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Introduction

T. Rex

This book is a history of science and a detective story about the most fundamental mystery of all: where did we come from? Like any good mystery, it begins with a body.

My journey started when I became intrigued by an ancient cold case—the oldest known skeleton of a member of the human family. In 2012, I flew out to the University of California at Berkeley to meet one of the world’s most successful fossil hunters, and talk about his most recent major discovery—a 4.4-million-year-old skeleton of the species Ardipithecus ramidus, nicknamed Ardi. Initially, I did not intend to write much about Ardi, which I envisioned as just a bit of background to the more interesting drama later in human evolution. The more I learned, however, the more unsettled I became because Ardi seemed to refute so many prevailing theories about evolution.

Ardi was an inconvenient woman, one who disturbed scholars of human origins more than many cared to admit. Her skeleton challenged core beliefs about how we became human, how our ancestors split from the other apes, how we came to stand upright, how we evolved our nimble hands, and whether the savannas were truly the crucibles of humanity as depicted in countless museum dioramas and textbooks. Most importantly, it showed that these early human ancestors looked surprisingly unlike the modern chimpanzees often touted as models of the human past. In some aspects of anatomy, humans turned out to be more primitive than living African apes, a finding that reversed forty years of conventional wisdom. “It is so rife with anatomical surprises,” the discovery team reported of the skeleton, “that no one could have imagined it without direct fossil evidence.”

Fossils are often called bones of contention. But the odd thing about this skeleton was not controversy but the lack of it. Something very curious happened after Ardi was revealed to the world in 2009. A bombshell dropped and then . . . silence. The very people who should have been most excited by this discovery seemed to shrug off the findings. As I later discovered, there were myriad reasons: some peers vehemently disagreed with the conclusions; others dreaded engaging in arguments likely to end unpleasantly; and some sought to consign the fossil to irrelevance by ignoring it. Ardi, and the team that discovered her, seemed to be personae non gratae. One of them was even called “He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.”

My curiosity was aroused. Anybody who must not be named certainly must be interviewed.

TIM WHITE, THE FRONT MAN OF THE ARDI TEAM, WAS A PALEOANTHROPOLOGIST, a scientist of the human fossil record, with a reputation for having a razor intellect, hair-trigger bullshit detector, short temper, long list of discoveries, and longer list of enemies. His department webpage at the University of California at Berkeley showed a picture that made him look like a warlord in the Ethiopian badlands surrounded by a security detail brandishing assault rifles.

White ignored my initial messages, except for a curt reply that he was busy in Ethiopia and would not make himself available. I persisted, and months later, he finally agreed to talk. He recently had returned from his annual fossil-hunting mission. and suffered from a fever with cyclical headaches. Ordered by his doctor to remain in bed, White cancelled all his classes for two weeks. Yet he rose and kept his appointment. Later I realized this was characteristic: White habitually sacrificed his own comfort, appearance, and health to advance his scientific mission.

To get to his office, I entered the massive Neo-Babylonian complex of the Valley Life Sciences Building on the Berkeley campus and walked past a life-size skeleton cast of a Tyrannosaurus rex. Like Ardi, it was an extinct bipedal creature unimaginable to modern eyes until it was actually found. I passed a small display with a replica of the famous Lucy skeleton, a human ancestor whose species, Australopithecus afarensis, White had co-named three decades earlier. I took an elevator to the fifth floor, knocked, and heard a groan from within. The door opened and there stood a skinny man, uncombed and rumpled, looking like he’d been pulled from the bottom of the hamper.

I held out my hand to introduce myself. He bumped it with a clenched fist.

“Ethiopian handshake,” he deadpanned. “You don’t want to get what I have.”

A huge snake skin hung on the office wall. White had killed and eaten the puff adder in Tanzania in his younger days, back when he remained on friendly terms with at least some of the Leakeys, the famous fossil dynasty and his former employers. Nearby hung a Victorian-era caricature of Darwin parodied as an ape—a reminder that scientific achievement is not always honored by contemporaries. Another cartoon depicted a Victorian evolutionist who more closely matched White in temperament, Thomas Henry Huxley, a pugnacious anatomist known as “Darwin’s bulldog.” A framed photo contained a snapshot of a hunchbacked man with an assault rifle; I later learned it was a friend from the Ethiopian desert who’d been killed in tribal warfare.

White gestured for me to take a seat in an office lined with books and replicas of fossil skulls. We talked . . . and talked . . . and talked. About science, there seemed to be no end to his willingness to give time, fever be damned. He was encyclopedic, sarcastic, and uproariously impolitic—he labeled one colleague a moron, another a bottom feeder, another a bozo, and chucked many more into a bulk bin of assholes. White seemed engaged in perpetual struggle against somebody—celebrity scientists, academic critics, university administrators, Ethiopian antiquities officials, journal editors, incompetents of all types, and so on. The loathing flowed both ways: some colleagues refused to attend conferences if White was present. At that moment, he was engaged in litigation against his own employer, after having sued the University of California over a pair of 9,500-year-old skeletons that the university wanted to hand over to Native American tribes. (White and his co-plaintiffs complained that the university had favored ideology over science.)

His longtime Ethiopian colleague Berhane Asfaw later explained:


Do you know why he is feared by his colleagues? If there is something wrong in the science, he will not be diplomatic. He will just tell you straightforward—this is totally wrong. Most people will never say that and try to dodge the issue. Even if they are going to control his resources and deny him grant money, Tim will say, “Forget it, the guy is wrong. If we don’t tell him it’s wrong, it is like disseminating false information.” That is why most people hate him. He is not nice to bad science.



These observations were echoed by geologist Maurice Taieb:


Tim White is brutal. He’s a real scientist. His literature will stay forever. He doesn’t care about publishing books, being on media, et cetera. He wants to do the job before popularizing. People think he wants to keep for himself. No, no! He wants to be sure.



There was another view, of course. Don Johanson, who rose to fame with his discovery of Lucy, described his estranged partner White in dark terms:


He feels he has done so much work on these fossils himself that our colleagues who sit in their little air conditioned offices—as Tim would say—don’t deserve to see these fossils. And besides, he would say very often, even if they did see the fossils they wouldn’t even know what they were looking at. He degrades his colleagues with his ad hominem arguments, making people feel inadequate.



Meave Leakey, the reigning matriarch of the world-famous fossil-hunting dynasty, described White with a note of sympathy:


He sees the world as being very against him. He doesn’t like to go to lots of meetings. It’s a shame—he is a hell of a good scientist, has really good fossils, and has lots to contribute, but makes it very difficult because he’s so defensive, and then he gets nasty.



In the course of writing this book, I would spend countless hours with White, his colleagues, and rivals. I got to know him over eight years and he proved—contrary to my initial impressions and those of adversaries—enormously generous when it came to his science, on his exacting terms. White would prove to be perhaps the single most intense character I have ever encountered in my half century on this planet. He was profane, persnickety, judgmental, wildly irreverent, crazy hilarious, and a rough-edged field guy who made some of his celebrity adversaries seem like cardboard cutouts. I must confess, I found him quite likable and fabulously entertaining—even when I, too, endured his flayings or outbursts. “And you should have met him twenty years ago!” laughed his wife, Leslea Hlusko, when I later spoke with her. “He’s way toned down from when I first met him.”

That visit to the Berkeley lair opened a door into a strange world—past and present. Behind the man Ethiopians called Teem stood a team, many with backgrounds almost unimaginable to western readers. They included a man who survived imprisonment and torture during the Ethiopian Red Terror purges and became the first person in his country to earn a doctorate in physical anthropology; an Ethiopian peasant who became a U.S. government scientist with a top secret clearance and used personal vacation time to conduct expeditions in his home country; a former evangelical Christian turned-evolutionary theorist; tribal gunmen who littered the desert with skeletons of enemies and later searched that same land for fossil bones; and a Japanese polymath who became so absorbed in rebuilding the Ardi skull that he didn’t go home at night.

Several Ardi investigators were veterans of the team that interpreted the Lucy skeleton in the 1970s and 1980s. In terms of name recognition, Lucy remains the best-known human ancestor. In terms of science, however, Ardi was more revelatory. Lucy represented a new species within an already-known genus (a genus is a taxonomic category that may include multiple species that are closely related and share similar adaptations); she was an older variation on an anatomical theme that gradually came to light over half a century. Ardi represented something entirely novel—not only a new species but a new genus and a hitherto-unknown hybrid of arboreal ape and terrestrial biped. Due to the secretive nature of the team and their all-at-once publishing strategy, it essentially appeared overnight. Despite the best efforts of detractors and the intellectual resistance typically provoked by such disruptions to the status quo, it likely will go down in history as one of the major discoveries of our era.

This does not mean that every one of the claims presented by the interpreters will stand forever—they rarely do. Fossil milestones tend to outlast the arguments made on their behalf. Even so, her discovery revealed an evolutionary stage never seen before and demanded a wholesale rethinking of our origins. In their quest, Tim White, Berhane Asfaw, and their team crossed paths with most of the major personalities, debates, and discoveries in anthropology over the last half century.

The events described here coincided with Ethiopia’s emergence as one of the great fossil-producing nations in the world. The country is layered with geologic and human history, from mountains shrouded in clouds to deserts below sea level. It is a crossroads of ancient Christianity, Islam, and Judaism; the ruins of a once-great kingdom in the African highlands; the birthplace of Blue Nile; and—thanks to its unique geology—producer of many of the oldest fossils in the human family. This tale played out as the country endured two revolutions, multiple wars, shifting geopolitical alliances, and evolved from feudal kingdom to Marxist dictatorship to modern “developmental” state (as political economists label such governments aggressively pursuing economic growth)—all united by a longstanding tradition of authoritarianism.

The Ardi investigators spent years in the crossfire of warring nomadic tribes. They labored with dental tools and porcupine quills to rescue fragile fossils from blocks of earth, and reassembled a skeleton from fragments. At times, their mission was nearly terminated by shootings or hostile bureaucrats. At one point, the Ethiopian government revoked their permit for fieldwork, locked them out of the national museum, and prohibited them from examining the fossils they had found. The scientists fought with academic rivals who complained that they were hoarding one of the world’s most valuable fossils and hadn’t shared a useful detail for more than a decade.

The Ardi team operated as a largely self-contained unit, indifferent or sometimes hostile to the larger academic “profession” (they supplied the quotation marks). They strove to integrate Africans into a science that previously granted no seats at the table for indigenous people from fossil-producing nations. They labored to establish Ethiopia as an international center of science—not just an exporter of fossils for the convenience of western scholars. Over the years, the team scored a record of discoveries beyond almost any rival, much as critics loathed to admit it. White—always ready to map fault lines—saw his crew as an embattled minority in a struggle between true scientists and careerists. In turn, opponents denounced him as a self-righteous scold who practiced an antiquated form of science. Something about the pursuit of our own origins arouses great passions not seen in other disciplines. In an ideal world, the task should be left to more dispassionate investigators but, since no other species has volunteered, the job is left to us imperfect humans.

I SPENT EIGHT YEARS REPORTING THIS STORY. I INTERVIEWED PEOPLE around the world, burrowed into long-forgotten archives, read hundreds of papers, and joined two expeditions into the field. The year after the initial meeting in Berkeley, I rode into the Afar Depression of Ethiopia beside White in a caravan of safari vehicles. He warned the expedition would probe particularly dangerous areas that the team had avoided for most of the last twenty years. Locals had shot at them more than once—most recently the previous year. Crammed between us sat one of the team’s best fossil scouts, an Afar man named Elema. (Both roared with laughter as they recounted their first meeting when Elema stormed into camp with two guns and tried to expel the expedition from his territory.) The landscape shimmered with heat as the caravan threaded through the brush and needle-sharp thorn trees clawed at the car with a discordant screeeeccch. From that moment onward, White kept up a running tutorial: Duck when the car scraped past the bushes to avoid laceration. Watch where you step to avoid vipers, cobras, and scorpions. Take a buddy when you relieve yourself in the bush at night so the hyenas don’t sneak up behind and kill you. Through it all, he shared the tricks of the trade that had produced so many discoveries by his team. Use the glint of the sun to find fossils. Always survey walking uphill, never down. Stay with the group and their armed escorts. “If you get lost or separated, the first thing that is going to kill you is thirst,” White cautioned, “if the local yokels don’t kill you first.”

He corrected himself: actually the locals probably won’t kill you—not anymore. The wild nomads were being modernized, the desert cultivated, and the crusty characters of the science replaced by polished professionals. But then everything became precarious again. As this book was being completed a few years later, Ethiopia entered another period of turbulence, tribal warfare forced the team to suspend fieldwork, and prospects for future discoveries became uncertain. I was lucky enough to catch a glimpse in the twilight before it all vanished, to see the T. rexes, as it were, while they were still flesh and blood. The mere description of the Ardi contrarians, and serious consideration of their ideas, is likely to annoy, even enrage, opponents. Some people refused to have anything to do with me once they realized my reporting concerned Those Who Shall Not Be Named.

The title Fossil Men—which may seem an odd choice for a saga about a female skeleton—refers to these central characters, the lead investigators of a team that collected truckloads of old bones and occupied a lonely branch of the science that some peers disdained as outdated. The great irony is that this team proved more forward-thinking than many contemporaries, and fossils never go obsolete—and sometimes force us to write history anew. Once upon a time, “fossil men” was also a term for human ancestors, but the title should not be read as endorsement of bygone sexist language nor a dismissal of the contributions of female scientists on the Ardi team or any other. If anything, this field needs more women.

This is a scientific odyssey that began before there was something called the Internet and which spanned the careers of six U.S. presidents. Critics groused about the long delay and excessive secrecy of the so-called Manhattan Project of paleoanthropology. In the meantime, the Internet revolutionized modern life. Scientists sequenced the human genome, then the chimpanzee genome, and eventually transcribing the code of life became commonplace. Members of the team died from violence or old age. When Ardi finally was revealed to the world, many people found the skeleton—or at least the arguments presented with it—too outlandish to believe. This story is a voyage to the deep past to encounter ancestors, animals, environments, and even a tree of life unlike any we would recognize in our modern world.

Science is not only a quest for information. It also is a competition between paradigms, or models for understanding nature. Fossil Men is, in part, a tale of how scientists discover, analyze, grapple with dissonance, shed old beliefs, and arrive at new understanding—in other words, the evolution of thought. It also is an account of the nonscientific dynamics of human psychology, bias, resentment, rival camps, and tribalism. The Ardi team bet that consensus was a poor predictor of being right. That conventional wisdom wasn’t any less wrong because a lot of people happened to believe it. That human intelligence still was capable of better insight than computer-generated analysis. That the old masters of anatomy, whose work had been largely forgotten and entombed in dusty library stacks, sometimes offered better insight into human evolution than the cutting-edge technologies that now commanded the attention of the field. That fossils could provide better information about human evolution than predictions based on molecular biology and modern apes. That “the profession” had ventured too far out on a limb in concocting a narrative of human origins, and they had no choice but to saw it off.




Chapter 1

The Roots of Humanity

Tim White had endless patience for pursuing human ancestors but limited patience for their living descendants. In October 1981, the skinny fossil hunter labored over a line of Land Rovers and trailers in the eucalyptus-shaded driveway of the American Embassy in Addis Ababa, the highland capital of Ethiopia. A crew of Ethiopians and foreign scientists were packing the vehicles with tools, jerrycans, pickaxes, shovels, sieves, and provisions to sustain an expedition for two months in the desert. White dropped to his hands and knees to check the suspension of an overloaded bush car, rose to second-guess how his companions loaded sacks of flour and sugar, and inserted himself in every detail of the mission because they had to get all the logistics right to maximize the odds of success—finding the apelike creatures who begat us.

White was an anthropology professor from the University of California at Berkeley, and at age thirty-one had already made headlines around the world. He had named the oldest species of human ancestor, reconstructed the most ancient skull, and excavated fossil footprints that showed the earliest evidence of upright walking. In this mission, he hoped to find something even older, although just what he couldn’t be sure.

White was not the clubbable sort of academic. On the hunt for fossils, he became a sinewy human bullwhip—get moving, get it right, or get the hell out of the way. He swore. He railed against enemies. He took delight in mimicking the follies of adversaries and burst into madcap laughter. He knew how to run chainsaws, fix engines, skin snakes, and survive in the wilderness. The son of a California highway worker, he grew up a blue-collar mountain boy and had bulled his way into academia and the frontiers of his science. One graduate school instructor—now estranged—once remarked that young Tim carried not just a chip on his shoulder but a log. Shortly before he flew to Ethiopia, the Berkeley anthropology department issued a stern warning to White about “actions which would diminish collegiality in the department” after an investigation found evidence of his “sarcasm, verbal abuse and rudeness.” Yet even detractors had to admit that his monastic devotion to fossils made him, in the words of one mentor, “the best in the business today.”

In only a few years since graduate school, White had amassed a publication record that rivaled the giants of his profession. He could recite from memory the catalog number and the anatomical minutiae of every major specimen in the human fossil record—and lament the careless mistakes of whoever cleaned it. He began his career in Kenya as an assistant to Richard Leakey, the scion of the world-famous fossil-hunting family, but their relationship soured after White accused his boss of scientific censorship and stormed out of his office. Next, White moved to the camp of Mary Leakey, the caustic, cigar-smoking, whiskey-drinking matron of the Leakey clan. They worked side-by-side excavating the famous Laetoli footprints, which proved that human ancestors walked upright by 3.6 million years ago. But White grew critical of Mary’s field techniques and her views about the human family tree and she grew tired of his hectoring. They parted on bad terms.

Then White distinguished himself as the most dogged member of the team that reconstructed the most famous human ancestor ever found—Lucy, the petite skeleton of a 3.2-million-year-old upright walker with a small brain and an apelike snout. The skeleton had been discovered in Ethiopia in 1974 by American anthropologist Don Johanson, who enlisted White as the expert he most trusted to help unlock the secrets of his newly discovered trove of bones and teeth. Colleagues watched in awe as White rummaged through unsorted crates of rubble, picked out fragments, and pieced together a fossil tooth. Born color-blind, White was acutely sensitive to bone geometry and obsessive about detail. No watchmaker was more exacting. “He’ll go far beyond the nth degree to verify everything and anything—to the point where you think it’s somewhat pathological,” said colleague Steve Ward.

Some skeptics dismissed Lucy as an extinct ape or dead-end lineage. In the end, White’s view prevailed: she represented a previously unknown species of human ancestor, or hominid, the family of creatures on our side of the split from the apes.* White and Johanson named her species Australopithecus afarensis and declared it the direct ancestor of all subsequent members of the human family. In 1981—not long before this expedition getting underway in the embassy driveway—Johanson had published the book Lucy, which catapulted the world’s oldest skeleton into a household name and proclaimed her “the beginnings of humankind.”

Except Lucy couldn’t truly be the beginnings of humankind. There had to be older creatures that would reveal how our peculiar primate lineage split from the other African apes, started walking on two feet, and began an evolutionary journey unlike any other creature in the animal kingdom. Whatever came before Lucy remained hidden in the Dark Ages—a blank spot in the human fossil record beyond 4 million years ago known as “the Gap.” Lucy and Australopithecus afarensis seemed to appear out of nowhere. White wanted to find a window into the gap—and that meant taking this mission where few dared to go.

The destination was a little-known territory reported to be littered with bones up to 6 million years old. It lay down in the Afar Depression, the same massive valley that had produced Lucy, a place of scorching heat, wild animals, and gun-wielding nomads. The local tribes had a centuries-old reputation for killing and castrating intruders. In recent years, this remote lowland had become a battleground between Ethiopia’s military government and insurgents. Troops had massacred hundreds of Afars—and one foreign anthropologist. With the exception of a brief reconnaissance to prepare for this mission, no fossil expedition had ventured there for the previous four years.

The U.S. embassy compound, perched on a mountain slope above the Ethiopian capital, was a beleaguered Cold War outpost in the midst of a hostile Marxist dictatorship. Huge portraits of Marx, Engels, and Lenin loomed over the central square of the city. The American ambassador and half of his staff had been expelled. Only a skeleton crew remained at the embassy, many of them undercover CIA employees. In the driveway, a U.S. Marine guard in camouflage fatigues leaned against the pole of a basketball hoop and shot the breeze with the scientists as they loaded their cars. An American newspaper correspondent perched in the open rear door of a vehicle and scribbled in his notebook. The resumption of research in the land of Lucy was big news back in the United States.

“With Lucy, you have a creature with a brain size a third as big as modern humans, and yet is walking fully on two legs,” White told the reporter. “Is that adaptation a very long one, or does Lucy represent just the beginnings of that trend? . . . The thing that really set humans apart from the apes was this peculiar form of walking around.”

[image: image]
Daniel Huffman


Charles Darwin, the father of evolution, had theorized that humans evolved big brains, tool use, and erect walking simultaneously, as a package. But a series of discoveries had destroyed that theory, culminating with Lucy, who showed that upright walking came at least one million years before big brains or stone implements. Like many anthropologists, White suspected our odd form of locomotion was perhaps the original distinction that sent our ancestors on their own evolutionary path. “The question is,” White said as he loaded the cars, “how far back does that adaptation go?”

The answer waited in the desert.

THE ETHIOPIAN GOVERNMENT HAD PROHIBITED AMERICAN EMBASSY PERSONNEL from traveling outside the capital. The scientific team, however, had won permission to explore the Afar Depression, thanks to two of White’s companions, one an old-school English archeologist, and the other an Ethiopian student who had survived imprisonment and torture.

Desmond Clark, the leader of the expedition, supervised the loading while dressed in a khaki safari suit. He seemed like a character from central casting who strode through the field with a cane and uttered Jolly good show! God bless, old boy! Bloody awful people! without a hint of irony. He was erudite, impeccably polite, and a bit nostalgic for the days when when the sun never set on the British Empire. He packed his bush car with a leather case of stainless steel cups; no matter how far from civilization he ventured, Clark invariably found time—and scarce water—for evening cocktails with his wife, Betty.

Clark was an archeologist at Berkeley, then one of the leading human origins programs on the globe. He specialized in early stone tools, not old bones, and he had invited White to lead the fossil side of the expedition despite colleagues who warned that the cocksure young man could be, to soften it with British understatement, a bit difficult. By some accounts, White had arrived in their department like a grenade tossed into a small academic pond. But Clark saw great potential in his protégé. As an empirical scientist, Clark had been perturbed by the “mass of rather airy fairy model building” that had permeated his corner of academia in recent years—and he found a like-minded skeptic in White, a discovery-hungry fossil man with zero tolerance for nonsense. Young Tim was a damn fine scientist with the grit to survive in a place like Ethiopia, where life could be bloody awful.

Clark had spent nearly half a century on the continent. Born in England, he was shipped off to boarding school at age six, and learned Latin, rugby, and rowing. After studying archeology at Cambridge, he took a position in 1938 at the Rhodes-Livingstone Museum near Victoria Falls in what was then the colony of Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia). Clark rowed on the Zambezi River, taking care to avoid truculent hippos and crocodiles, and drank with the expats in the boat club. During World War II, he served in an ambulance crew as the British army expelled the Italian fascist forces from Ethiopia and Somalia. When soldiers dug trenches, garbage pits, and latrines, Clark dropped into the holes and picked up ancient stone tools. By the end of the war, he had filled a couple dozen gasoline containers with artifacts, which became the basis for his doctorate and a major work, The Prehistoric Cultures of the Horn of Africa. Clark began his career as an “Africanist” at a time when most scholars dismissed the world’s second-largest continent as a backwater of human evolution.

In 1961, he joined the faculty at Berkeley. His arrival coincided with the dawning of a new paradigm of human origins. Biochemical studies were demonstrating a close and jarringly recent relationship between humans, chimpanzees, and gorillas (two apes indigenous to the continent). New fossil discoveries were providing hard evidence of primitive human ancestors in Africa with apelike traits—and far older than fossils from Europe or Asia. Scholars were showing that stone tools in Africa were much more ancient than those elsewhere. Clark argued that the continent represented not only the birthplace of the human lineage but the seedbed of “just about every significant biological and cultural advance” including upright locomotion, stone tools, animal butchery, brain expansion, and more—a view that later became conventional wisdom. Without Africa, argued Clark, there would be no prehistory, no civilization, and no humanity. And no single place would better document the early chapters of the human story than the destination of the 1981 expedition—the Afar Depression.

“If we find hominids,” Clark said as his crew readied the cars, “that would be marvelous.”

Getting to that point had not been so marvelous. In recent years, Ethiopia had been racked by revolution, making fieldwork almost impossible. Until 1974, the country of 30 million, mostly peasant farmers, was ruled by a man whose grandiose titles trailed his name like a retinue of royal attendants—Emperor Haile Selassie, King of Kings, Elect of God, Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah. (Before being crowned, he was a nobleman named Ras Tafari, who inspired Jamaican Rastafarianism.) The national constitution declared him a direct descendant of the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon of Jerusalem, and few dared question the myth. In the streets, Ethiopians threw themselves onto the ground when he passed in one of his limousines.

Clark met the emperor once. Haile Selassie recognized that prehistory research brought prestige to his country in the eyes of the world, and in 1971 he had invited delegates of a scientific conference to his palace where liveried butlers served glasses of tej, an alcohol made from honey. (“You could drink quite a lot of it and it didn’t seem to worry you at all,” recalled Clark, “but then it later hit you rather suddenly.”) The grand doors of the throne room opened and royal attendants ushered each delegate down a pillared hall to stand before the throne. The frail old monarch sat in robes like a soft-spoken aesthete and cradled a small dog in his lap as he exchanged a few pleasantries with the archeologist. It reminded Clark of an audience with a medieval king.

It was a last glimpse of a vanishing world. Ethiopia’s ancien régime was dying. The monarchy had endured two millennia but by the 1970s observers sensed the emperor had gone senile. The bureaucracy he had built to prevent intrigue also forestalled progress; the competing security services founded to keep eyes on one another became nests of plotters. In 1972, the government tried to suppress news of famine in the northern provinces to avoid embarrassment. By the time foreign aid arrived the following year, one hundred thousand people had perished. The scandal destroyed the monarchy’s last vestiges of legitimacy. Soldiers mutinied, students demonstrated, and workers went on strike. In September 1974, a group of military officers staged a coup. Haile Selassie was arrested in his palace, denied the dignity of departing in one of his many limousines, and stuffed into the backseat of a Volkswagen. The eighty-three-year-old monarch died while under arrest—maybe of natural causes, maybe smothered in his bed, depending on who you believed—and his body was discovered years later hidden beneath a toilet in the palace. On November 23, 1974, the military government executed fifty-nine senior officers and cabinet ministers from the old regime. The following day, a foreign expedition discovered Lucy down in the Afar Depression. Fossil bones were harvested in the Afar lowlands while corpses piled up in the highland capital. A secretive military committee called the Derg eventually came under the command of the most ruthless revolutionary—Mengistu Haile Mariam.

Under the emperor, Ethiopia had been a staunch Cold War ally of the United States. Under the Derg, it declared itself a socialist state and swung to the Soviet bloc. The archeologists and anthropologists who had been welcomed by the emperor suddenly fell under suspicion as potential spies. The government expelled American military personnel and closed an American listening base in the highlands of Eritrea that had monitored Soviet space missions. Soviet advisors and military hardware poured into the country. Fidel Castro sent Cuban troops to repel an invasion by Somalia. East Germans from the infamous Stasi security service advised Ethiopians on surveillance, interrogation, and hunting down “counter-revolutionaries.” The capital erupted in urban warfare between the Derg and other revolutionary factions. One diplomat in the American embassy recalled those years as “bazookas, machine guns, and rifles being fired every night.”

With a prototypical British stiff upper lip, Clark continued his expeditions after nearly all other U.S.-based researchers ceased fieldwork in the country. When his team flew into Addis Ababa, they were greeted by banners: “The victory of socialism is inevitable!” To get to his equipment storage shed in the U.S. embassy compound, his team passed roadblocks where they were searched by menacing militiamen with rifles and fixed bayonets—an ordeal repeated block after block within sight of the embassy gates. “We’d hear gunshots all night,” recalled Steve Brandt, one of Clark’s students at the time. “We’d get up in the morning and there were bodies in the street. There were murals depicting Uncle Sam and with his head cut off and rolling into a basket.” The violence mostly spared foreigners—but not entirely. In 1977, a British geologist failed to show up at Clark’s excavation. The scientist and three Ethiopian companions had been killed at a militia roadblock. The state news agency denounced the victims as a British spy and Ethiopian “counterrevolutionaries.” They were among 360 killed that week.

Despite the Cold War tensions, the antiquities bureaucracy remained surprisingly cordial to their old friends from the west. Ethiopians revere their past, which seemed a glorious balm for the agonies of the present. In the northern highlands, stone obelisks and ruined palaces marked the remains of the ancient empire of Aksum, which rivaled Persia and Rome, and adopted Christianity in the fourth century C.E., making Ethiopia the oldest Christian nation in the world. Supposedly the Ark of the Covenant containing the tablets of the Ten Commandments sat in a church in Aksum—though no outsider was allowed to see it because it was guarded by high priests (one British scholar who got a peek inside during World War II reported the box was empty). Hidden in the highlands were ancient churches carved from solid volcanic rock. The country boasted the oldest written history of any African country except Egypt. In Gondar, a historic city near the source of the Blue Nile, stood castles of a seventeenth-century African Camelot. Lucy added yet another point of pride because Ethiopia now could claim humanity’s oldest ancestors. The communist bloc, however, showed little interest in the apelike fossils because Marxist-Leninist ideologues took a dim view of the notion that human behavior had biological origins. So antiquities officials had to discreetly maintain their alliance with western scientists like Clark.

Years of delicate negotiation had been required to smooth the way for the 1981 expedition. The territory they planned to explore had fallen into Clark’s hands with—as many things did in Ethiopia—a bit of intrigue. An American geologist named Jon Kalb had run expeditions into a section of the Afar Depression called the Middle Awash until he was expelled by the security ministry in 1978 after being accused of being a CIA agent—but whether those rumors actually had anything to do with his expulsion was just another one of the uncertainties often aswirl in Ethiopia. A few days afterward, Clark went to see his old friend Berhanu Abebe, a Sorbonne-educated historian who headed the antiquities agency and guided foreign researchers through the labyrinthine bureaucracy. He agreed to let Clark take over the orphaned territory. The state apparatus seemed like something designed by Kafka—a costive, bewildering ordeal of permission letters, rubber stamps, and doors that mysteriously opened or shut depending on political winds and maneuvering of factions. The antiquities administration was still dominated by veterans of the emperor’s civil service, many of them educated in Europe or the United States. Even as the dictator Mengistu (Ethiopians refer to people by first names)* raged against American imperialism, in the antiquities offices there was no Cold War. (One visitor from the U.S. National Science Foundation reported that cultural officials like Berhanu wanted to keep the science alive because “Ethiopia is intensely nationalistic and takes great pride in being the homeland of the earliest humans.”) Clark convinced the U.S. National Science Foundation to finance an expedition. “I hope this can be arranged before some eastern bloc scientists take them over,” Clark urged the funding agency. In the new era of nationalism, however, the government mantra was Ethiopia First, and antiquities administrators pressed foreign researchers to provide funds to improve the national museum and train Ethiopian scholars. Long frustrated by the lack of local investment by foreign scientists, the antiquities administration had threatened to suspend fieldwork unless the Americans provided money for a new museum building. Clark secured another NSF grant to construct a new fossil and archeology lab at the Ethiopian National Museum and recruited a promising Ethiopian scholar named Berhane Asfaw.

BERHANE ASFAW HAD NO MEMORY OF HEARING OF LUCY’S DISCOVERY. WHEN Lucy made international news in 1974, Berhane was a student at Haile Selassie University, the training ground of the country’s elite. The main campus was a former palace of the emperor where the salon was pockmarked by bullet holes from a failed coup and massacre of senior government officials and members of the royal family. By the 1970s, the emperor’s namesake university had become a hotbed of dissent against the regime. “In those days,” recalled one student contemporary, “not to be a Marxist was considered heretical.” Student radicals made the revolution, but all their rejoicing at the fall of the monarchy proved short-lived when it became clear the military planned to replace one dictatorship with another. In 1976, the Derg unleashed a campaign of Red Terror to neutralize the opposition, and tens of thousands were killed by security forces or progovernment militias. Death squads went house to house hunting “counter-revolutionary outlaws” and dispatched “revolutionary justice” in the streets—a bullet to the head. They dumped bodies in the roads with placards denouncing traitors and prohibited families from recovering loved ones. At night, hyenas descended from the forests and scavenged the corpses. Propaganda banners screamed, “Let the Red Terror Intensify!” At the university, security forces conducted nighttime raids, herded students onto soccer fields, picked out some for beatings, and dragged away others who never returned. In the security ministry, police posted yearbook photos of students to be tracked down and liquidated.

Berhane joined an underground opposition group. At a café, he met a young woman named Frehiwot Worku, who also belonged to a resistance cell. She seemed naive, and Berhane warned her to be careful and contact him if she ran into trouble. In 1977, authorities raided her house, found incriminating papers and a gun, and arrested her parents. Berhane snuck Frehiwot out of the city in disguise and hid her in his home province of Gondar, where his father had been secretary general of the provincial government under the Haile Selassie regime. Berhane took a job as a schoolteacher in a remote village, and the couple lived together as lovers. After a few months, Berhane sensed they were being watched. He sent Frehiwot to his parents and promised to follow. The next day, he was arrested.

Hauled back to his hometown in chains, Berhane was thrown into a prison under the command of a Derg official nicknamed “the Butcher of Gondar.” Torturers locked his wrists in metal U-bolts on the floor or hung him upside down, beat him, and demanded information. Many died during torture sessions, and others met their ends in firing squads. When prisoners heard their names were about to be called, they groomed themselves and tried to meet death with dignity. In Ethiopian tradition, families are responsible for feeding prisoners, so Frehiwot brought meals to Berhane every day and wondered if each visit might be the last. Miraculously, he was released after six months. Of the seven men chained together when Berhane arrived in prison, only two survived.

He returned to the university, completed a degree in geology, and renounced politics. “It was totally purposeless,” he recounted with disgust. “All those things I trusted—I found them to be not trustworthy.” Soon he found a new mission. During a summer job in the antiquities ministry, he was assigned to write a survey of Ethiopian archeological sites and plunged into the literature—all of it written by Americans and Europeans. “I didn’t see a single Ethiopian name!” he recalled. “Why were there no Ethiopians?” The country so proud of its heritage had relied on foreigners to tell its story. Berhane’s report circulated in the ministry and university and distinguished him as a potential scholar. One day in 1979, he was summoned to the university to meet a foreign archeologist. As he sat waiting, a tall farenji, “a foreigner,” approached with a white goatee and brisk walk. “Jolly good!” sang Desmond Clark, shaking Berhane’s hand. “Where can we sit and talk?”

Soon Berhane was on his way to the doctoral program at Berkeley. Clark invited Berhane and Frehiwot—by then married with a son—to his home for holiday parties where guests sat around crackling fires, drank sherry, smoked cigars, and listened to the archeologist recount past adventures such as picking up stone tools from a minefield during the liberation of Gondar during World War II. Despite all his old-world mannerisms, Clark strode ahead of his field in nurturing African scholarship. He believed Ethiopia should be represented by a properly trained scientist—and Berhane was his choice. In the Berkeley anthropology department, Berhane encountered another exotic character—Tim White. Ethiopian culture emphasized reserve and discretion. Professor White cursed and didn’t give a shit about politics or offending powerful people. Berhane had never met a scientist so exhaustive, nor so exhausting. “If it was possible, he would want you to work more than twenty-four hours a day,” said Berhane. “There is no limit for Tim. The difficult thing is he expects everybody else to work like him.” White instilled his students with reverence: fossils were treasures—fucking jewels!—and impoverished Ethiopia was the richest country in the world. In the years ahead, White would teach Berhane how to identify fragments of bone, rescue fossils from blocks of rock, and reassemble broken skulls like puzzles. “Now that I can work on such things in Ethiopia,” Berhane reported to his government, “I can do what no Ethiopian has done before.”
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Berhane Asfaw and Tim White examine a fossil skull at Berkeley.
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With Clark’s blessing, Berhane later would switch out of archeology to become the first Ethiopian to earn a doctorate in physical anthropology. Instead of tools, he would specialize in bones. His imprisonment and torture would not be an excuse to abandon his country, but an obligation to serve it. “After that experience, every day is a gift,” Berhane explained. “And every day has to be worth living for. If I go through all this hardship, there is no reason to go anywhere else. I have to stick here and make a difference in anything that I do.” In 1981, his presence helped his Berkeley mentors secure permissions for the expedition getting underway in the American embassy driveway. Clark reported to the NSF: “Our relations with the Ethiopian authorities are better than they have ever been, thanks in no small part to Berhane Asfaw.”

WHEN THE CARS WERE PACKED, NINE FOREIGNERS AND SIX ETHIOPIANS squeezed into the seats and the expedition began its long journey. The caravan descended into the Afar Depression, dropping two kilometers in elevation from the cool highlands to the broiling lowlands. On the highway, they passed tanks, military trucks, and donkey-drawn farm carts. Barefoot peasants labored in fields of teff, and Soviet-built MiG jets streaked overhead and left vapor trails across the azure sky. Two days of driving took them to their target—an expanse the size of Rhode Island along both sides of the Awash River.

They erected a camp of green tents and a “laboratory” beneath a white canvas fly. In the open-air kitchen, the Ethiopian cooks roasted goats over fires, baked bread in an oven burrowed in a huge termite mound, and hung pots and pans from acacia trees. As the dry season advanced, the water hole dwindled to a concentrate of dissolved salts and minerals and stirred revolt in their intestines. “When friends wrote letters saying they were green with envy over our work in Ethiopia,” recalled paleontologist Kris Krishtalka, “little did they know that we were green with dysentery.” Guards hired from the local Afar tribe stood watch with old bolt-action rifles and kept an eye out for lions and raiders from the hostile Issa tribe. When the sun blazed at midday, the searchers rested beneath shade trees and dreamed of spending years harvesting these badlands to fill Darwin’s tree of life with bones.

For two months, crews surveyed the territory and found it rich beyond their dreams. The searchers perched atop roof racks as bush cars jounced over the badlands from one fossil bed to another. The desert floor was covered with bones of extinct creatures—ancient monkeys, horses, hippos, giraffes, rodents, pigs, birds, turtles, snakes, crocodiles, even croc eggs. Fossils were so plentiful that local tribes piled them up to construct stone graves. “You can’t even walk without stepping on fossils in some places,” enthused White.

As an archeologist, Clark sought stone tools and butchery sites—animal fossils bearing evidence of being hacked apart by primitive Homo with stone blades. As an anthropologist, White lusted after fossils—particularly human ancestors from the nearly unknown period beyond 4 million years ago, the time before Lucy. In sediments more than 3 million years old, he picked up an upper thighbone from another member of Lucy’s species, a first hint that the searchers had picked up the trail of more early bipeds. A teammate found pieces of skull around 4 million years old, the then-oldest braincase fragment in the human family. At that time, biochemical studies estimated that the human lineage, known as the Hominidae, split from the African apes around 5 million or 6 million years ago—exactly the time period preserved by the oldest fossil beds in the new project area. Further searching, Clark and White reported excitedly, might reveal “the deepest roots of the Hominidae.”

“It was certainly by far the most successful field season in all my forty odd years of work in Africa,” Clark gushed afterward. “Everything seemed to be there.” Clark and White declared the Middle Awash “perhaps the most important study area in the world for the documentation and understanding of human origins and evolution.” That valley of dry bones not only opened a window into earliest humanity; it promised to become a laboratory of the entire human past where they might discover how human ancestors split from the apes, began to walk upright, evolved from head to toe, used tools, and grew big brains. White predicted the Middle Awash would someday eclipse Olduvai Gorge, the locale in Tanzania made famous by the Leakeys.

Back at Berkeley a few months later, Clark and White announced their discoveries in a press conference. In one photo, White held a big-fanged chimpanzee skull and positioned the newly discovered piece of fossil braincase above it while Clark held a big-brained modern human skull, underscoring their interpretation of the new finds—an apelike ancestor on its way to becoming like us. Eventually, they would make a much bigger discovery that would rewrite this simple narrative and shake the family tree down to its roots.
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Tim White and Desmond Clark show their new fossil alongside chimpanzee and human skulls.
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White had passed almost within sight of the very fossils he sought. Midway through the 1981 expedition, he and three young scientists had crossed the Awash River on a tippy raft made from planks and oil drums, and explored the west side of the river near an Afar village called Aramis. The surveyors took only a quick glance that left White unimpressed with the scatter of broken fossils. “Fauna here is scrappy,” he wrote in his field notes. Years later, a closer inspection would reveal something more. On the ground—in fragments so small that they could only be seen when crawling inches above the dirt—lay the broken bones of a primitive species of the human family that eventually would be named after the indigenous word for root. And just below the surface lay a skeleton far older and even more complete than Lucy. It would take another thirteen years to encounter it.




Chapter 2

Banned

Humans are an egocentric species—the only animal that views its own existence as a problem to solve. Where do we come from? In the late nineteenth century, Charles Darwin and Thomas Henry Huxley pointed to Africa as the birthplace of our species based on the anatomical similarities between humans and African apes—but at that point there was no fossil evidence. In 1871, in The Descent of Man, Darwin wrote, “Those regions which are most likely to afford remains connecting man with some extinct apelike creature, have not as yet been searched by geologists.” Early evolutionists were slow to take Darwin’s hint, and few bothered to look in what explorer Henry Morton Stanley labeled “the dark continent.”

Early fossil discoveries pointed elsewhere. In 1856, the first fossil member of the human family was discovered in the Neander Valley of Germany. Its stout bones and apelike brow ridges distinguished it as a creature more primitive than modern humans and it was named Homo neanderthalensis, or Neanderthal Man. In 1891, a fossil skullcap and femur were found in Java—the first representative of a species now called Homo erectus. In England, the Piltdown man discovery of 1912 seemed to affirm the origins of humanity in Europe; decades passed before the so-called missing link was exposed as a forgery of a human skull joined to an orangutan jaw with its teeth filed down. At that point, there was no way to reliably determine dates of fossils, so their ages remained sheer guesswork.

The first African fossil from the human family was found in 1924, a partial skull recovered from a quarry in South Africa. Discoverer Raymond Dart named the species Australopithecus africanus and identified it as a “man-ape.” But leading authorities dismissed the fossil as just an extinct ape—a response that would routinely follow discoveries of primitive forms. Many were blinded by racism and simply refused to accept a human ancestor from Africa. Over the next two decades, more fossils appeared in the karst caves of South Africa. In the 1940s and 1950s, the scientific establishment finally recognized Australopithecus as a member of the human family.

In 1959, Mary and Louis Leakey, a British couple who persisted in the lonely pursuit of human ancestors in Africa, found a hominid skull with robust jaws and big chewing teeth that they named Zinjanthropus at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania. The discovery marked two breakthroughs: the first hominid from East Africa, and the first with a firm age produced by new advances in radiometric dating. Zinjanthropus was 1.75 million years old, far more ancient than any member of the human family known in Europe or Asia at that time. Soon afterward, the Leakeys found a larger-brained, small-toothed member of the human family they called Homo habilis, or the “Handyman,” because it was found near stone tools. The quest for human origins shifted to East Africa, and the great bone rush began in the Great Rift Valley.

East Africa was not necessarily the only place where early human ancestors dwelled, but it contains geology where the oldest remains are best preserved. The Great Rift Valley is a vast crack in the earth’s surface that stretches up eastern Africa from Mozambique to the Red Sea. The separation of continental plates has created a series of rift basins extremely well suited to the preservation of fossils. For millions of years, water has flowed down the slopes and deposited sediments on the valley floor, forming a geological layer cake whose beds entombed the remains of human ancestors and other species that lived alongside them. Alkaline volcanic soils helped bones fossilize into stone. Millions of years later, fossils come to the surface by geological faulting and erosion.

[image: image]
Daniel Huffman


In northern Ethiopia, the rift widens into the delta-shaped Afar Depression, a slowly sinking basin that someday will become another sea. (Here the rift involves three continental plates, not two as it does farther south.) The northern Afar is a parched desert whose lowest points lie below sea level and is one of the hottest places on earth. Salt flats mark where an extinct sea perished from thirst and where camel caravans still ply centuries-old routes of the salt trade. Through this desert winds the Awash River, which drains the Ethiopian highlands. It is one of the few waterways in the world that do not empty into an ocean; instead, it dead-ends into a briny lake whose waters evaporate in a scorching death valley. Along the 1,200-kilometer length of the Awash, tributaries flow down from the highlands and slice open cross sections of geological strata and expose the remains of ancient worlds—including a once-more-hospitable valley inhabited by ancient human ancestors.

By the early 1980s, the human family tree seemed a Y-shaped diagram with Lucy’s species, Australopithecus afarensis, recently named as the oldest-known part of the trunk. She belonged to the genus Australopithecus, which was distinguished by big chewing teeth, small brains, and upright posture. The genus persisted 3 million years and diversified into at least two lineages. One was a now-extinct line of robust creatures with big chewing teeth of the genus Paranthropus (Zinjanthropus was later put into this group), and the other was a more gracile lineage of Homo, which spread across the globe and produced several species, including the last survivor, Homo sapiens.

But the deepest roots beneath that family tree remained a mystery. In the 1980s, the fossil record between 4 and 8 million years ago remained almost entirely blank. A few teeth, a jaw fragment, and an arm bone around 5 million years old had been found in Kenya in the 1960s, but they were too fragmentary to reveal much. The badlands of the Afar Depression offered the best hope of filling in the unknown earliest chapters. “Deposits of the right age seem to exist in northern Ethiopia,” Ernst Mayr, the senior statesman of evolutionary biology, wrote in 1982, “and one can hope for crucial discoveries in the not-too-distant future.”

TO CLARK AND WHITE, THAT FUTURE SEEMED WITHIN GRASP. FOLLOWING the promising finds of the first expedition, the U.S. National Science Foundation awarded a multiyear grant of nearly half a million dollars to the Berkeley team in 1982. Clark invited White to become his coleader because the young anthropologist had proven himself a “tower of strength” in the previous expedition. “He is a superb field and lab man,” judged Clark. In August 1982, the team arrived in Addis Ababa to find the new American-funded lab building at the national museum nearly complete.

But the thaw in Cold War relations proved fleeting. The team spent three weeks in Addis Ababa obtaining security clearances, preparing vehicles, and stockpiling supplies—invariably a time-consuming process of pleading for permits, waiting in lines, and scrounging materials in a land of scarcity. On the eve of departure to the fossil fields, Clark was summoned to the Ministry of Culture and informed that his clearances had been revoked. Nobody could explain why. Civilian officials had little authority, and all power flowed from the military government, a secretive force answerable to no one. David Korn, the chargé d’affaires at the U.S. embassy, cabled the U.S. State Department: “The principal problem has been to try to identify which official or officials took the decision in question. . . . Everyone seems to be passing the proverbial buck.”

Factions jockeyed to control Ethiopia’s proudest science. The commissioner of science and technology sought to wrest control from the Ministry of Culture; meanwhile, Ethiopian academics from the national university clamored to claim a larger role in the research long dominated by foreigners. One official warned the scientists not to discuss their predicament with others in the government. Berhane Asfaw was called into the office of the Ethiopian commissioner of science and technology and interrogated. What were the Americans doing? Had they stolen fossils? Berhane discovered that the Berkeley team had been denounced by rivals—the Ethiopian students of Jon Kalb, the geologist who had been expelled. “These student associates of Kalb have falsely accused me of helping my supervisors to steal and smuggle fossils out of Ethiopia,” Berhane wrote after the incident. “This is totally false and slanderous.” When the questioning turned to the CIA rumors about Kalb, Berhane became terrified. He had been lucky to survive prison once and feared he might not a second time.

By early October, the mission had become a lost cause. The government suspended all anthropology and archeology expeditions until Ethiopia could rewrite its antiquities laws, which dated to the era of the emperor. “Foreign expeditions have often been perceived as ‘ripping off’ the Ethiopians, removing fossils and contributing little or nothing to local institutions or scholars,” Clark and White reported. At the Addis Hilton, some scientists were evicted to make room for a delegation from Zimbabwe, and secret police entered their rooms to remove the listening devices. “The telephones in every room were bugged,” recalled geologist Martin Williams. The scientists returned their vehicles and equipment to the storage shed beneath the eucalyptus trees at the U.S. embassy compound, flew back to California, and planned to resume research the following year. As it turned out, the ban lasted nine years.




Chapter 3

Origins

For millennia, Ethiopia has occupied a mystical place in the imagination of the world. The name of the country was coined by ancient Greeks to describe a place reputed to be close to the sun (Ethiopia comes from the Greek compound word for “burned faces”). In the Odyssey, Homer wrote about “the distant Ethiopians, the farthest outpost of mankind.” The Egyptians called it Kush—a land beyond the unnavigable, upper reaches of the Nile. The biblical book of Genesis described Ethiopia as a land watered by the river Gihon that flowed out of Eden. During the Middle Ages, European legends told of a king named Prester John who ruled over a Christian kingdom beyond the known world—and in the sixteenth century, Portuguese explorers claimed to have located that mythic land in the highlands of Ethiopia. “The Ethiopians slept near a thousand years,” wrote eighteenth-century British historian Edward Gibbon in his The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, “forgetful of the world, by whom they were forgotten.” Isolation bred distinctiveness. Ethiopian languages are written in Ge’ez, an ancient script used nowhere else in the planet. Ethiopia remains the last country using the thirteen-month pre-Julian calendar (based on the annual flooding of the Nile), which lags about seven years behind the rest of the world.

The country is layered in time. Prehistory research began in Ethiopia in 1906 after Emperor Menelik II invited German archeologists to excavate the ruins of the kingdom of Aksum under a secret agreement. The Germans wanted to study ancient civilization while Menelik sought scientific endorsement for the legitimacy of his dynasty and his territorial claims. It is axiomatic that science should remain free of political influence, but in Ethiopia prehistory research became interwoven with politics, national identity, and the country’s wary relationship with foreigners—and remained so through a succession of regimes.

Modern paleoanthropology began in Ethiopia in the 1960s when Emperor Haile Selassie asked Louis Leakey why Ethiopia produced no magnificent fossil discoveries like the ones in Kenya or Tanzania. Leakey assured the emperor that Ethiopia surely could prove rich with early human fossils and stone tools, if the government made research less difficult. (A few years earlier, F. Clark Howell, then of the University of Chicago and later of Berkeley, made a reconnaissance in the Omo Valley in Southwest Ethiopia, but Ethiopian officials blocked his access to the field and then, after allowing him to continue, confiscated and lost his fossils.) The emperor promised to expedite matters. Soon afterward, Leakey was summoned to the Ethiopian embassy in Nairobi, where the ambassador read aloud a declaration from the monarch authorizing research. In 1967, teams from America, France, and Kenya began a joint expedition in the Omo Valley, where they found plenty of animal fossils but only fragmentary remains of human ancestors.

Meanwhile, an unheralded young researcher found a richer target on the other side of the country. In the 1960s, French-Tunisian geologist Maurice Taieb began surveying the Afar Depression for his doctoral dissertation. The Afar remained the Wild West of Ethiopia—a deadly valley of dangerous animals and fierce nomads with a reputation for castrating intruders. Even Ethiopians avoided it. Many early explorers left their skeletons there. “In this country every stranger is an enemy worth killing,” wrote nineteenth-century Swiss adventurer Werner Munzinger. He proved his point with his life. In 1875, Munzinger led a mercenary force into Ethiopia that was wiped out by Afar clans. Similarly, in 1881, a group of Italian explorers was massacred. Three years later, another group of Italians went looking for the previous one and met the same fate. The threat of annihilation deterred other adventurers for the next half century. In 1928, mining engineer Louis Mariano Nesbitt set out to explore the Afar with two Italian adventurers and fifteen Ethiopians, trekking eight hundred miles through desert and sometimes going days without water in temperatures over 150 degrees Fahrenheit. Nesbitt—who traveled through what later became the research territory of the Berkeley team—painted a fearsome portrait of the Afar people, especially the male warriors who adorned themselves with kill trophies. One member of his party was assassinated by an Afar guide and two others disappeared, presumably murdered. “Men must think of blood,” one Afar man purportedly told the explorers, “for it is better to die than to live without killing.”

By the time Taieb ventured into the Afar Depression in the 1960s, a foreigner could travel with less fear of dismemberment. Lacking money for a vehicle, Taieb
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