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NEW YORK: He stood a majestic 5-foot-5,
weighed around 100 pounds and maybe
had a harem. That’s what scientists figure
from the footprints he left behind some 3.7
million year ago. He’s evidently the tallest
known member of the pre-human species
best known for the fossil skeleton nick-
named “Lucy,” reaching a stature no other
member of our family tree matched for
another 1.5 million years, the researchers
say. The 13 footprints are impressions left
in volcanic ash that later hardened into
rock ,  excavated last  year  in  nor thern
Tanzania in Africa. 

Their comparatively large size, averag-
ing a bit over 10 inches long (26 centime-
ters), suggest they were made by a male
member  of  the  species  k nown as
Australopithecus afarensis. The prints were
found at  a  s ite cal led Laetol i ,  which is
famous for another set of smaller foot-
prints left by other A. afarensis individuals.
Those made headlines in the 1970s as the
earliest clear evidence of upright walking
by our ancestors. The newly discovered
pr ints  are  only  about  160 yards  (150
meters) away.

Researchers named the new creature S1,
for the first discovery made at the “S” site.
From the footprints, they calculated that he
stood about 5-foot-5 (roughly 165 centime-
ters)  and weighed around 100 pounds
(about 45 kilograms). They figured that he
loomed at least 8 inches (more than 20 cen-
timeters) above the individuals who made
the other tracks, and stood maybe 3 inches
(7 centimeters) taller than a large A. afaren-
sis specimen previously found in Ethiopia.
“Lucy”, also from Ethiopia, was much short-
er at about 3 1/2 feet (107 centimeters).

New discovery 
The findings are described in a report

released yesterday by the journal eLife.
Authors include Giorgio Manzi of Sapienza
University in Rome, Marco Cherin of the
University of Perugia in Italy, and others.
Nobody knows the ages or sexes of any of
the track-makers, although the size of the
latest footprints suggest they were made
by a male. It’s quite possible that the new
discovery means A. afarensis males were a
lot bigger than females, with more of a dif-
ference  than what  i s  seen in  modern

humans, the researchers say. That’s not a
new idea, but it’s still under debate.

The large male-female disparity suggests
A. afarensis may have had a gorilla-like social
arrangement of one dominant male with a
group of females and their offspring, the
researchers said. But not everybody agrees
with their analysis of S1’s height. Their esti-
mate is suspect, says anthropologist William
Jungers,  a research associate at the
Association Vahatra in Madagascar who
wrote a commentary on the study. That’s
because scientists haven’t recovered enough
of an A. afarensis foot to reliably calculate
height from footprints, he said in an email.

Philip Reno, an assistant anthropology
professor at Penn State who didn’t partici-
pate in the new work, said he believed the
height estimate was in the right ballpark.
But he’s not convinced that S1 was really
taller than the large Ethiopian A. afarensis.
So rather than setting a record, “I think it
confirms about the size we thought the big
specimens were,” Reno said.  Manzi and
Cherin said they can’t be sure S1 was taller
than the Ethiopian specimen. “We only sug-
gest,” they wrote in an email. —AP

Ancient human ancestor was 

one tall dude, footprints say

‘Researchers name the new creature S1’

TANZANIA: This undated photo provided by Raffaello Pellizzon in December 2016 shows fossilized footprints of a human ances-
tor, believed to be Australopithecus afarensis, at the Laetoli site in northern Tanzania. —AP

PARIS: Scientists have sniffed out the rea-
son why some people think their pee has
a pungent smell after eating asparagus
while others do not-it is all down to genes.
French novelist Marcel Proust once fanci-
fully described the smell as “transforming
my humble chamber pot into a bowl of
aromatic perfume” but it seems he was in
the minority as three in five people are
unable to even detect the odor, according
to a study published yesterday.

From data on 6,909 participants, 58
percent of men and 61.5 percent of
women had asparagus anosmia, or the
inability to detect the smell, according to
the results in the BMJ medical journal’s
Christmas edition, traditionally reserved
for studies that are quirky but scientifically
sound. Among this majority, researchers
from the Harvard School of Public Health
found 871 genetic coding variants, or
SNPs, on genes associated with smell-sug-
gesting the inability is inherited.

Asparagus pee 
Professionals have long debated the

cause of the pungent aroma that only
some people detect in their urine a few
hours after eating the vegetable.  Does
the difference arise because some people
do not produce “asparagus pee”,  or
because they are simply unable to smell
it? The new research goes some way
towards answering the question.  “This
study was conceived during a scientific
meeting attended by several of the co-

authors in bucolic Sweden, where it
became apparent that some of us were
unable to detect any unusual odor in our
urine after consuming new spring aspara-
gus,” wrote the team.

They went in search of existing studies
on the phenomenon, and found two US-
based projects in which participants were
asked about “asparagus pee” in a broader
health questionnaire in 2010. Using that
data for their own analysis, the team clas-
sified “asparagus smellers” as people who
“strongly agreed” that they discharged a
distinctive odor after eating asparagus.
The rest were listed as suffering from
asparagus anosmia. The team called their
study: “Sniffing out significant ‘Pee values’:
genome wide association study of aspara-
gus anosmia”-a play on the term “P value”
used to denote statistical significance in
scientific studies.  With one question clos-
er to being answered, many still remain,
said the authors. 

If asparagus is packed so full of nutri-
ents, why would it make some people give
off a smell that may put them off ever eat-
ing it again?  What drove the evolutionary
selection that caused some to lack the
asparagus-smelling gene variants?  “And,
will scientists take the results of our study
and apply gene editing techniques to con-
vert smellers to non-smellers?” asked the
team. More research is needed, they said,
“before considering targeted therapies to
help anosmic people discover what they
are missing”. —AFP

Scientists sniff out answer 

to ‘asparagus pee’ mystery

WASHINGTON: This file photo taken on August 6, 2013 shows asparagus dis-
played for sale at Eastern Market in Washington, DC. —AFP

TOLEDO, Ohio: One of six tigers seized near-
ly two years ago in a crackdown on exotic
animal owners in Ohio has been euthanized
just months after it was found in poor health
and removed from a South Dakota sanctu-
ary. The tiger seized from a roadside sanctu-
ary near Toledo in 2015 was among a dozen
animals removed from the Spirit of the Hills
Wildlife Sanctuary in South Dakota and sent
to another sanctuary in Colorado.

Federal inspectors said this fall that the
tiger had a bleeding mass in her mouth that
affected her ability to eat. Ohio Department
of Agriculture officials said last month the
tiger had been getting better in Colorado,
but she had to be euthanized on Sunday
because she was suffering from an aggres-
sive form of cancer, said Mark Bruce, a
department spokesman. Ohio took custody
of 11 animals from Kenny Hetrick’s sanctuary
outside Toledo after officials said he ignored
warnings about needing a permit for the

exotic animals. Inspectors also reported that
his cages weren’t secure enough to prevent
an escape. His lion named Leo was eutha-
nized a few months after the state seizure
because Ohio officials said it was in failing
health, and the other animals were moved to
sanctuaries in other states. Ohio officials
hauled away the animals under a new state
law that came about after a man in eastern
Ohio released dozens of his exotic animals
before killing himself in 2011.

Hetrick and his family have been fighting
the state in court, arguing that his animals
were improperly taken and should be
returned. A county judge in November ruled
the state unfairly denied a permit to Hetrick,
who first began taking in abused and
unwanted animals during the mid-1970s.
The judge initially told state officials to return
the tigers, bear and three other big cats with-
in a week, but he later put a hold on the
order while the state appealed.—AP

Tiger seized in Ohio animal 

crackdown euthanized
MIAMI: Some cholesterol-lower-
ing drugs, known as statins,
appear to be linked to a lower
risk of Alzheimer’s disease in cer-
tain people, suggested a study
out Monday. However, not all
patients benefited, and the
report stopped short of estab-
lishing any cause and effect, so
experts said rigorous clinical tri-
als are needed to further explore
the issue.

The research in the Journal of
the American Medical Association
(JAMA) Neurology was based on
an analysis of the medical records
of nearly 400,000 people in the
United States. Researchers at the
University of Southern California,
Los Angeles examined use of the
four most commonly prescribed
statins: simvastatin, atorvastatin,

pravastatin and rosuvastatin.
Black men saw no lower risk in

Alzheimer’s disease associated
with any statin. But other racial
and ethnic groups did, particular-
ly if they were taking simvastatin,
which was associated with a low-
er risk of Alzheimer’s for white,
Hispanic and black women, and
white and Hispanic men.

Atorvastatin was associated
with a lower risk of Alzheimer’s
among white, black, and Hispanic
women and Hispanic men. Both
pravastatin and rosuvastatin were
associated with reduced
Alzheimer’s risk for white women.

Across the board, women saw
a 15 percent lower risk of
Alzheimer’s if they took statins,
and men saw a 12 percent
reduced risk. “This suggests that

certain patients, facing multiple,
otherwise equal statin alterna-
tives for hyperlipidemia treat-
ment, may reduce Alzheimer’s
disease risk by using a particular
statin,” said the study.

Rosa Sancho, head of research
at Alzheimer ’s Research UK,
urged caution in interpreting the
results.  “Although this study
highlights a link between statin
use and a lower risk of
Alzheimer’s, we can’t say from
this research that statins can pre-
vent the disease,” said Sancho,
who was not involved in the
study. “Until there is firm evi-
dence from clinical trials,  we
would not recommend people
take statins for the purpose of
preventing Alzheimer’s disease.”

High cholesterol is already a

known risk factor for Alzheimer’s.
And some previous studies have
suggested statins may have a
protective effect against
Alzheimer’s disease, the most
common form of dementia. “But
these studies have produced
mixed findings,” said Doug
Brown, director of research and
development at the Alzheimer’s
Society. “This new study goes
some way towards clearing up
this confusion by analyzing large
amounts of existing data of peo-
ple who use different types of
statins over a long period of
time,” he added.

“However, their data does not
provide direct evidence that
statins can influence dementia
risk. This question will need to be
answered by clinical trials.” —AFP

Study suggests statins linked to lower dementia risk


