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There are a plethora of avenues available today to inform the public of new and amazing archaeological discoveries. From scientific journals, magazines and newspaper articles to television and social media platforms. Most professionally based sources have a link to a social media platform, as this is probably the quickest method of revealing their discoveries.
Having been an avid researcher of family history for many years, a recent Instagram post by ‘Archaeology News’ caught my attention. This post was titled, “Archaeologists reconstruct largest genetic family tree for Neolithic people in France.”  There was a brief synopsis of the discovery with a photograph of a grave, an artist’s impression of what the family may have looked like, and a link to the more detailed article on the Archaeology News website. 
Following the link led to the main article written by Dario Radley on 10 August 2023. This subsequently led to the original report published in the journal Nature by Maite Rivollat, a postgraduate fellow in the Department of Archaeology at Ghent University in Belgium, and the lead author of the report. 
Her report states that there have been limited studies conducted in relation to family associations or connectedness of individuals, of the European Neolithic, with studies having been primarily focused on funerary contexts like megaliths or mass graves. The Paris Basin during the Middle Neolithic is known for monumental funerary structures, such as Gurgy 'les Noisats', the largest cemetery in the region with 128 skeletal remains dating back to the fifth millennium BC.
The study analysed the onsite structure and characteristics of Gurgy by sampling the remains of 110 out of 128 individuals, obtaining ‘genome-wide aDNA data for 94’, ‘generating immune gene data for 82’, ‘mitogenome data for 99, and Y-chromosome data for 57’ individuals. (Rivollat, 2023). This enabled them to identify and build two family trees, which they called pedigree A and pedigree B.
They found that individuals were linked through male lineage, possibly indicating local understandings of descent. The burial community's pedigree structure showed residential organisation, and the lack of adult mothers interred there suggested an exogenous origin. Only six out of twenty female adults were descended from primary pedigree lines A and B, while seven had limited biological connections with other people.
Pedigree A connected sixty-four individuals over seven generations, while pedigree B connected twelve individuals over five generations. Out of the eighteen remaining individuals, one male adult had two second-degree relatives in pedigree A.
Through patrilocal and patrilineal pedigrees, the burial community had genetic ties to nearby communities, and there was proof of trade. The location was used for several decades. The microdemographic structure showed solid social networks and robust health, which allowed for high fertility and low mortality.
The Gurgy gravesite was likely used for only 3-4 generations, with no settlement found directly associated with it. The data from Gurgy shows a group that is perhaps split into biologically linked pedigree groupings, who used the burial site for a limited number of generations. The absence of individuals based on sex, age, economic or social hierarchies in Gurgy demonstrates a never-before-seen perspective on population growth, dispersion, and redistribution within a community or economic sector of a non-elite society across several generations. This suggests that the site represented the burial customs of the non-elite.
The study claims to have used ancient DNA to rebuild a major pedigree, which is a key step towards comprehending human social organisation within Middle Neolithic societies of Western Europe. The report also claims that the results might provide a starting point for more archaeogenetic investigations into the varied social structures of Neolithic communities.
This is not the first use of archaeogenetics to study local communities. There are many other such studies. Closer to home, in 2021, archaeologists and geneticists examined the bones and teeth of thirty-five people buried at the Hazelton North long barrows in Gloucestershire, South-West England. 
A five-generation family with numerous interrelationships and the first extended pedigree to be generated from ancient DNA were identified consisting of twenty-seven people, allowing for analysis of kinship practises. 
This comprehensive pedigree reconstruction, which included twenty-seven people, showed covert kinship customs. With fifteen intergenerational transmissions through men, mainly through patrilineal descent. Female exogamy and women reproducing with lineage men were observed. The fact that one male progenitor fathered four female offspring shows that the maternal sub-lineages were organised. Four men shared non-lineage parents, which may indicate adoption. Eight people were not closely related biologically, indicating that social ties were also present.
“Although kinship customs may have varied between and within different regions, Hazleton North offers a fascinating starting point for understanding how early Neolithic societies may have been organised.” (Hilts, 2022, p.15)
Archaeogenetics has proven to be a huge step forward for archaeological research. But there are many ethical and moral questions to consider. The biggest being the consent issue. These ancient people have not been provided with the option of consent in the same way as modern humans are given the option. So, should we continue regardless? Many anthropologists argue that we should not. They believe that we should be more respectful of these ancient communities and their possible descendants. Geneticists argue the benefits far outweigh any moral issues. For example, the study of this ancient DNA can provide an understanding of modern health issues. The discussion will continue.
Having supplied my own DNA to Ancestry.com during my genealogical research, I have received notification of over 18,000 people linked to me by DNA. Family members of which I was completely unaware. They live throughout the United Kingdom, Canada and the United States of America, and I have been able to make contact and meet a lot of new cousins. This has proven to be exciting. One must consider that the Ancestry results are limited to their database, and there are many other comparable sites. Even though there are limitations, what could be found if they were to share their data with the geneticists that are involved in archaeological research. Could I be related to the families at Hazleton or Gurgy?
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