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  Foreword



"Everywhere in Africa, there are places where, in a way, time has stopped, where life is frozen in its tracks, and beauty, drama, and intrigue abound." - Peter Matthiessen
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The Cradle of Humankind

Africa has been known by many as the Dark Continent. Joseph Conrad wrote of it in his famous novel, “The Heart of Darkness,” yet, it is beautiful, teeming with life, a constant source of temptation to nations who have destroyed their own natural beauty and decimated all living creatures. The history of Africa goes way back to the emergence of our earliest ancestors, Homo sapiens, and even before. Africa is widely considered the birthplace of humankind, with evidence of early humans living, hunting, and surviving millions of years ago.




The continent’s ancient cultures were greatly diverse and unequal, with societies ranging from migratory tribes to sophisticated and progressive kingdoms and empires. Some of the earliest known cultures in Africa include the famous Kingdom of Kush, modern-day Sudan, and the ancient Egyptian civilization, which emerged around 3100 BC and lasted for thousands of years, and continues to fascinate archeologists, historians, and tourists alike.




In the centuries which followed, Africa was both plagued and shaped by a procession of migrations, wars, and invasions. Arab and European traders arrived in Africa, eventually colonizing large portions of the besieged continent in the late 1700s and 1800s. This period of colonization had deep negative (and some positive) effects on the continent, but it included the forced displacement of millions of African people through the scourge of slavery and the introduction of new theologies, languages, and cultures.




After World War II, African countries began to push back against colonialism and seek their independence, and many were given it in the 1950s and 1960s. However, the post-colonial period was marked by political and economic instability as these inexperienced, newly independent nations attempted to establish stable governments and economies. A few countries experienced rapid economic growth; others fell into civil war, autocratic rule, and dictatorships.




Throughout the later part of the 20th century, Africa was also influenced by the global Cold War, as the United States and the Soviet Union competed to influence the continent. Many African nations became battlegrounds in this struggle, with the superpowers providing military and economic aid to their respective allies. Many nations that sided with and were supported in their liberation struggle by Russia remain torn during the current Russian conflict.




In the 21st century, Africa faces difficult challenges, including disease, poverty, inadequate medical care, corruption, and conflict. There have also been positive developments, including health and schooling, economic growth in certain countries, and improved political stability in others. 




The continent’s dramatic history and cultural diversity intrigue people around the world. Its incredible natural beauty, when no people are present to steal from it, is expressed in the poet William Plomer’s words, “Men being absent, Africa is good,” in Wild Doves at Louis Trichardt.
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Africa’s prehistory is the study of human evolution and the development of African culture before people could create written records. It’s an incredibly interesting subject (although largely discounted by large groups of people called Creationists). But that’s a whole other discussion. Scientific and archeological evidence clearly shows us, through many, many fascinating discoveries, that human life arose in Africa.
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The Sterkfontein Caves

Lucy and Co.




One of the most important aspects of African prehistory is that Africa is widely considered the birthplace of humanity, the cradle of humankind. This is because the most ancient human fossils have been found in Africa. This includes the well-known skeleton, Lucy, a female hominid dating back to 3.2 million years ago. She is one of the most famous and significant fossils ever found and has vastly broadened our knowledge of human evolution.




She was of the species Australopithecus afarensis, an early ancestor of modern humans, and her remains are complete enough to have given very significant information. Lucy was thought to be about 3 feet 7 inches tall and weighing 60 pounds. Her bone structure suggested that she was a biped, which meant she walked upright on her two legs, just as we do, but her body was adapted for tree climbing. Bipedalism is a defining feature of the human species. Lucy’s remains are housed at the National Museum of Ethiopia in Addis Ababa.




Although Lucy was the earliest fascinating find which intrigued the scientific community worldwide, she was not the oldest. A female skeleton, Ardi, is 4.4 million years old. This is an astounding 1.2 million years older than Lucy. Ardi was an Ardipithecus, a species of hominid that existed between 5.8 million and 4.4 million years ago. These Hominids are all closer to modern humankind than to the chimpanzees and bonobos (pygmy chimpanzees), our remaining closest living relatives in evolutionary terms.




The Discovery Of Naledi




Sterkfontein is a group of limestone caves in the Gauteng province, South Africa. These caves are well known for their diverse fossil deposits, which have given an important understanding of the evolution of early man and other animals like saber-tooth cats and giant hyenas.
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