The Assyrian Heritage DNA Project

By Joel Elias and Mary Yonan

People have always been interested in their ancestry.
Where did | come from? Who were my ancestors before

there were any civilizations? How far back can | trace my

ancestry? Where did they live? Can | ever know? For a

long time the methods of hay, archeology, study of

languages, anthropology, etc, have been used to try to
answer some of these questions. However, there have
been great gaps in our knowledge. But now, in the last

twenty years or so, there has come along a powerful new

tool thatis providing some astounding resultthe direct
analysis of our DNA is providing new insights into our
ancient ancestry. You, as an individual, can trace back
your own motherés line of mothers to an ancestral mother
who may have lived 10,000 or 15,00€ars ago.

Similarly for your fatherés line of fathers. Furthermore,

the DNA studies can tell you the region of the planet
where they lived. And, incredibly, all this information is
contained in every cell in your body, but ités writtenin a
code that w only recently have been able to decipher.
Countless scientific laboratories throughout the world are
actively carrying out research using DNA methods to
answer these very questions and the information is
pouring out into scientific journals.

NationalGeographic is in the first year of a five year

program, called the Genographic Project, to assemble the

worldés largest collection of DNA samples from people

throughout the world to establish the ancestry of the whol

human race and trace the migratiorhomanity as they

spread over the entire earth. When this monumental wor

is published it will become the universal reference for
human origins, relationships, and migrations. It is
imperative that Assyrians be represented in the
Genographic database that the place of Assyrians in the
world community will be recognized. This is what
motivated us to establish the Assyrian Heritage DNA
Project. All Assyrians will have the chance to contribute
their DNA and not only learn about their own individual
ancestry but, along with other Assyrians, define for the
world who Assyrians are. How often is one given the
opportunity to become a part of history?

fiEveryone knowso that a mother and a father contribute
genetic material (that is, DNA) equally to an embryo.
Every characteristic that the new child has is the result of
an interplay between the genes from both parents. In
other words, the matnal and the paternal DNAs are
mixed together at the time of conception. As a result, it is
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DNA Samples from people throughout the world will he
to establish the ancestry of the whole human race and |
the migration of humanity as they spread over the entire
earth.

extremely difficult to tace back for long periods of time
the line of descent of only the mother or only the father.
But, while the above statements are generally true, do the
other and father contribute all forms of DNA equally to
he newborn? Is there a form of DNA passethtonext
eneration only by the mother without any contribution by
he father? Similarly, is there another type passed to the
next generation only by the father without any
contribution by the mother? The answer in both cases is
yes! That means that ohgoe of DNA can be used to
trace only your mother&s line of mothers backward in
time, and the other type can be used to trace only your
fatherds line of fathers backward in time. Thisis al made
possible by the fact that one parent passes a speciaiftype
DNA to the next generation without any interference from
the other parent. Taking advantage of this unique
situation, scientists have made enormous strides recently
in the study of our paternal and maternal ancestors, who
they were and where they weaed when. We will be
using the same scientific techniques in our Assyrian
Heritage DNA Project that the research scientists use.
LetGs very briefly discussin general terms these two
special types of DNA and how they are used in ancestry
research (thoseho wish to know more about certain
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technical details will find a discussion in the NOTES
section at the end of the article).

cannot pass it on to his childremherefore, all human
beings, both male and female, have their mtDNA given

them by their mother. Brothers and sisters (of the same

The type of DNA that is passed to the next generation
only by the mother is called mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA
T think maternal
DNA or motherés
DNA). The
mother gives it to
all her children,
both sons and
daughters, but
only her
daughters can

East across Europe,

pass it on to the next generation (see NOTES section for normal at a specific location in the DNA).

explanation). Her son has his motherés mtDNA but

The advantages of farming were so great :
obvious that it slowly spread from the Midc
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- Black Boxes show how mt-DNA is passed
only from females to all their offspring

How to read this mtDNA Inheritance Chart:

The pp line represents the grandmother (Common Female Ancestor) of a family. T
small vertical lines descending down from the horizontal bar attach to her sons and
daughters in the middle line. Her sons are shown as solid black squares and her d
areshown as solid black circles. As you will see, she has three married sons and t\
married daughters. The third line represents her grandchildren.

The chart illustrates that maternal DNA (mtDNA) is inherited by both the sons and
daughters of the grandier. However, ONLY her daughters are able to pass their
motheré mtDNA on to the next generation.

Maternal DNA is passed down through the generations from mother to daughter vir
unchanged, making it possible for both men and women to trace theobtkair
mother& mother mother back thousands of years through mtDNA testing.

mother) have the same mtDNA.

Every ethnic or
national group is
made up of several
different mtDNA
groups. Differences
in the mtDNA are
brought about by
mutations (a mutation
is a change from
Mutations in

the mtDNA occur slowly over a long period of time

think thousands and tens of
thousands of yearsThe entire
worldés population can be divided
into different mtDNA groups, each
member of a particular group having
specific mutations at specific points
on the DNA. And, incredible as it
may sound, all the people living
today that belong to a specific
MtDNA group (that may contain
millions of people) are all
descendants of a single female who
may have lived 10,000 or 20,000
years ago, or longer (SBEOTES for
method of dating). Mitochondrial
DNA is a very powerful tool to
clarify human ancestries. A very
good example is seen i it was
used to solve the question of the
ancestral origins of the people of
Europe.

Until about 10,000 years ago the
people of Europe and the Middle
East and adjacent areas obtained

their food by hunting animals and
gathering foods like roots, berries
nuts, etc. They were
hunter/gatherers. That meant they
were at the mercy of the animal
supplies and migrations and had to
constantly move with the food
sources. Then, about 10,000 years
ago, there occurred in the Middle
East, in the Fertile Crescenne of
the most significant events in all of
human history, one that changed
forever the course of history in
Europe and the world the

invention of farming. The people of






