African Roots

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

Though human beings are distinguished
by large brains, great intelligence, and a
reliance on culture, fossil evidence shows
that large brains were not characteristic
of our earliest ancestors. The first steps
of the hominid family were literal first
steps; walking on two, rather than four
feot, was what differentiated them from
the apes.

The oldest members of the human
family date to more than 6 million years
ago, about the time our ancestors di-
verged from those of the modern apes.
The different names we have assigned to

ithecus, Orrorin and, after 4 million years
ago, several varieties of Australopithens—
reflect actual physical differences as well
as modern arguments about what those
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differences mean. These creatures share in

E . e
common the fact that their !::-x,aflns were

no larger than tlmse of mﬂdefl;,,chlmpan—

zees. What they all i&’l§n Seem to &lmte is
a skeletal anatomy suited to walkmg;;pp
two feet. i }
A fork in the hominid road appéars
about 2.5 million years ago, when a new
hominid form is seen . the fossil record.

Along with an anatomy suited to upright =
walking, Hoso habilis had a brainsize «

beyond the range of the apes and exhib-
ited a greater reliatice on culture as seen
in the production of stone tools. Homo
habilis and some of the Australopithecines
were contemporaries. While the latter
were highly specialized and became ex-
tinct, the former are directly ancestral to
modern humanity.
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CHAPTER 3 African Roots

BEFWEEN BUNNING SHOES, FLIF-FLOPS, UGG, HIRING boats, cowboy boots, tennis
sneakers, Croes, Clogs, and 2 host of other kinds of popular footwear, not many
of us walk around in our bare feet all that nuach, at least not outside. We usually
enclose our feet in footwear with hard soles, and we walk on even harder pave-
ment. Walking barefoot on the soft sand of 2 beach. however, reminds us of the
narural process of two-legged walking imtiated by our ancestors beginning more
than 6 million years ago.

Barcfoot, walking is no longer a matter of two flar slabs of leather or rubber
or some synthetic material, alternately clomping down on the pavemnent. Inseead,
we can sense our feet actually interacting with the earth, gripping into the soil
Lenesth them, pushing us forward in our desire to get from here to there.

In the instant of each step, our heel strikes first, leaving deep impressions as
the sand compresses beneath our weight, all af it focused on that small point
at the heel. Then the foot rolls forward, the arch lightly curving over the sand,
leaving a thin, sharp indentation with the side of the sole. Nexr, all in a fraction
of 2 second, we tock up onto the balls of our feet, thrusting cur center of gravity
forward, as we push our alternate leg in front of us. Finally, our toes push down,
gripping into the carth, with sand squishing up beoween and around them, as
we propel vur bodies forward, ready to catch ourselves in the nexe step with the
other foot.

| remember in particular one time when 1 walked on a beach with my then
fi-year-old son, Josh, and glanced back at our two scts of footprints, one big, one
small, as the waves began the nevitable process of erasing them from the sand.
Our disappearing trail of footprints reminded me of another such trail, made in
2 far distant time by two people who passed together across a landscape far dif-
ferent from the Cape Cod beach where my son and T walked. Those footprints,
however, were not erased by the tide or blown away by the wind. Those prints,
left in a fine volcanic ash on an East African plain in a plce called Lactoli, in the
modern nation of Tanzania, were preserved, allowing us in the present to examine
the way our most ancicnt ancestors walked (Hay and M. Leakey 1982; M. Leakey
and Hay 1979 T, 12 White and Suwa 19877,

That these footprints have been preserved 15 remarkable in itself. The condi-
tions and sequence of events had to be perfect. First, a thin ash layer was de-
posited about 20 km {a httle more than 12 mi) away from an erupting voleano.
Soon after, a mild rain fell, urmng the ash inte the consistency of wet cement.
Immediately following this, and before the ash had hardened, two people | and
then a third, walked across its surface, leaving their footprints in the srill-damp
a4sh. Then the sun came out just in ome to dry the ash bed to the hardness of
rock before another rainfall might wash it all away. Finally, another ash layer fell,
covering the footprint trail and protecting it from the natural erosion that might
otherwise have destroyed it Without any of these steps, the Lacrali footprints
wiotld have been as temporary at the footprints little Josh and I left on the beach
at Cape Cod. Even ordinarily impassive sclentists have characterized the pres-
ervation of the 23-meter {about 75-ft) Lactoli trails as “miraculous” [ Johanson
and Edey 1981).

Those fbotprints were found more than 3.5 million years after the people,
possibly a child and an adult, or perhaps it was a large adult male and a smaller
adulr female, strode across the surface (R Leakey and Lewin 1902 Figure 3.1).




Soowall never know their names or why they were walking, apparently 1n
sdence and, perhaps, siving our imagination free rein, arm in arm across the
w0 bed (Figure 3.2).Yer, in taking those steps, they achieved a kind of immor-
oot Perhaps most remarkably, their footprines show thar chose anonymous
e whaose life journey occurred so many years ago, walked g fashion that
= mearly indistngmshable from the way modern humans walk (Chareeris, Wall,
cod Motrade 19871 Dy and Wickens 19308 Tice 1980, %W hite and Suwa 1987,
Tocre are no impressions of the knuckles of a quadrupedal ape, no chumb-like
zoes. Their footprints are our footprints. Those people were among che
corlest hominins, with whom all lving people share a temporally distant bue

4 Hgure 3.1
o= one lefr, the Laereli rrackway; the fossilized footprines of at least nwo human ancestors
o walked in a remarkably modern fashion, On che right is the recent traclway of

o= somhrapaologist and his S-year-old son, Though separared in time by more than 3.5

= oo years, the two sets of footprines clearly show the remarkable continuity of bipedal

seomonon in the hominid family. (John Readers/SPL/Phora Researchess, Ine.; K. L. Feder)
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