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THE PATHOLOGY OF THE PREHISTORIC
AMERICAN INDIANS OF THE ILLINOIS
RIVER VALLEY

BY

HexNRrI STEARNS DENNINGER
University of Chicago, Archaeological Survey, Chicago, Illinois

The pathologic conditions encountered in the prehistoric American
Indian are among the most interesting features of American archae-
ology. During the past four summers (1926-1930) the University of
Chicago Archaeological Survey has been excavating Indian mounds
in the Illinois River valley, and the material thus obtained has yielded
a number of noteworthy pathologic specimens. Among these are five
examples of Paget’s osteitis deformans and a remarkable case of osteitis
fibrosa, as well as fractures and congemtal anomalies. Osteitis defor-
mans, a chronic bone disease of unknown origin, occurs in individuals
usually beyond middle age and affects from one to many bones of the
skeleton, the skull rarely being uninvolved.® Osteitis fibrosa is related
to osteitis deformans anatomically and pathologically, but it is distinct
clinically and morphologically, and occurs in the earlier decades of
life.? There is a recent tendency to group these two conditions, along
with osteomalacia, under the clinical term of osteodystrophia fibrosa.

The skeletal material presenting these conditions is estimated to be
approximately 1,000 vears old. This chronological position is based
upon the fact that the mound from which the skeletons were obtained
belongs to the last of the three bluff cultures, which is intermediate
between the Hopewell culture (2000 years old) and the beginning of
the Columbian era.

This article is concerned with a hemimelic individual and the va-
rious types of fractures which we have encountered during the excava-
tions.

A curious anatomic anomaly was excavated by the University of
Chicago Archaeological Survey from mound- F14, Fulton County,
Lewistown, Illinois, in the summer of 1930.

! Denninger, H. 8., Paleopathologic Evidence of Paget's Disease, to be published
in the Annals ni Medieal History. )

2 Denninger, H. 8., Osteitie Flbrosa In a Skeleton of a Prehistorie American Indian,
Archives of Pathology, June, 1931, Vol, 11, pp. D30-047.
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This deformity, undoubtedly of congenital origin, occurs in the
lower portion of the right humerus of skeleton F14-62, a female of
approximately eighteen years of age. The right humerus is consider-
ably smaller than the normal left, its greatest length being 26.8 centi-
meters whereas the left humerus measures over all 34 centimeters. Its
shaft is ill-formed presenting only vaguely a few of the characteristic
markings. The region of the deltoid tubercle is only slightly raised and
roughened above the smooth level of the shaft. The musculo-spiral
groove and curve are absent.

The head of the right humerus is a small irregular knob of bone
about 3 centimeters in diameter. Its articular surface is roughened
by two sets of concentric rings which correspond and fit approximately
into a similar set found in the glenoid cavity of the scapula. The inter-
tubercular sulcus is not present. The epiphyseal line between the head
and shait is still quite obvious and a similar demarcation may be seen
on the left humerus.

Below the middle third of the shaft curious bone formations are
to be found. The shaft flattens out here forming a spoon-like piece
of bone with its concavity directed toward the median plane. This
portion of the bone, if isolated, would suggest the acromial end of
the clavicle. At the end of this there are three, possibly four, mal-
formed minute articular surfaces. These most probably articulated
with a small nodule of hone presenting an irregular array of small
facets. Only one such piece was found but judging from its non-
descript character and the arrangement of the facets, more than one
of these bones must have existed during the life of the individual.

From the region where the flattening of the shaft begins there
extends anteriorly a thin lamina of bone which gradually thickens as
it progresses outward and assumes the shape of the very distal end of a
young humerus. The size of this humeral-like projection is comparable
to that of a normal humerus at the age of twelve. The lower portion
of this projection is connected with the anterior edge of the spoon-
like shaft by a bony ridge, thus leaving an elongated eliptiform space
between the two.

Associated pathologic changes are found in the right scapula
which is noticeably smaller in all its measurements. Its wing is very
thin and wedge-shaped and the acromial process is about one-half
the size of that of the normal left scapula. The glenoid fossa is atrophic
being only about 2.5 centimeters in diameter and as previouslv men-
tioned presents a series of irregular roughened rings. The right clavicle
is correspondingly small in size but contains no abnormal features. The
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bones of the shoulder girdle as here described show little evidence of
true retrogressive changes, but do indicate arrest of development at an
immature stage.

During the excavation of the skeleton it was carefully noted that
none of the bones of the forearm or hand could be found, and further
there was no trace of evidence to even suggest that they had come into
the grave, or had been possessed by the individual at death. Only the
irregular nodule of bone noted was found in proximity to the distal
end of the right humerus. These facts indicate that we are consider-
ing here a hemimelus, namely the absence of the right forearm and

Fia. 1. Photograph of skeleton F 14-62 in situ. The atrophic condition
and peculiar formation of the lower end of the right humernus iz clearly
shown. Note the marked difference in size and shape beiween the humeri
and the small bony nodule just below the distal end of the right humerus.

Fis. 2. Detail photograph of the anomalous humerus and bony noduls
described in text.

hand. The latter are however probably represented in the small bony
nodules already discussed. The possibility of a superimposed supracon-
dylar fracture with healing in mal-position must be taken into considera-
tion, for even with the congenital anomaly described such an accident
to the arm at an early age would aid in accounting for the curious
projection which so closely simulates the distal end of an immature
humerus.

The evidence of fractures among these prehistoric people is not
so common, in our experience, as would be expected. We have found












