Dear Dr. Trenkmann,

Enclosed is a new manuscript, “The Entwined African and Asian Genetic Roots of the Medieval Peoples of the Swahili Coast”, which you indicated you would be interested in reviewing for Nature with tracking number 2022-06-09110. This manuscript is important because it uses a new technology—ancient DNA—to definitively resolve a long-standing controversy that could not otherwise be addressed, while telling the surprising human story of an iconic African culture.

The medieval peoples of the Swahili coast of east Africa were central players in the Indian Ocean trading network, and their Bantu language became a lingua franca both within Africa and far beyond African shores. The extent of foreign involvement in Swahili culture and the extent of foreign contribution to the population that built the extraordinary coral stone coastal towns that characterized this cosmopolitan civilization have been intensely debated among archaeologists, anthropologists, and linguists for over a hundred years. On the one hand, there is well-documented continuity in African language, crops, domesticated animals, pottery, and communities. On the other hand, there were important changes that occurred along the coast after around 1000 AD, including the adoption of Islam as the dominant religion and new buildings, such as mosques. Finally, with the help of ancient DNA, we have resolved this question. We report genome-wide ancient DNA of 80 individuals from the eastern African coast and inland neighbors dating to the late medieval time period 1400-1900 AD, and give evidence of admixture from around 1000 AD. This is to date the largest report of ancient DNA in Africa and includes multiple surprising findings:
 
1) Around 1000 AD, a stream of Asian migrants mixed with Africans at multiple locations along the coast, contributing about half of peoples’ ancestry. The mixing was highly sex-specific, with the predominant ancestry sources being entirely male Persian individuals, and predominantly female African individuals. Our findings coincide with the oldest Swahili oral stories, which tell of Persian (Shirazi) merchants or princes that arrived at the Swahili shores. Our findings disprove the mainstream view of the last decades that there was little contribution of foreigners to Swahili peoples. But it also disproves the opposite viewpoint prevailing in colonial times that Africans provided little contribution to the Swahili towns.
 
2) In a surprise, we find that women from India contributed in a central way to Swahili peoples. We show that the initial stream of migrants that mixed with Africans along the coast at around 1000 AD was derived from a mixture of about 90% ancestry from Persian men and 10% ancestry from Indian women. South Asian-associated artifacts, especially domestic ones, are well documented at Swahili sites, and Indian language loan words have also been integrated into Swahili. But no one had previously hypothesized an important role for Indian people in contributing to the populations of the medieval Swahili towns.
 
3) East African coastal people who identify as Swahili are genetically very different from medieval peoples. Among present-day Kenyan coastal individuals identified as Swahili, the Persian-Indian ancestry component persists only in small proportions. Since medieval times, the proportion of African Bantu and African pastoral ancestry has grown to as high as 95% in most people. This highlight an important lesson from ancient DNA: while we can learn about the past with genetics, it does not define identity.
 
We expect this manuscript will be of high interest to the public and to academics. Other strengths of this work are its powerful ethical foundation and the way it represents a truly equal collaboration between archaeologists and geneticists. The paper is the product of decades-long community-based archaeology projects, several of which were led by one of us, archaeologist Chapurukha Kusimba who is the final author. One of the key goals was to understand the ancestry of the Swahili people, including through ancient DNA. Muslim Swahili were repeatedly consulted in the course of this work, including in return-of-results meetings in both Kenya and Tanzania in the last months prior to submission. Community members expressed strong support for publishing the results. 
Excellent genetics reviewers who have not seen the work include on the genetics side François-Xavier Ricaut at the Université de Toulouse III – Paul Sabatier (francois-xavier.ricaut@univ-tlse3.fr), Carles Lalueza Fox at the Barcelona Museum of Natural Sciences (carles.lalueza.fox@gmail.com), Stephan Schiffels at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig (stephan_schiffels@eva.mpg.de), Sarah Tishkoff at the University of Pennsylvania (tishkoff@pennmedicine.upenn.edu), Pontus Skoglund at the Francis Crick Institute (pontus.skoglund@gmail.com), and Cosimo Posth at the University of Tuebingen (cosimo.posth@uni-tuebingen.de). Excellent reviewers on the archaeology side include Mark Horton at the University of Bristol (Mark.Horton@bristol.ac.uk), Shadreck Chirikure at the University of Oxford (hadreck.chirikure@arch.ox.ac.uk), Adria LaViolette at the University of Virginia (ajl4h@virginia.edu), Elinaza Mjema at the University of Dar Es Salaam (emhifadhi@yahoo.com),  and Peter Mitchell at the University of Oxford (peter.mitchell@arch.ox.ac.uk). 

Sincerely,
David Reich and Chapurukha Kusimba
 
(writing also for co-corresponding authors Esther Brielle, Jeffrey Fleisher, and Stephanie Wynne-Jones, all copied)
 

