school, at work, and in public events as they experience the challenges of everyday life.  

Along the way, they go to school, have relationships as teenagers, fall in love with other Neanderthals and sometimes humans, and start working in unskilled jobs.  Some even benefit from getting a genius pill which makes them smart for a while. Like any small distinct population, they face problems of bullying, prejudice, exploitation, and discrimination, though many fight back, and some modern humans take up their cause.

The New Neanderthals Police Force continues this story as other scientists and CEOs in other parts of the country and around the world bring back Neanderthals. They do so by variously creating or obtaining embryos, buying Neanderthal babies or infants, or in some cases trafficking in Neanderthals.

They bring back the Neanderthals for various purposes—such as to do hard, routine work in factories and fields rather than using robots, Others might use the Neanderthals for entertainment or sports, such as featuring them in boxing and wrestling matches or playing football or in a new Neanderthal football league. And some government officials might take advantage of the Neanderthals’ strength, power, and good vision to use them in police and military activities.

One man who decides to use the Neanderthals as workers is the owner of a robot factory, who learns about the success of the first group of Neanderthals. He decides to create a workforce of Neanderthals to replace the robots in his factory and shipping facility. After that program proves successful and word of it spreads, some detectives think the Neanderthals could help them in crime fighting, because of their strength, aggressiveness, and hunting skills. So they recruit and train a team of six Neanderthals to help them find and capture elusive criminals, when the usual law enforcement methods fail. In their first assignment, they track down an escaped convict who has fled into the desert and the mountains beyond it. Once the Neanderthals prove their worth, the team tackles other assignments for the cops, and they face challenges and danger along the way.  

The New Neanderthals Gang builds on this story, when a criminal gang leader learns about the Neanderthals working for the cops, and he decides to create his own gang of Neanderthals to commit crimes for profit and revenge and to thwart the efforts of the Neanderthals helping the cops. He obtains the Neanderthal children from individuals and organizations that are raising and taking care of them around the country. As these Neanderthal children grow up, they learn the skills to become criminals in a gang, just as the members New Neanderthals Police Force learned how to become crime fighters.

The chapters in this book introduce three different groups of Neanderthals who have become part of the modern world. Now, I invite you to meet the Neanderthals and experience their stories.
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PART I: THE NEANDERTHALS ARE BACK: THE BEGINNING
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CHAPTER 1: DISCOVERY
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It was another snowy day in northern Germany.  Darryl Jonas pulled the canvas doors of his tent back, hoping the storm would break soon, so the team of paleontologists he headed could return to the field and continue digging.  They had already found some fossilized logs and ash, suggesting an ancient campfire of the Neanderthals.  He was hopeful the crew could find some burial artefacts, even some remains of bones, once they could start digging again.

Darryl lit his lamp with a match and sat back on his sleeping bag.  As he often did in these quiet alone moments, he pulled out his small binder with photos of his wife Annie and two kids, 4-year old Sammy and 6 year-old Jimmy.  Just gazing at them made him feel better, like a reminder of why he continued to do this difficult work, because he had the support of his family, as well as his dedication to science and desire to do something more to stand out and be honored in his field.

“Yes, I know you’re all still here for me,” he thought as he moved the photo up and down between his hands, like the movement was making the image seem even more present and alive.

He thought about their last day, before he flew to Germany.  They had gone to the county fair for an exciting fun-filled day, so they would have that lasting memory of him while he was gone for six weeks.  Also, he wanted to enjoy an exhilarating last day with his wife, so there would be no time for regrets and talks about how much they would each miss each other while he was gone.  Now more than ever, he felt that yearning for her, as he pulled his parka closer around him to keep out the cold.  

He blew out the light and settled back in his sleeping back, hopeful that tonight would be the last of the storm, and they could continue to chip away at the remains of an ancient campfire they had discovered earlier that day.  What else might it contain of the Neanderthal past?  

He fell asleep dreaming of the campfire, and in the flames he saw the faces of his wife and kids smiling their encouragement for him to keep on digging.  “We dig what you are doing,” their faces seemed to say, as they danced in the flames.

* * * * * * *
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In the morning, as Darryl peered out of his tent, the snow sparkled in the sun and he was relieved the storm was over.  He met his three teammates - Fred, Duke, and Jim—by a roaring fire where they had started to cook up a breakfast of eggs and coffee. Then, they headed to the cave with the logs and ash.  With their shovels, they quickly pushed away the banks of snow in front of the path, and next used their small picks and tweezers to carefully dig through the mounds of ash and dirt around the remains of the ancient campfire.

They dug quietly, carefully, as if they were meditating in a state of reverence for the ancient treasures they might find.  It was also a way to imagine what life might have been way back then in order to better consider what they might find.

Suddenly, Darryl’s pick struck something hard.  

“I think I have something,” he yelled out.

All eyes turned to him, and the others watched in silence, as he continue to pick carefully at the dirt, pushing it away into a small pile they would later remove from the cave.

Finally, Darryl saw it, a fragment of bone.  As he dug a little more, he saw a dozen other bones.  He imagined they were probably placed together in a common burial site, perhaps with some kind of ritual recognizing their death and maybe even praying for their soul to travel to another world for another life somewhere.  Or was he just hoping for that outcome, imagining that the Neanderthals might have had the beginnings of faith that drew them together as they buried other Neanderthals in what he now believed must have been a group grave.

Eagerly he kept digging with his pick and tweezer, as his teammates spoke enthusiastically, encouraging him to keep going.

“Way to go!”

“Dig on!”

Once the pit with the bones was exposed, he pulled them out, placing each one, like an honored trophy, in a bag to take back to the lab for further analysis.

“It’s a real breakthrough,” Fred commented.

“It shows we are on the right track,” said Duke.

“Yes,” Darryl agreed. “It’s like a reward for our months of hard work digging here.”

“And it shows we were right,” Jim observed.  “That’s because we choose the location we did based on the rocks and caves suggesting this might be an ideal spot to find Neanderthal remains.”

Later that day, after a lunch of dried apricots and beef jerky, they continued digging and bagged more bones and chipped rocks, suggesting the Neanderthals might have created simple tools.  Once it grew dark, they toasted their success around a fire by their tents.  Though they weren’t in a cave, their night of celebration echoed the success the Neanderthals might have had after they brought back game in a hunt.

“Just think what our professors will say,” Fred said.

“And the media,” said Jim.  

“Yes, it’ll be great to get some well-deserved glory,” Duke agreed.  He turned to Darryl.  “And you deserve it most of the credit as our team leader and the one who first found the bones.”

“But anyone of us could have found them,” said Darryl.  “We were all digging in the same area together.  Anyone of us could have first uncovered the bones.”

For a few hours, they went on toasting and celebrating each other for their find. It was just a few small bones, but they shone a light on the life of the Neanderthals many thousands and thousands of years ago.

* * * * * * 
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Back home, after a day of picnicking, walking around a nearby lake, and playing ball in the backyard with Annie and the kids, Darryl headed over to the lab at the university.  He carried the bag with the bones, each one preserved in its own inner bag, and he met with Jeremy, the lab director.

“We’d like you to do some age tests, to determine how old these bones are,” Darryl said.  “Then, we’d like you to arrange for some DNA testing in order to establish that these are, in fact, Neanderthal bones.”

“Certainly,” Jeremy agreed.  “We can sequence each genome and do some comparisons with human DNA to see the segments where the Neanderthal DNA differs.”

“Sound good,” Darryl agreed.

As he was about to leave, Jeremy stopped him.

“Look, you’ve been so successful in collecting these bones, I’d like to suggest an experiment we could do with them.”

Darryl turned back.  “What kind of experiment.”

“Well, it could be a real breakthrough, though we’ll have to keep it secret at first.”

Darryl was intrigued, yet hesitant and suspicious.

“What do you mean a secret breakthrough?”

“This.  It’s something I’ve been thinking about since I’ve read about the new developments with gene editing through the CRISPR gene editing tools and the new procedures of inserting cells from monkeys into mice to make the mice smarter.  Other researchers have been using stem cell therapy to cure diseases and prolong life.  Some scientists have been successful in cloning several different types of mammals, including dogs and cats. And recently scientists have brought back all sorts of once extinct mammals, such as the Tasmanian tiger, and now there are plans to de-extinct a mammoth.”

“Now I’m intrigued.  What are you thinking?”

“Here’s my idea. You’ve got all of these bones from Neanderthals.  I just need a single bone.  I can extract the DNA, insert it into a human stem cell, and then with a human surrogate, we end up with a Neanderthal child with just a very tiny percentage of human DNA left over from the stem cell. What do you think?”
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