
THE AMERICAN BIOLOGY TEACHER BOOK REVIEWS 57

Origin: A Genetic History of the Americas. 
By Jennifer Raff. 2022. Grand Central Pub-
lishing. (ISBN 9781538749715). 368 pp. 
Hardcover. $30. Ebook and audiobook also 
available.

In Origin: A Genetic History of the 
Americas, Jennifer Raff deftly explains the 
methodology and thought process of a 
genetic archaeologist. Along the way, we also 
learn contemporary theories about the first 
arrival of Homo sapiens on this continent.

This land clearly preceded us: the 
Americas existed as a landmass distinct 
from Eurasia for millions of years, during 
which time the populations of many species 
waxed and waned. Because the Americas 
formed by splitting from Pangea, this land 
was never empty. During the most recent 
hundred thousand years—coinciding with 
the rise of Homo sapiens in Africa and the 
dispersal of some small groups from our 
ancestral homeland—the Americas were 

home to a variety of macrofauna, including 
mastodons, mammoths, and giant sloths.

After the arrival of Homo sapiens—who 
came via a Siberian landmass the approxi-
mate size of Texas (with its own local ecosys-
tem!) and likely lived in that liminal region 
for generations—approximately half of all 
large animal species went extinct. We can’t 
know for certain that these extinctions were 
caused by humans and not climate change, 
but similar mass extinctions followed the 
spread of ancient humans onto every other 
continent, including Europe and Australia.

Many stories have been told about 
humanity’s origin on this continent, each 
based on a mixture of evidence from tradi-
tional knowledge, linguistics, achaeology, 
and genetics, no two categories of which 
perfectly agree. Raff favors a theory that pri-
oritizes genetic evidence, in which humans 
reached this continent almost 20,000 years 
ago then spread quickly across the new 
land, first by boat along the western shore-
line and then gradually inland. Raff provides 
engrossing descriptions of the research that 
gave us evidence for this theory, such as an 
underwater archaeological dig replete with 
scuba gear and vacuum tubes. And though 
both your reviewers have used polymerase 
chain reactions to amplify DNA, it was 
never with the meticulous rigor necessary to 
detect ancient DNA within a world usually 
brimming with stray bits of ourselves. Raff’s 
work has required a lot of bleach! 

Crucially, Raff also conveys the emo-
tional gravity inherent in conducting exper-
iments that destroy small portions of sacred 
relics. For every aspect of her work, Raff has 
sought consent from the descendants of this 
continent’s first humans, a practice that was 
tragically rare among previous generations 
of researchers. We volleyed drafts of this 
review between a public high school and a 
county library, both built on land that was 
stewarded by the Miami, Delaware, Potawa-
tomi, and Shawnee peoples. Although most 
people who lived here over the preceding 

millennia probably would not ascribe to 
the notion of ownership that underpins 
the U.S. government, this land was theirs. 
We are citizens of a nation that engaged in 
genocidal warfare against their nations. Our 
nation repeatedly signed and then violated 
binding contracts and treaties. Even while 
sitting in public buildings, it’s a lot to bear.

If this topic interests you, we heart-
ily recommend Raff’s book and suggest 
you pair it with The Dawn of Everything 
by David Graeber and David Wengrow, 
which provides an admittedly speculative 
depiction of what the political systems of 
this continent’s first inhabitants may have 
been like. Graeber and Wengrow argue that 
there was a diversity of complex, integrated, 
intentional governances among the First 
Peoples, many of which were likely more 
equitable than our own. 

It can be daunting to look out the win-
dow and imagine all the lives this land has 
seen. Raff helps us understand the evidence 
by which we’ve gradually progressed from 
imagining to knowing. Among younger 
readers, perhaps she’ll spark the urge to join 
her hunt.

Kirstin Milks, science teacher
Bloomington High School South

Bloomington, IN
kmilks@mccsc.edu

Frank Brown Cloud, public scholar
fcbrowncloud@protonmail.com

Edible Insects: A Global History. By Gina 
Louise Hunter. 2021. Replika Press. (ISBN 
9781789144468). 176 pp. Hardcover. $15.

“Why eat insects?” you may ask. The answer 
is simple: because they are nutritious and 
because, if we want to save the planet, the 
future of food is insects! Even if you have 
never considered eating insects, this book 
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might change your mind. Gina Louise 
Hunter, a food anthropologist at Illinois 
State University, will take you on an adven-
turous voyage across various historical and 
geographical locations by tracing the steps 
of entomologists, historians, and anthropol-
ogists who have studied and tasted insects. 
Hunter also provides the reader with infor-
mation on the future status of entomophagy, 
the practice of eating insects. The book is 
visually stunning, and every page is glossy. 
Edible Insects contains numerous photo-
graphs and insect recipes, a few of which I 
tried and enjoyed very much!

Insects have been eaten by humans for 
thousands of years. It’s estimated that today 
about 2 billion people eat insects as a regu-
lar part of their diet and that at least 2,111 
different species of the animals are eaten. 
Examples of edible insects include crickets, 
grasshoppers, locusts, cockroaches, beetles, 
termites, ants, bees, wasps, caterpillars, and 
mealworms. Bugs are widely eaten, too. (In 
North America, the word bug is often used 
by the public to mean insect, but scientifi-
cally bugs comprise a distinct order of the 
class Insecta.) Insects are sometimes eaten 
raw but are often cooked. Preparation tech-
niques include boiling, roasting, grilling, 
and baking. Insects are also stir-fried, deep-
fried, or added to porridge or rice. In many 
parts of the world today, the animals are a 
delicacy.

This engaging and thought-provoking 
volume contains numerous well-referenced 
anecdotes and facts about edible insects, 
making it a short but well-balanced over-
view of the diversity and richness of 

insect-eating cultures. Hunter’s style is 
warm and welcoming to readers of all back-
grounds, as well as nontechnical and per-
sonal, as she tracks the role of insects as 
human food, from our prehistoric past to 
current food trends. In doing so, the author 
takes the reader across many cultures while 
making clear the potential of insects to alle-
viate global food shortages and provide a 
better way to manage our natural resources. 
The author is also candid about insect con-
sumption and misinformation, writing that 
consuming insects is “not the magic bullet 
to ending world-wide huger” but rather one 
of the tools we can use to better manage 
food disparities and combat climate change. 
The last chapter in the book highlights the 
promise and challenges of insect farming on 
a large scale and provides the reader with 
a sustainable solution for alternative animal 
protein production. 

While Edible Insects may not inspire 
you to take a bite of a mealworm choco-
late chip cookie just yet, it will at the very 
least increase your appreciation and love for 
the largest group of animals on Earth, the 
insects! 

Paul Narguizian, professor
California State University, Department of 

Biological Sciences
Los Angeles, CA

pnargui@calstatela.edu

Coral Reefs: A Natural History. By 
Charles Sheppard. 2021. Princeton Univer-
sity Press. (ISBN 9780691218625). 240pp. 
Hardcover. $35.

We know that the sand on the beaches and 
reefs we trek to for summer vacations is 
made up mostly of limestone, but did you 
know that most of the limestone in beach 
sand is made of parrotfish poop? Me nei-
ther. Apparently, parrotfish accidentally 
eat a significant amount of limestone as 
they scrape their food off coral reefs. This 
limestone is important for parrotfish diges-
tion but is then excreted at the end of the 
digestive process. These and other cool facts 
are laid alongside the most exquisite full-
color images of coral reefs of all kinds from 
around the world in the book Coral Reefs: A 
Natural History. 

Author Charles Sheppard writes about 
coral reefs and their role in sustaining our 
planet in an intimate manner that draws the 
reader in completely. The writing is precise 
and scientific yet approachable and lay-
friendly. And though it is full of accurate 
facts, it is also simply interesting to read! 
Each page gives equal space to descriptive 
prose and beautiful photos, so the reader 
doesn’t get overwhelmed with either.

Coral Reefs is well sequenced and bro-
ken into self-contained chapters. The pho-
tographs have descriptive captions that 
add perspective to the photographs rather 
than simple explanation. After receiving 
the book for review, I sat it on top of the 
stack of photo books on my coffee table and 
noticed that visitors of all ages and interests 
were soon engrossed in its pages for long 
stretches of time. The photos alone are 
worth it, but the writing is really beautiful 
as well. I find myself alternating between 
looking through the book only at the pic-
tures and ignoring the pictures entirely to 
enjoy the reading.

I recommend this book as a gift for 
people who express an appreciation for 
the marvels of planet Earth or a gift for 
your favorite snorkeler  / scuba diver. 
This book could also be useful for teach-
ers of classes about natural history, 
sustainability, and climate change, as 
Sheppard easily relates coral reefs to cli-
mate change, sustainability practices, and 
the role of the coral reef in the prehistoric 
landforms still visible today.

Karla S. Fuller, professor of biology
Guttman Community College—City 

 University of New York
New York, NY

karla.fuller@guttman.cuny.edu


