
Reconnecting 
with our ancestry
When you visit Tanzania, you have the opportunity 

to visit some relatives -- the skeletal remains 

and footprints of some of Earth’s oldest human 

descendants. Melanie Wynne takes a tour of Oldupai 

Gorge, the true cradle of humanity
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Every story has to start somewhere – even 

our own. 

Right in the middle of nowhere, Tanzania’s 
remote northern desert is generally glimpsed 
from charter planes and Land Rovers bound for 
reserves that are full of protected creatures. But at 
the grey-green, dusty heart of this arid landscape, 
the Oldupai Gorge and its neighbouring plains – 
layered with ancient rock and strewn with magnetic
sand – are worth a much closer look. The fascinating 
bones and fossils unearthed here date back 
4,000,000 years, enabling scientists to connect 
some of the earliest dots of human evolution. 

Stretching across 48km of the Great Rift 
Valley, the 90m-deep gorge was erroneously 
named “Olduvai” by a German researcher who 
mispronounced oldupai, the Maasai word 
for a spiky, aloe-esque sisal that grows wild in 
these parts. In 2005, though, the Tanzanian 
Department of Cultural Antiquities exercised 
linguistic justice and offi  cially changed the name 
to Oldupai Gorge, a move that refl ects the steep 
ravine’s global signifi cance: over a span of 60 
years, this is where archaeologists Louis and Mary 
Leakey found skeletal remains and footprints of 
some of the Earth’s oldest hominins, now-extinct 
species of our human ancestors.

The Oldupai Gorge makes an easy half-day or day 
trip from either the spectacular Ngorongoro Crater 
or the sprawling Serengeti National Park, two of 
the most popular tourist destinations not just in 
East Africa but the whole continent. Imagine a 
massive zoo full of animals that still thrill you to 
pieces, remove the gates, pens and cages, climb 
into a half-open vehicle that can drive over, across 
or through just about anything, and you’ll start 
to sense the attraction. Traffi  c jams form when 
predators stop for lunch, and the wild creatures 
here are far more used to you than you are to them. 

Ngorongoro’s 160sqkm crater is home to some 
of the world’s largest herds of Maasai lions, Cape 
buff alo and Grant’s zebra, as well as elands, 

gazelles, hyenas, ostriches, monkeys, elephants, 
hippos and as many fl amingoes as you’re likely 
to ever see at one time. An even bigger show lies 
roughly 65km north, where the vast grass plains, 
granite-studded hills and rushing rivers of the 
Serengeti are often crisscrossed by a staggering 
1,500,000 wildebeest and 200,000-odd zebras, 
as well as hungry lions and crocodiles, during the 
largest animal migration on Earth. 

For the time being, no major highway traverses the
Serengeti, and the same long, sometimes unpaved 
road connects it with several other UNESCO World
Heritage sites, including the Ngorongoro and the 
Oldupai Gorge. The turn-off  for the latter is set 
between its fl ashier neighbours, about an hour’s 
drive either east or west. Along the way here, 
you’ll catch far-off  glimpses of tall, slim Maasai 
herders hanging out with their many wives in the 
swept-dirt, fenced-in front yards of their round, 
thatched huts called bomas, or using the clanging 
clip-clop rhythm of an iron bell to encourage their 
precious cows, donkeys and goats to lope from one 
mysterious point in space to another. 

As you near the gorge, the road becomes 
increasingly dusty and lined with jagged rock piles, 
umbrella-wide acacia trees and the occasional 
foraging giraff e. You’ll need to be accompanied by 
a guide in order to explore the gorge itself legally, 
but even if you have a background in archaeology, 
geology or palaeontology, it’s likely that you’ll 
want someone to show you around; aside from its 
worldwide importance, Oldupai is light on trees, 
heavy on bumpy switchbacks, and home to a small 
museum that only tells some of the tale.  

Started in 1970 by Mary Leakey, the Olduvai 
Gorge Museum still bears the gorge’s former 
name, and off ers all the glamour of a small-town 
local library. Though the Getty Conservation 
Institute spruced up a few exhibits here in 1998, 
the facility is simple. Here you can bone up, so to 
speak, on dinosaur fossils, animal skulls, dimly 
lit murals, tools and photos, while anyone with a 
pulse would be awed by the sweeping vista of the 

gorge from the edge of the parking lot. But you 
might want to dig a bit deeper beyond the random 
display of a Japanese guy’s well-travelled bicycle 
to uncover the history of the Oldupai Gorge, and 
even the story of how early humanity started to 
wield tools. 

The modern story of the gorge, or at least 
the Caucasian version, starts with Wilhelm 
Kattwinkel, the man who put the Olduvai in 
Oldupai. A German professor of neurology, 
Kattwinkel came to this part of East Africa in 1911 
to investigate the area’s then-rampant sleeping 
sickness, but the ravine’s well-preserved stratum 
inspired the budding palaeontologist to go 
hunting for fossils. Soon after his arrival, he all but 
tripped across bones of a hipparion, a metre-high 
horse with a snub nose and three toes on each 
foot that roamed the Serengeti plains during 
the Pleistocene epoch. News of this equine fi nd 
inspired German geologist Hans Reck to carry out 
his own dig here in 1913, but just as he began the 
thrilling unearthing of ancient hominin remains, 
his funding was foiled by the start of World War I. 

Reck’s fi ndings later fi red the imagination of 
an amateur archaeologist from Nairobi, whose 
discoveries of ancient stone tools in the wilds of 
East Africa – coupled with Darwin’s theory that we 
evolved from African chimps and gorillas – caused 
him to question whether discoveries of homo 
erectus in Indonesia and China really meant that 
human life had begun in what is now Asia. When 
this curious young man, Louis Leakey, travelled 
to Berlin in 1929 to see Reck’s famous fossils for 
himself, his life’s mission – to fi nd evidence that 
the oldest ancestors of modern man hailed from 
Africa – became set in stone. After he launched his 
fi rst Oldupai dig in 1931, he was soon joined by his 
wife Mary, and the couple (with their team) spent 
the next two decades upending plots all across the 
gorge, unearthing a vast array of ancient tools and 
about 100 extinct animal species. 

Then on 17 July, 1959, Mary made a discovery 
that put Oldupai on the modern-day >
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Fossil hunting in Oldupai Gorge

Over a span of 60 years
at Oldupai Gorge, Louis

and Mary Leakey found the
skeletal remains of some

of our oldest ancestors
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The starkly beautiful Oldupai Gorge
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The gorge allows you to get close to history
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Maasai walking the gorge. Below / Louis Leakey 
with an Australopithecus skull
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Since the 1960s, excavations
have yielded evidence that

the tree of human ancestry has
far more branches than the

Leakeys once imagined

The Dusit International hotel group has entered into an 
agreement with the South African-based eLan Property Group to 

manage several hotels and resorts in southern Africa. 
For more up-to-date information visit dusit.com

scientifi c map: the cranium of what’s now called 
a Paranthropus boisei (formerly Australopithecus 
boisei), a hominin that lived between 2,300,000 
and 1,200,000 years ago. The skull of this bipedal, 
roughly 1.4m-tall young adult male would have 
held a small brain and huge, powerful teeth, so 
Leakey gave its owner the nickname “Nutcracker 
Man”. These days it’s still unclear whether this ape-
like creature was sophisticated enough to use stone 
tools, but once it was classifi ed as a predecessor of 
homo erectus, it confi rmed the theory that Africa, 
rather than Asia, was the cradle of mankind, and 
made the Leakeys a household name. Rising 
from a pile of rocks and bones – tokens left by 
visitors to honour their human ancestor – a simple 
brass plaque commemorates the spot where this 
momentous discovery occurred. 

The following year, near to the Nutcracker fi nd, 
the Leakeys came across the skeletal remains of a 
hominin that seemed to have evolved well beyond 
Paranthropus; with a larger brain capacity, smaller 
teeth and a precision grip designed to use and 
carry tools, this near-human ancestor was dubbed 
homo habilis, Latin for “handy man”. At the time, it
seemed like evidence that man’s evolution followed 
a fairly linear progression. But since the 1960s,
excavations throughout East, North and South 
Africa have yielded increasingly clear evidence that 
the tree of human ancestry has far more branches 
than the Leakeys once imagined. Archaeologists – 
including scions of the Leakey family – continue to 
make discoveries in Oldupai, and excavation sites 
are sometimes open to visitors and their guides. 

If you choose to join a guide for a peek, be sure to 
look for the shimmering feathers of guinea hens, 
the gleam of pink and white quartzes, and the 
thorn-spiked leaves of the eponymous oldupai 

plant, whose milky white sap serves as a natural 
sunscreen. If you’d prefer to follow in the footsteps 
of your human ancestors, drive 25km south of the 
Gorge Museum to the volcanic plains of Laetoli. 

About 3,700,000 years ago, the Sandiman crater 
spewed ash repeatedly across this once oft-
traversed landscape, perfectly preserving the tracks 
of creatures that can still be found in the area, such 
as guinea hens and giraff es, as well as ones who 
are long gone, like Australopithecus afarensis. This 
robust, land-strolling and tree-climbing hominin 
was initially made famous by the 1972 discovery 
of “Lucy” in Ethiopia, but in 1978, when Mary (by 
then a widow) and her team were excavating the 
Laetoli trackway and uncovered 70 clear footprints 
made by two Australopithecus afarensis, their fi nd 
was then the oldest evidence of human ancestry. 

Prior to 1978, the earliest stone tools found were 
2,600,000 years old, so these 3,700,000-year-old 
bipedal prints seemed to clear up the question 
of whether or not human ancestors walked 
upright before they used tools. The answer 
remained a resounding yes until May 2015, when 
archaeologists in Kenya found stone tools that 

are a whopping 3,000,000 years old, suggesting 
that Lucy’s kind – or other versions of our 
relatively modern ancestors – may have been more 
resourceful than scientists had previously thought. 
Meanwhile, you can visit Laetoli with a guide, but 
the actual site of the footprints has been covered 
up again with earth in order to preserve it; you’ll 
fi nd a 1979 cast of the seminal Laetoli footprints 
in the Olduvai Gorge Museum. 

For an above-ground phenomenon you’ll always 
be able to see, head 15 minutes north of the 
museum into the badlands beyond the Oldoinyo 
Lengai volcano, where a crescent-shaped mound 
of volcanic ash rises 9m from the hard-packed 
ground, pushed westward by a one-sided tide 
across the hard-packed ground at a rate of 17m 
per year. The air around the bizarrely magnetic 
“Shifting Sands”, as it’s known, crackles with 
energy, exercising a strange pull on both visitors 
and the sands themselves. Among the semi-
lunar scenery of the Oldupai Gorge – where the 
landscape feels at once vast, achingly empty and 
full of a still-unexplored history – fi nding this spot 
can make you feel as though you’ve reached the 
shores of time.
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