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How the Ivory Man Became the Ivory Woman

No sex changes, no hormone treatments, no surgery, no therapy...nothing like that, not in 2500 BC. Sorry to disappoint you, readers, but those current strategies never occurred to these people or, if it did, there was no possibility of it being accomplished. This change occurred because it was the result of a mistake of identity. Yes, even learned researchers make mistakes. They made the same mistake as others have by using time-honored criteria for judging the sex of a skeleton based on the burial goods accompanying it. When encountering unusual, hard-to-come-by, elaborate or precious goods, the skeleton must have been important in his society. Of course if he was important, he must have been a leader and, if he was a leader, he must have been male, right? So went the logic for so long.

Enter a new technique that can identify an individual’s sex based on tooth enamel. This process can be more effective than DNA analysis when studying remains in especially poor condition. Previous examination of the skeleton’s poorly preserved pelvis had suggested the remains were of a man, but amelogenin peptide analysis of the tooth enamel detected the AMELX gene, which is located on the X chromosome. “This analysis told us precisely that the skeleton was female,” said García Sanjuán of the University of Seville. Buried between 3,200 and 2,200 years ago with an ivory tusk, flint, an ostrich eggshell, amber, and a rock crystal dagger, the woman is now thought to have been the leader of her community because she had been buried alone. Most of the Copper Age burials in the region contain commingled bones, Sanjuán explained. “When we compared the grave goods with our database [of more than 2,000 grave sites in the area], we can clearly see that this woman stood head and shoulders above other individuals in terms of wealth and social status,” he added. Researchers also now think this area of the Iberian Peninsula was a central gathering place. “It makes sense that the Ivory Lady would be buried here,” Sanjuán concluded. This shows the researchers have shed the previous line of thought and are willing to entertain the results of their studies.

The new scientific technique developed is based on the analysis of sexually dimorphic amelogenin peptides in tooth enamel by Nano flow liquid chromatography-tandem mass spectrometry. This new procedure can provide highly reliable sex determinations even for poorly preserved human skeletons. The application of this technique to prehistoric human remains has yielded results that are likely going to significantly modify the way gender archaeology will be approached in the future. By coupling proteomics with other recently developed scientific methods, such as isotopic and aDNA analysis, which are themselves expanding rapidly, the study of prehistoric social organization is set to change. 

All this means the highest ranked person in Iberian Copper Age society was a woman. In addition, the lack of grave goods in infant burials suggests, in this period, individuals were not granted high status by birth rite. The authors, therefore, suggest the Ivory Woman achieved her status through merit and achievements in life.
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Valencina’s Birth

In a place known to few, a woman was in labor. Two friends attended her as they awaited the birth of the woman’s child. At last, the baby made its appearance—a girl. The infant howled as one of the attendants washed her tiny, warm body in the cool water of the underground river. The other attendant bathed the mother in the river. The mother was grateful for the cool bath. When bathed and dressed, she reclined on a matt to enjoy the cool temperature and nurse her new daughter. The temperature of the underground cave and river was a nearly constant 68o F, a most welcome reprieve from the desert temperature above ground.

The river flowed on as the women arose and prepared to return home. “This is a perfect place for birthing a child,” Rosina, the mother, said.

“Yes, we found it last year and we were overwhelmed with the coolness and the river under all this rock,” the first friend said.

“And when your time was near, Ebeth and I decided to bring you here for the birthing,” the second friend said.

“Debora, thanks to you and Ebeth, the birthing was a wonderful experience. Now we’ll go home so the world can greet our precious girl baby,” Rosina said.

They followed the trail to reach the surface and take the one mile trip back to the village. Upon arriving home, Rosina found her husband, Xennis, returned from his hunting trip, wondering where she was.

“I was hoping nothing happened to you, Rosina, although there was no sign of a marauding party,” Xennis said.

“No,” Rosina said, “no marauding party, unless you consider labor and two friends to help with birthing a raid,” Rosina said, smiling as she handed the baby to Xennis, with care.

“My beautiful daughter, Rosina. You did a wonderful job to bring our daughter to life. I love you and her.”

“Oh, Xennis, I love you too. I’m going to rest now and let her rest, too.”

“All right, but have you thought of a name for her?”

“No, I haven’t. Let’s discuss it when I get up from my rest.”

“All right, we’ll do it then.”

“It sounds as if you have some ideas for names.”

“Yes, I do but it can wait until after your rest, which you have earned.”

With a kiss they parted, the baby already asleep.

“Rosina, you’re awake,” Xennis said.

“Yes, the baby woke me up. She was hungry so I nursed her and she went back to sleep,” Rosina said. “It’s time for our evening meal.”

“Yes, it’ll be dark soon. This day is almost done.”

“What are you cooking on the fire?”

“Oh, you noticed,” Xennis said, chuckling. “I thought we could have some deer steaks from the hunt.”

“A fine idea, Xennis. I’ll get the wild carrots, onions and celery ready. Is there a space for bread on the fire?”

“Sure is, I’ll just move the steaks forward a bit.”

“We’ll have a wonderful meal.”

The bread was baked and all was ready for the meal. Xennis and Rosina ate in silence as they were famished. When finished eating, Xennis said “Let’s name our baby girl.”

“All right, Xennis but why are you insisting on naming her so soon? We’re not sure she’ll survive.”

“Oh, she’ll survive. I’ve never seen a healthier baby.”

“I didn’t know you were a judge of such things.”

“I’m not qualified as a healer but I just feel she’ll be alive after us.”

“Feel it in your bones?”

“Yes, you could say that.”

With that they convulsed into laughter.

After recovering, Rosina said, “You have an idea for a name?”

“Yes, I offer ‘Valencina’,” he said.

“Xennis, that’s a beautiful name. Did you hear that somewhere?”

“Yes, a member of our hunting party said he wanted to name his daughter that but his wife said, ‘No”. I liked it, so, I thought if we had a daughter, I want to name her Valencina.”

“I like the name, as well. Valencina it is.”

“That was settled quickly. Now it’s dark. I’ll bank the fire and we can go to sleep for the night. Valencina will probably wake us up more than once,” Xennis said, laughing.

“That’s for certain. We have to sleep while she’s sleeping.”

“I don’t know about sleeping like a baby. I haven’t been a baby for a long time.”

“Neither have I, but we’re going to have to get used to it.”

Valencina awoke only once, Rosina nursed her and both went back to sleep almost immediately. Xennis did not awaken.
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Valencina Approaches Three Summers

Valencina was an active child. She learned to walk when just over one Summer. Rosina had a hard time keeping track of her while attempting to do all the tasks of a mother and wife. One day when Rosina was busy preparing hides for clothing, she realized she hadn’t seen or heard from Valencina in some time. She looked around their house and asked her friend, Ebeth, if she’d seen Valencina.

“Yes,” Ebeth said, “she was playing hunting with my boys.”

“Where are they now?” asked Rosina.

“I’m not sure. They were here just a little time ago.”

“We’d better look for them; Valencina is too young to go too far.”

“All right, let’s go. I’m concerned too.”

They walked through the village, asking people they’d met if they’d seen the children. No one had. Rosina and Ebeth became more concerned as they walked. “The only other place the children could have gone is to the forest,” Rosina said.

“I was hoping they didn’t go there. There are all sorts of wild animals there,” Ebeth said.

“They’re taking the hunting seriously, I guess.”

“Indeed, they are,” agreed Ebeth.

As they approached the forest, Rosina and Ebeth began calling the children’s names. They received no response.

“I didn’t ask but did they have weapons?” Rosina asked.

“Well, yes and no,” Ebeth confessed.

“What do you mean?” Rosina asked in alarm.

“They had bows and arrows made for their size by their father. They had extras so Valencina had a bow and arrows too,” Ebeth said.

“Oh my,” Rosina said. “That means Valencina is in on this hunting venture with full force. Have they been in the forest before?”

“Yes, the boys go with their father often. Valencina has not, I don’t think.”

“She’s never mentioned it to me, if she has,” Rosina said, her alarm growing.

They walked into the forest, calling the children’s names. After a while, they decided to sit and rest. Suddenly, they heard a rustling in the bushes and one of the boys emerged. “Why are you calling us and disturbing the hunt, Mother?” he asked, almost in a whisper.

“We were worried when you children disappeared,” Ebeth said.

“We are not children, we are hunters,” the boy said, with emphasis.

“Hunters tell their family they’re going and for how long they expect to be gone,” Ebeth said.

“I didn’t know Father did that,” the boy said.

“Well now you do. Where are the others? Ebeth asked, trying to be patient.

“They are spread out, trying to drive an animal to me, I’m on a stand, prepared to shoot it when it comes by,” the boy said.

Rosina could remain quiet no longer. “Where is Valencina?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” the boy said. “She wanted to climb a ridge to see if any animals were there.”

“How would she know? She might not see them,” Rosina said.

“She wouldn’t have to see them. She’d be looking for tracks,” he said.

“How does she know about tracks?” Rosina said.

“She asked my father and he and her father showed her tracks and told her what they were,” he said.

“Oh my, I had no idea she was so advanced,” Rosina said. I’ll have a talk with Xennis when he gets home, she thought.

Finally, one by one, the children came through the trees. Valencina was last, to Rosina’s relief.

On their way home, Rosina asked Valencina how she learned to shoot an arrow.

“Like this, Mother,” she said, proudly, expertly knocking the arrow and shooting the arrow into the distance.

“My goodness, Valencina, who taught you that?”

“Father did some and the boys and their father helped,” Valencina said.

“They did a good job,” Rosina admitted. I really have to talk to Xennis.

They arrived home in time to start the evening meal. Xennis arrived soon after them.

“Why so quiet? No one is talking or chattering,” he observed.

“We have to talk,” Rosina said, just above a whisper.

“Something wrong?” Xennis asked, in his usual bantering voice.

“Not now,” Rosina said, whispering.

Valencina came into the house, breathless, saying “Father, I went hunting with the boys today.”

“You did?” Xennis asked, encouraging her to tell all. Rosina rolled her eyes.

“Yes, I borrowed a bow and arrow and the boys and I went into the forest. I went up on the ridge and saw some tracks of a wild boar. I knew I couldn’t shoot it, so I started down and Mother was sitting on a log with Ebeth, talking.”

“You saw boar tracks?” Rosina asked, dismayed.

“Don’t you worry, Rosina, she did the right thing. She came down right away,” Xennis said.

“She shouldn’t have gone into the forest anyway. Certainly not without telling anybody,” Rosina said.

“You didn’t tell anyone, Valencina?” Xennis asked.

“I thought the boys told their mother,” Valencina said, with innocence 

“Apparently they didn’t. You broke the first rule of hunting, Valencina. You must always tell your family when you go hunting and where you’re going and plan to get back,” Xennis said, firmly but following it with a hug and a kiss. The hug and kiss resulted in instant dismissal of the impending tears.

“Is that what you wanted to talk about, Rosina?”

“That’s only part of it. We’ll talk later.”

Talk, they did. The evening meal completed and Valencina gone to sleep, Rosina and Xennis sat before the fire. Xennis started the conversation.

“What bothers you, Rosina? So quiet during the meal.”

‘Yes, I am wondering how much you and Ebeth’s man have been teaching Valencina?”

“We’ve answered her questions about hunting.”

“You failed to mention to me her interest in hunting.”

“I didn’t know you cared, since I am also responsible for her learning.”

“Yes, you are but we should discuss what we’re teaching her.”

“Do you plan to tell me when you teach her to cook and sew?”

“Those are women’s tasks; I thought you’d know I’m teaching her that.”

“Oh, I see, hunting is man’s work, so she shouldn’t learn that?”


“That’s not what I’m saying. I just worry when she disappears and I don’t know what she’s up to,” Rosina’s real worry came out, at last. 



“Yes, I understand your concern and I think I’ve handled it with firmness and love.”

“I think you handled it well, Xennis. I hope she took it to heart.”

“I’m sure she will. She’s smart and wants to be a part of life.”

Little did either parent know it was Valencina’s idea to go on the hunt; she wanted to lead a hunt.

With that, they banked the fire and returned to their sleeping mats.
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Valencina Reaches Eight Summers

Valencina awoke one spring morning, birds were singing and the sun was shining. The thunderstorm from last night had cleared and she was ready to meet the day. She was going fishing with the boys, her favorite companions. She’d fashioned a pole from a sapling nearby and used fine sinew from her mother’s sewing kit to make the line. Now, all she had to do was get some worms to weave onto a bone hook her father had given her and she’d be ready to go. Digging the worms wasn’t difficult today because the dirt was damp from the storm last night. All she had to do was scrape away a little top dirt and the worms were available. Valencina had a handful of worms, which she placed in a carrying bag, grabbed her pole and she was on her way to the local stream.

The boys she planned to meet were not there so she threaded a worm on the hook, put the line in the water and sat to wait. The pole jerked once with a slight nudge then the tip of the pole dropped into the water. Valencina grabbed the pole and gave it a strong upward jerk. Sure enough, a large bordallo fought for a time, but Valencina pulled the line and pole to the stream bank in a move of backing and lifting until the fish and pole tip were over the bank. Then she removed the hook and pushed a long stick through its gills, laid it on the bank to thrash until it died.

Valencina continued fishing for several hours. After she’d caught several more fish, brown trout and tench, she decided to take the fish home, clean them and offer them to her mother for the evening meal. When Valencina arrived home, she propped the pole against the house and sat to clean the fish using a bone knife. Fish cleaning was an easy job. She’d watched her father do it many times. After she finished, she took the fish into the house.

“Mother, here is our meal for tonight,” Valencia said, with pride.

“Oh my, you caught all those?” Rosina asked. “Didn’t the boys help you?”

“No, Mother; they never came so I caught them myself.”

“I didn’t know you knew how to fish all by yourself.”

“It wasn’t hard. I made the pole yesterday and grabbed one of Father’s hooks, uncovered some worms this morning and I took it all to the stream and fished.”

“That’s very good; did you give your father back the hook?”

“I’ll do it as soon as I clean it and take it off the pole.”

“All right, now we have food for tonight. I’ll get the vegetables ready and when your father gets here, he can start the fire.”

“I’ll start the fire, Mother.”

“That’s not necessary, Valencina. I don’t want you starting the fire. It’s too dangerous.”

“Oh, Mother,” Valencina sighed as she left the house.

Of course, Valencina wanted to start the fire, she’d watched her father do it every evening and this was the time she could start it to cook her fish. She piled sticks of wood on top of the dry leaves, ferns and kindling. Valencina picked up two stones, rubbed them together in a quick front to back motion to create a spark. As she leaned close to the pile of wood, the sparks caught the leaves and tinder. The fire was started. She was unaware her father was watching her.

“Well done, daughter,” Xennis said.

“I didn’t know you were watching,” Valencina said. “I wasn’t close enough to the wood when I created the first sparks.”

“That’s good you corrected your mistake without anyone helping.”

“I don’t think Mother wanted me to start the fire but I caught some fish today and I want to cook them.”

“All right, do you know how to do that?”

“Yes, I’ve watched you many times. I’ll put the green poles on top of the fire and set the fish on them to cook. I’ll watch them so they don’t burn.”

“Sounds as if you’ve got it down well. I’ll be inside if you need me.”

“All right, I doubt I’ll need any help.”

“I doubt it, too,” Xennis said, under his breath as he walked into the house.

The evening meal was ready and Valencina brought in the fish. Rosina had made bread earlier in the day and she fixed the vegetables in a cider sauce that complemented the fish. Xennis complemented Rosina and Valencina for the delectable meal.

“You women are excellent cooks,” he said.

“Cooking the fish was almost as much fun as catching them,” Valencina said.

“I’m proud of your cooking skill, Valencina,” Rosina said.

“I have good teachers,” she said, between mouthfuls.

“Good teachers are great, but you are able to put all that to good use. You’ll make a fine wife and mother someday,” Xennis said.

“I don’t want to be a wife and mother,” Valencina announced.

“Is that so?” Xennis asked, with eyebrows raised. Rosina stopped chewing and raised her eyebrows too.

“Yes,” Valencina said. “I want to be a leader. I want to hunt, fight battles and win wars.”

“That’s a hefty goal, Valencina,” Xennis said.

“And not becoming of a woman,” Rosina said, having swallowed her food and found her voice.

“A woman can do anything she wants to if she works hard and learns what’s necessary to do it,” Valencina said.

“You got it right, Valencina,” Xennis said.

“Xennis, you are not making my job as a mother any easier. Don’t encourage that kind of talk from your daughter,” Rosina said.

“It’s true, Rosina. She can be what she can be and do what she wants. She doesn’t need our permission,” Xennis said.

“I think she’ll change her mind when she gets a little older,” Rosina said.

Valencina stayed out of the discussion. Instead, she let her mind wander. I will work with my father to get better at shooting arrows and maybe he’ll let me learn to throw a spear. He already promised I could lead a hunting party, some day. Maybe, just maybe, he’ll let me join him when he goes to war next time. Mother would be furious, though and she might be unhappy with me for a long time. Oh, well, I’ll just have to keep trying to be a good hunter and warrior.
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Valencina Reaches Twelve Summers

Xennis has told Valencina it is her turn to lead a hunting party. “Oh, Father,” she said, “I’ve dreamed of that for so long. I’ll get started right away.”

“Calm down and approach it methodically,” Xennis said.

“Don’t worry, Father, I’ve watched you for a long time. I’ll make sure all the men are ready, remember what we’ve agreed to hunt and they have the necessary weapons, especially spears.”

“Good thinking, Valencina, this hunt will go well.”

Valencina made her own preparations then proceeded to pass the message to the entire hunting party of six men, including her father. Her message stated: “We’ll embark on a boar hunt in two days. Please bring rawhide thongs and at least one spear.” This message was passed word-of-mouth to the entire hunting party. The party knew the hunt always began at sunup and usually involved at least two days. She knew she did not have to tell everyone to pack food for the overnight venture. Of course, it could be longer and, if so, more food would be necessary. If that happened, they’d kill rabbits or other wildlife to cook and eat.

Two suns later, Valencina was at her best. She dressed for the hunt as all the other hunters were dressed; hide shorts, hair tied at the nape of the neck with a leather thong and bare feet. She hoisted a bag containing food, leather thongs and arrows on her shoulders. She carried a spear several inches longer than she was tall in her right hand and her bow in her left. She was oh, so ready.

The party was gathered and all began trudging to the forest, Valencina in the lead. They walked a known trail and topped a rise in the forest, looking for boar tracks. No one saw any boar tracks until later in the day. The sun had long passed its zenith and shadows were growing long. They had reached level ground, without rocks but with a bubbling spring.

“It is growing late, too late for tracking. We must stop here for the night and begin again at first light. Keep your spears nearby. We’ll eat now, drink from the spring and sleep. Tomorrow we’ll begin our search for tracks again,” Valencia announced.

No one questioned. The hunters were tired after a long hike and unfruitful search for tracks. They drank from the spring, unpacked their food and sat on the leaf strewn ground. Xennis, concerned about Valencia’s mood, approached her before sitting on the ground.

“Glad you joined me, Father,” Valencina said.

“I wanted to talk to you for a minute before the other men join us. You are doing a fine job of leading the hunt, even though we were unable to find tracks today,” Xennis said.

“Thanks, Father. I am not in the least disheartened. I know this is the way of the hunt.”

“Yes, and it could go on for several days.”

“This I know. I am prepared.”

“You are going to be a good leader, Valencina.”

‘Thank you, Father. My heart is in it.”

At that time, the other men joined them to eat their meager food from their bags. They sat in a circle laughing between bites. After the food was consumed, the hunting chiding ended and one of the hunters spoke, looking directly at Valencina. “Valencina, you are a good leader. I feel we’re in boar territory. It’s just a matter of time.”

“Thank you, we are, indeed in boar country. I’ve seen boar tracks on previous visits. They can’t be far.”

The other hunter joined in with similar accolades, though they’d seen no tracks. Valencina thought, the rain washed the previous tracks away. I hope a boar doesn’t come during the dark of night. It could be trouble, though it would be unusual. We’ve lit no fire, so animals should not be aware of our presence.
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