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Allan C. Wilson
	Allan C. Wilson (1934-1991), certainly one of the foremost molecular evolutionist in recent times (1-3), never shied from controversy. His lifelong interest in natural history and biological evolution gave him the uncanny ability to identify the unresolved, controversial issues of phylogeny and evolutionary theory that he and his associates could address with modern biochemical techniques (4-18). Repeatedly he confronted biologists and anthropologists with data that challenged their cherished models. For his work, he received a MacArthur Foundation fellowship, dubbed the "Genius Award" because the recipients are often outstanding but unconventional thinkers from diverse fields (19). He was a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Royal Society of London.


In 1987 Wilson and coworkers Rebecca Cahn and Mark Stoneking claimed they had evidence that the most recent maternal ancestor of all living humans was a woman living in Africa about 200,000 years ago (20). They based their conclusion on the analysis of restriction maps of mitochondrial DNA taken from 147 individuals representing different races and geographic origins. Their methods and results elaborated and supported earlier and continuing work in Cavalli-Sforza's laboratory (21, 22). In typical journalistic fashion, the popular press immediately hyped this as the "Eve Hypothesis," "Garden of Eden Hypothesis," or the "Out-of-Africa Hypothesis." 

In the subsequent years Wilson and his coworkers continued to collect data to test the "Eve Hypothesis." They sequenced particular segments of mitochondrial DNA from over 200 individuals (23, 24), and their conclusions remained consistent. In addition, another group using restriction mapping of mitochondrial DNA from 3065 humans also concluded that humans had a recent origin in Africa although they refused to set a date (25). Thus, in 1991 when Allan Wilson died while being treated for leukemia, there seemed to be consistency in the results and growing support for his conclusions (26). 

Focus Questions for Initial Group Discussion (Monday, 11 March) 

What are the characteristics of mitochondrial DNA? (Size, structure, proteins and RNA's encoded, mode of inheritance (27), unusual properties, etc.) 

Make a reasonable estimate (based on a rationale that you can explain to other groups) how long it has been since all the people in your group had a common ancestor. We will share the estimates and their basis before the end of class. 

What would you want to know (learning issues) in order to evaluate the claims of Wilson and his challengers? Make a list of at least ten specific questions. 
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