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Introduction

Few people have changed the way we see the natural world as profoundly as Jane Goodall. Through her groundbreaking research with chimpanzees, her tireless commitment to conservation, and her humane and spiritual outlook on life, she has inspired generations to reconsider humanity’s relationship with animals, nature and each other.

When Jane first arrived in Africa in the 1960s to begin her study of wild chimpanzees, she was not yet a trained scientist. Instead, she brought with her a rare combination of patience, curiosity and compassion – qualities that would soon revolutionize the study of animal behaviour.

Working under the mentorship of the renowned anthropologist Louis Leakey, she set out to observe chimpanzees in their natural environment. What she discovered would change our understanding of the boundary between humans and other animals.

She observed chimpanzees making and using tools, an ability previously thought to be uniquely human. But her observations did more than expand scientific knowledge; they invited the world to look at animals not as distant, inferior creatures but as fellow beings sharing our planet. No wonder she became a global icon.

But Jane herself was never one to seek recognition, which perhaps makes it all the more important that we celebrate her. We will do so by remembering the wit and wisdom of this remarkable woman – someone who made us think, made us laugh, and ultimately helped us change the way we see the world. As we will discover, she was every bit as witty as she was wise. Along the way, we will explore some of the fascinating stories and little-known moments from her extraordinary life.

At a time when the challenges facing our planet can feel overwhelming, Jane’s voice offers something essential: perspective. Her life demonstrates that meaningful change often begins with curiosity, courage and compassion. Through her words, we are reminded that every individual has the capacity to make a difference, and that the future of our planet is shaped not only by global powers but by the simple choices we make each day.

I have been a lifelong lover of animals, and in my role as a writer and campaigner for animal rights, Jane’s empathy and passion for the natural world have always resonated deeply with me. My hope is that this book will be more than simply a celebration of her life. By sharing her story, I hope it also becomes an invitation – to think more deeply, to care more widely, and to act more thoughtfully in our relationship with Mother Nature and all her treasures.
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A Timeline of Jane Goodall’s Life

1934 Born Valerie Jane Morris-Goodall at 11:30pm on 3 April 1934, in a nursing home in Hampstead Heath, North London. Four years to the day later, her sister Judy was born.

1939–1945 Spent time with her grandmother in the English countryside during World War II, where her love for wildlife was deepened, even as battles raged.

1952 Left school, moved to London and took various jobs to save money to travel to Africa.

1957 Made her first trip to Africa and began work at Olduvai Gorge. She met the famous paleoanthropologist Louis Leakey, who spotted her observational skills and hired her as a secretary and assistant.

1960 Began her studies at Gombe Stream Game Reserve. She spotted chimpanzee David Greybeard fishing for termites and saw chimps eating meat. She also noticed chimpanzees using tools, overturning the belief that only humans make tools.

1962 Went to Cambridge University in the UK to begin work on her PhD.

1963 National Geographic published its first cover story about Jane and her research.

1964 Married the wildlife photographer Hugo van Lawick, whom she’d met the previous year. Their son, Hugo Eric Louis (nicknamed ‘Grub’), would be born in 1967, and the couple would divorce in 1974.

1965 Received her PhD in Ethology from Cambridge University – only the eighth person to receive the degree without having a bachelor’s degree.

1975 Married her second husband, Derek Bryceson, a former member of Tanzania’s parliament and the director of its national parks.

1977 Founded the Jane Goodall Institute to support research, conservation and education.

1980 Began to speak more widely about conservation and the destruction of chimpanzee habitat. Bryceson died of cancer.

1995 Received the title of Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire (DBE) from Elizabeth II.

1999 Her book Reason for Hope: A Spiritual Journey was published.

2004 Officially invested as Dame Jane Goodall by Elizabeth II at Buckingham Palace. In the same year, she was also named a UN Messenger of Peace by Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

2006 The programme Jane Goodall’s Heroes was launched on Animal Planet.

2010 A documentary film about her life, Jane’s Journey, premiered.

2014 A species of orchid discovered in New Guinea was named after her: Dendrobium goodallianum.

2015 Endorsed the Green Party candidate, Caroline Lucas, in the run up to the UK general election.

2018 World Chimpanzee Day was established to raise awareness for the care, protection and conservation of chimpanzees in the wild and in captivity.

2021 The Book of Hope was published, in which Jane shared her reasons for optimism.

2022 A doll of Goodall, made from recycled plastic, was launched as part of the Barbie Inspiring Women series.

2024 The world celebrated Jane’s ninetieth birthday with events and activities throughout the year. Despite her advanced years, Jane continued to travel around 300 days each year.

2025 Died in her sleep of natural causes on 1 October 2025 during a speaking tour of the United States. Jane was staying at the home of a friend in Beverly Hills, California. She was ninety-one. Her funeral was held on 12 November and over one thousand five hundred people gathered at Washington National Cathedral in Washington, DC.




Chapter One

Early Years

1934–1959

‘But what is the beginning? Is it the moment when I was born, with all the charming ugliness of the newborn human baby, in a hospital in London?’

—Jane Goodall in Reason for Hope: A Spiritual Journey1


The Beginnings of Jane Goodall

The remarkable life of Jane Goodall began on 3 April 1934, when she was born in Hampstead, North London. It was quite a year for famous births: Jane appeared in the world in the same year as the actors Judi Dench, Brigitte Bardot and Richard Briers, the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin and the musician Leonard Cohen.

Her birth name was Valerie Jane Morris-Goodall. Her father was Mortimer Herbert Morris-Goodall, a businessman who followed in his family’s footsteps. Mortimer’s grandfather, Charles Goodall (born on 4 December 1785 in Northampton) was a manufacturer of playing cards. Later, his descendants expanded the operation to include almanacs, calendars and menu cards. The company trademark was the family name, split to form the words ‘good’ and ‘all’ in the shape of a heart.

Her mother was Margaret Myfanwe Joseph, an author from Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire. Margaret was the daughter of a Congregational minister in Bournemouth. She had trained as a secretary and worked in London, also writing novels under the pen name of Vanne Morris-Goodall (the name she was called by her family). Margaret once remarked that she became a writer because she loved the process of writing and finding the correct words to describe events. The attempts of young men to charm Margaret with their words were less successful. One day she was told that her hair was ‘like burnished chestnut’. Another charmer told her she was a ‘green-eyed goddess’.

When Margaret gave birth to her daughter Jane, the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom was James Ramsay MacDonald, King George V was on the throne, and the average weekly wage was between £2 and £3.

The UK was experiencing mixed fortunes at the time: it was the depths of the Great Depression, with high unemployment in industrial areas, low wages and economic hardship. But there were some signs of new social improvements such as new housing and growing car ownership. In the 1930s, one-third of women in the UK worked outside the home – mostly in low-paid ‘women’s jobs’, such as caring and cooking.

During the year of Jane’s birth, the penguin pool was opened at London Zoo, the first Dinky toys were launched, and the wedding of Prince George, Duke of Kent, to Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark became the first royal nuptials to be broadcast live on radio. Further afield, Adolf Hitler became Germany’s dictator, or Führer. The global population was around 2.1 billion.

* * *

Jane was an Aries, the star sign known for being bold, ambitious and independent leaders who dive headfirst into challenges. Their purported weaknesses are believed to be impatience, moodiness, impulsiveness and aggression. The positive attributes of the star sign are the ones most people would associate with Jane, including honesty, optimism, passion and energy.
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Her earliest years were spent in an urban environment but she enjoyed what creatures there were to see in the limited green spaces around her. ‘I was born right in the heart of London, where animals were limited to dog and cats, sparrows, pigeons and some insect life in the small garden shared by the inhabitants of the mews where we lived.’2 A surprising beginning for someone who would go on to work in much more exotic settings.

When Jane was just three weeks old, the family hired a nanny, Nancy Sowden, to look after her. In return for six and a half days of childcare, Sowden was given board and £1 in spending money each week. Looking back, she remembered Jane as a good girl who never needed ‘scolding because she never did anything wrong’.3

Jane’s father was something of a distant figure, a common state of affairs in English families in those comparatively stiff and cold days. He once said that he hadn’t see her for about a year because she would already be in bed by the time he got home from work. As for fatherly affection, there was precious little of that.

Despite this lack of interest, as her biographer Dale Peterson wrote, Jane was a bright young woman: ‘she grew up to be a woman with a race driver’s constitution: good eyesight, high energy, a natural and happy competitiveness, a capacity for intense and extended concentration, a surprising attraction to risk, and an unusual tolerance for physical stress and oscillatory motion.’4

In her childhood home at 2 Clabon Mews in London, she enjoyed playing with her younger sister, Judy. Elder siblings like Jane are supposed to be more extroverted, agreeable and conscientious, their younger siblings more fun-loving, outgoing and creative, but the two Goodall sisters were certainly close and spent a lot of time together. The highlights for Jane usually involved nature. ‘When we were small, my sister Judy and I had a story read to us every night. There was one I loved about the time when the birds decided to have a competition to see who would fly the highest.’5

But the girls could be naughty. ‘We had lots of fun disobeying the rules,’6 Jane told Dale Peterson. But this didn’t mean she necessarily misunderstood the reason for the rules, which she felt were fair and reasonable.

Jane was born with prosopagnosia, a neurological condition which makes it difficult to recognize familiar faces. Only later did she discover that this was a condition that her own sister, Judy, also experienced. Jane said it was embarrassing and curiously humbling to suffer from the condition as it made social occasions awkward. Her understanding of it evolved over the years.

‘I used to think it was due to some mental laziness, and I tried desperately to memorize the faces of people I met so that, if I saw them the next day, I would recognize them,’ she wrote. She had ‘no trouble with those who had obvious physical characteristics – unusual bone structure, beaky nose, extreme beauty or the opposite’,7 but with other faces she failed miserably. Never would she have thought as a child that she was destined for the spotlight.


Did You Know?

When Jane’s shoes began to wear out, she put brown paper inside them because the family couldn’t afford to get them cobbled. She would giggle about this, she remembered.



An Early Love for Animals

From the time she could crawl, Jane was fascinated by animals. At just a year old, she was given a toy chimpanzee, named Jubilee, instead of a teddy bear. It proved quite a controversial gift. She recalls a time when her mother’s friend saw the monkey and was horrified at such a toy, thinking it would have given a small girl of her age horrible nightmares. In fact, Jubilee became her favourite toy and sparked her lifelong love of animals. She loved Jubilee so much that she kept it her whole life.

In time, Jubilee would become a shining star in its own right as part of a touring exhibition, organized by the National Geographic Society and the Jane Goodall Institute. The exhibition also included an audio recording of her mother’s voice. Revisiting Vanne’s voice two decades after her death really moved Goodall. ‘It really gave shivers up my back hearing her voice like that. I wasn’t expecting that,’ she said. 8

Jane also began to play with the living creatures that fascinated her. Sometimes, this led to a swift lesson in animal welfare for the girl who would go on to teach the world how to treat animals well. At the age of eighteen months, Jane collected a handful of earthworms from their garden and took them to bed with her. She didn’t want to be apart from them, but when her mother Vanne explained that the worms would die if she kept them there, Jane returned them to the garden.

* * *

Jane was born with a love for all nature, and she was particularly in tune with her environment on a sensory level. Once when she was asked what her first ‘scent memory’ was, she recalled the earthy smell of freshly turned soil as it was tied to her childhood fascination of earthworms, which she was always digging up. Another scent that she loved was of freshly mowed grass as it evoked a strong sense of nostalgia for her. She also loved the smell of lily of the valley, which reminded her of the flowers that grew in her garden as a child. Similarly, the smell of spring violets in bloom brought back the same vivid emotions and connections to her childhood and early experiences.

One of her earliest memories was the time she hid in a small stuffy henhouse to discover how a hen laid an egg. ‘I had always wondered where on a hen was an opening big enough for the egg to come out,’ she explained. Finally, after hours of waiting, she got her answer. When she eventually emerged
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Spiritual Beginnings












A Change in the Air
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A Life with Books
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Dreaming of Africa
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Breaking the Mould
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