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Group recreates DNA of man who died in
1827 despite having no body to work with

January 16 2018, by Bob Yirka
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An international team of researchers led by a group with deCODE
Genetics, a biopharmaceutical company in Iceland, has partly recreated
the DNA of a man who died in 1827, despite having no body to take
tissue samples from. In their paper published in the journal Nature
Genetics, the team describes reconstructing "a sizable portion" of the
original DNA of the man by studying DNA samples from his
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descendants.

In a unique and interesting project, the team worked with genetic
information from people living in Iceland to recreate the DNA of a man
well known in that country due to his unique story. He was an escaped
black slave who made his way to Iceland—a place where there were no
other people of African descent. That made his DNA extremely unique.
More importantly, the man, Hans Jonatan, was, as the story goes,
"welcomed with open arms," which meant he was able to marry a local
woman and have children. Those children produced children of their
own, who inherited part of Jonatan's DNA. Adding to the story, Iceland
just happens to have one of the most extensive genealogical databases in
the world today—it includes data on over a third of the entire population
of the country.

In this new effort, the researchers took advantage of the unique situation
to find Jonatan's descendants by narrowing an original pool of 788
descendants down to a manageable 182—each one of whom held one
small piece of the puzzle in their genes. After much work, the team
reports that they were able to use the pieces they found to recreate a
large part of Jonatan's DNA without using any tissue from him at
all—the first time such a feat has ever been achieved. They were also
able to trace some of Jonatan's ancestry starting with his mother, an
African slave on a plantation in St. Croix, which at the time of Jonatan's
birth was a Danish colony. They believe his father was a white
European.

The researchers note that their success was only possible because of the
truly unique situation, but they also suggest that their work might be

applicable in other ways, such as helping to fill in family trees.

More information: Anuradha Jagadeesan et al. Reconstructing an
African haploid genome from the 18th century, Nature Genetics (2018).
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Abstract

A genome is a mosaic of chromosome fragments from ancestors who
existed some arbitrary number of generations earlier. Here, we
reconstruct the genome of Hans Jonatan (HJ), born in the Caribbean in
1784 to an enslaved African mother and European father. HJ migrated to
Iceland in 1802, married and had two children. We genotyped 182 of his
788 descendants using single-nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) chips and
whole-genome sequenced (WGS) 20 of them. Using these data, we
reconstructed 38% of HJ's maternal genome and inferred that his mother
was from the region spanned by Benin, Nigeria and Cameroon.
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