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DNA connects African-Americans to roots

Genetic samples can place descendants of slavery in a tribe or region of homeland — for a fee

By Frank D. Roylance
The Battimore Sun

Many vears ago, when Rick Kit-
tles" white classmates would com-
pare their families’ ethnic origins,
they all talked about countries
such as Ireland, Italy or Germany.

When they asked him about his
own roots, Kittles reealled, *“I
would say, ‘Africa’ Other times I
would make stuff up and say, ‘I'm
a Mandingo.' That bothered me,
not knowing more about where in
Africa.”

Like most African-American de-
scendants of slaves, he had no bet-
ter answers because slavery had
stripped its victims of their heri-
tage, even their names.

Now, at 37, Kittles has answers
— thanks to genetics.

With cells collected from simple
chéek swabs, individual DNA can
be-compared with samples from as
many as 75 different West African
ethnic groups — people now living
inconntries that range from Sene-
gal to Angola, and as far inland as
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Gina Paige and Rick Kittles launched African Ancestry, a service that
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uses DNA samples to help Afri

from slaves discover their ethnic ties to the peoples of Africa.

of him. “They say, ‘He's African-
American.' Thcy don't see my

the Central African R lic, Mali
and-Niger.

Kittles, a Howard University mi-
crobiologist, joined forces with
business consultant Gina Paige in
Febriary to launch African Ances-
tfy, a service to help African
Ameficans rediscover some of the
ethnie ties that slavers replaced
with chains. Similar companies
trace American Indian and Europe-
an ancestry, said Mark Shriver, an
assistant professor of anthropology
at Penn State University. & i)

*Bul until now, none has ad-

dressed African- Amerlcans“qurc-
tians about where orfthe moge eth-
mieglly diverse African corfinent
thgirfncestors may have lived.

» 1 expect they will probably get
a Ibt'6f interest,” he said.

, Ejttles' tests matched his own
maternal female lineage to the
Hausa people now living in north-
ern-Nigeria. The DNA pattern in
his father’s male line was German,
He wasn't surprised — his father
hadf;ru]d him they had a white an-

> Iﬂ.facl he said, studies have
showm that 30 percent of African-
American men have European
gends in their Y-chromosomes,
wliieh are passed exclusively from
failfer to son. It's a legacy of the
wal behavior of many male
slaveholders.
=+ While the test confirmed a bit of
fis bwn family’s history, he sald
t'aoesn t tell me who I am.” Nor
dou it Lhange others’ perceplions
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Kittles is an assistant professor
of microbiology at Howard and
co-director of molecular genetics
at the National Human Genome
Center there. He normally studies
the role of genetics in prostate can-
cer, which is more prevalent and
severe among black men,

He ereated African Ancestry out
of a very personal desire to use his
scientific skills and  well-estab-
lished DNA methodology to fill the
empty pages of his own family his-
tory.

Lacking shipping or immigration

- records, many African-Americans

can only speculate about their de-
scent from a particelar region or
group.

“There is a psychological need,
or yearning that we have,” he said.
“The ancestry service provides
some level of resolution, some bit
of information relevant to our
search for our ancestry.”

Kittles has used the same tech-
nigues to trace the African origins
of remains found in an 18th-centu-
ry burial ground in lower Manhat-
tan, and the Asian roots of people
in Finland.

For $349 per test, African Ances-
try will extract DNA from cells
swabbed by clients from inside
their mouths. The DNA is then rep-
licated from a few thousand cells
to a few million. Key segments
can then be sequenced and com-
pared with the company’s growing
database of African gepetics.

Eighty percent of the tests pro-
duce a match, Kittles said. For the
rest, the company claims it can
identify the African ethnic group
most closely related to the client’s
DNA with 95 percent certainty.

If there are European genes in |

the family tree, he said, he can
probably identify those, too, by
comyarison to other databases.

Paige, 35, the company's co-own-
er and CEQ, said tests of her moth-
er's DNA revealed that her mater-
nal lineage matched the Fulani of
Nigeria; her father's paternal lin-
eage was Portuguese,

“We were surprised, bul not
shocked,” she said. Paige's mother
had long assumed that her maiden
name, Marianno, originated out-
side of Africa. Since getting the
test results, they have discovered
that Marianno is a common Portu-
guese name.

Genealogists say the tests can
provide valuable insights, but
they're no substitute for tradition-
al genealogical drudge work — dig-
ging names, dates and places out
of available records.

“I'm glad the science is develop-

ing. I may end up taking the test
myself,” said genealogist Tony Bur-
rnughs, author of “Black Roots: A
Beginners Guide to Tracing the Af-
rican American family tree. “But
if 1 do, it would be in line with
trying to add something to the ge-
nealogical research I'm doing. 1
don’t want to take the test in a vac-
uum."

Shriver cautioned that African
Ancestry's DNA tests provide only
a sliver of insight into an individu-

al's complete ethnic past. “Ten gen-
erations back, you have 1,024 an-
cestors,” he said. Kittles' tests iden-
tify the ethnicity of just two.

One of those tests, called Matri-
Clan, looks only at mitochondrial
DNA — genetic material from the
cells’ energy-producing mitochon-
dria — which is passed down un-
changed from mother to daughter.
(Sons receive it too, but do not pass
it to their children) The second
test, PatriClan, sequences DNA

segments from the male Y-chromo-

some, which is passed down intact
from fathers only to their sons, (Fe-
males have no Y-chromosomes.)

Because there is no recombination
of the DNA in mitochondria or
Y-chromosomes during conception,
Kittles said, “it is a direct signal
from the past.” “Those are only
two lines,” he said. “But those two
are extremely Informative, and
better than zero.”



