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Chapter 1
KABETE

On a rainy April day in 1902, Mary Bazett Leakey stepped off the train at Kikuyu Station, Kenya Colony, clutching her seven-month-old baby, Gladys, in her arms. A small throng of Kikuyu, dressed in skins and beads, had gathered on the wooden platform. Standing among them, conspicuous in his dark clergyman’s suit, was Mary’s husband, the Reverend Harry Leakey. Nearly five months had passed since he had last seen his family, and he rushed forward to embrace them. A highly strung, emotional man, Harry threw his arms around his wife, baby Gladys, and eldest child, three-year-old Julia. He then turned to Miss Oakes, Mary’s companion nurse, and gave her a warm, if formal, handshake. Mary’s little party had traveled by steamer from England and by train from the Kenya coast to reach the center of the British East Africa Protectorate (as Kenya and adjacent territories were then called), nearly a monthlong journey. And now, Harry assured them, they were only six miles from their new home, Kabete Mission Station.

It was, nevertheless, a long six miles—mostly uphill and over winding red-earth paths, awash in mud from the rains, and Harry Leakey wanted to waste no time. He had brought with him a party of sturdy young Kikuyu men and women who greeted his family with shrill, celebratory ululations and then bent to the task of carrying luggage, women, and children into the Kenyan highlands. To someone fresh from Victorian England, Harry’s helpers must have seemed a formidable group. The men were shirtless and wore only a small leather wrap tied with a beaded belt around their waists; their hair was braided and stained with red ochre; and they all carried either spears or short swords. The women also wore oiled skins, but these were knotted at the shoulder; their heads were shaved, bundles of beaded hoops dangled from their earlobes and necks, and copper bracelets shone on their arms. Both men and women smelled curiously of smoke and rancid butter. Some years later, a similar group came to the station to meet a newly arriving English governess for the Leakey children, and she admitted to being terrified by these “wild men” who she felt certain were about to conduct her to a “cannibal feast.”

For their journey to Kabete, Mary and baby Gladys were seated in a curtained hammock, which two Kikuyu men hoisted between them, while Julia and Miss Oakes settled into another. “We all traipsed through the forest then,” Julia recalled eighty years later. A small, gray-haired woman, she now lived in a retirement home for missionaries outside of London but had never forgotten her first African safari. “Father was on horseback, we were swinging in our hammocks, and there were two practically naked brown men with oil streaming down their bodies and oil in their hair, singing as they carried us along.”

European explorers had ventured into Kikuyuland only twenty years before, in the early 1880s, and the Leakeys were among the first wave of missionaries. The earliest visitors, following in the wake of the great Nile explorers, sought answers to geographical questions. Behind them came traders and missionaries, the one group intent on opening up the African interior, the other on stopping the slave trade and spreading the Gospel. Both groups succeeded at least partially. In 1896 the British began building a railroad from the Kenyan coast to Lake Victoria, 675 miles away. And in 1900 the last Arab slave ship departed from Kenyan waters. Converting the native peoples to Christianity and finding enough trade goods to support the railway were more difficult. But missionary fervor was at a peak in England, fired by David Livingstone’s grim tales of human suffering and heightened by the murder of Bishop Hannington—one of the first missionaries to Uganda—in 1885. Missionaries from every possible order—the Church Missionary Society, the Church of Scotland Mission, the African Inland Mission, the White Fathers (Roman Catholics)—were soon riding the new railroad’s flatbed cars to the interior.

The Leakeys had been caught up in this humanitarian fever. One of Harry’s cousins, the Reverend Richard Herbert Leakey, founded a mission in Uganda in 1892, while a sister of Mary’s, Ellen Bazett Gordon, and her husband, the Reverend Cyril Gordon, had traveled by rail and hammock to the same country six years later. Mary herself and two of her other sisters had worked among the Moslem women and children of freed slaves on Mombasa Island in 1892. Mary also started a boys’ school there, later called the Buxton High School. It is now defunct. But her time on the mosquito-plagued coast proved costly: she contracted a fever, perhaps malaria, nearly died, and was invalided home. Her doctor told her that she must never return to the steamy tropics. Serving as missionaries together, however, had always been the dream of Harry and Mary Leakey, and in 1900, five years after her return from Mombasa, they volunteered to the Church Missionary Society (CMS). Two years later they accepted an assignment to work among the Kikuyu people.
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The Kikuyu lived in a lush and mountainous land that rose above the mud-shack town of Nairobi in a series of knifelike ridges. Kabete Mission Station lay high in these mountains, nine miles from Nairobi. From the train station, the Leakey party—with hammocks swinging and the Kikuyu men singing—made its way into a tall, dense forest that contrasted sharply with the flat, sere land below. There was little reason to stop at Nairobi itself. Before the arrival of the Europeans, it had served as a neutral trading point for traditional enemies, the Kikuyu and the Maasai. To the latter, Nairobi had once been known as Nakusontelon, “the beginning of all beauty.” The coming of the railroad had changed all that as Indian laborers, native helpers, government officials, and soldiers crowded in among the railroad sidings and papyrus swamp. Early settlers described Nairobi as “that miserable scrap-heap of tin,” a “tin-pot mushroom town,” and the “most lawless spot in Africa.”

Above Nairobi, however, in the Kikuyu forest, the land was still primevally lush, a patchwork of garden and woods, sheltering both animals and men. The forest marked the southernmost boundary of the Kikuyu. Narrow footpaths wound through the woods and then broke out into parklike glades and farmlands. Here, along the contours of gently rolling hills, the Kikuyu grew an abundance of crops—millet, beans, tobacco, sweet potatoes, and sugar cane. Small herds of cows and goats grazed in the meadows, and beehives hung like huge Christmas ornaments from the limbs of spreading acacias. The meadows and gardens alternated with islands of giant juniper and camphor trees, and through their dark limbs an occasional column of smoke could be seen, hinting at a native’s home. The Kikuyus’ dealings with the Maasai had made them stealthy and secretive, and few passing strangers realized how many people actually dwelled in these forests. All early explorers (including the Leakeys) to Kikuyuland praised the abundant gardens, but puzzled over the size of the population: at one moment no one would be in sight; at the next, the forest would be swarming with people.

Harry had been living in the Kikuyu highlands for four months and had learned the rudiments of the language. As his family passed from sunlit meadows to shady woods, he translated the calls of greeting, spiked with the excited trills of ululation that rolled over the hills. By late afternoon, the party had reached the green valley of the Bogojee Stream, its usually clear waters now red and swollen from the seasonal rains. The mission land, eighteen acres purchased from a Kikuyu clan for forty-five sheep and goats, lay on the other side.

Kabete Mission Station was the proper name of this little clearing, but it implied far more than actually existed. A small mud-and-wattle hut had been built by Harry’s predecessor, the Reverend A. W. McGregor, and it and a couple of canvas tents constituted all that there was of Kabete. This would now be the home of the young Leakey family. It was not the easiest of homes to settle into. Although situated six thousand feet up in the cool African highlands, it lacked a fireplace; heat was provided by small charcoal braziers. Glass was still a scarce commodity in Kenya, and rough wooden shutters kept out the chill night air. The floor was earthen, the thatched roof leaked copiously, and rats, fleas, and chiggers were plentiful. Mary Leakey never wrote about her initial impressions of their new home, but Harry (who once woke to find a rat “making a hearty meal off his moustache”) spent a good deal of his first three years trying to persuade the CMS to provide him with funds for a more livable house. Nevertheless, it was their home, and Harry’s small family thrived.

Harry Leakey was then thirty-four, a wiry, energetic man with dark sparkling eyes, and a bushy black beard that earned him the nickname “Giteru,” or Big Beard, among the Kikuyu. He was anxious to get on with his calling as a missionary, having postponed his dream for six years while he paid off his schooling debts and cared for his ailing mother. She had died in 1899, shortly after Harry and Mary were married, and they had then joined the CMS. On his eighteen acres of mission land he planned to build a church, a boys’ school, a girls’ school, a dispensary, and workshops. Where the mud hut was, he envisioned a stone house surrounded by vegetable and rose gardens. There would be cows and chickens, orange and lemon trees. He would preach his Sunday sermons in Kikuyu to a neatly dressed (and spearless) congregation of natives. They would follow the Gospel in a Kikuyu Bible that he planned to translate. In the meantime, while he struggled with the nuances of Kikuyu grammar, he gave his sermons in his limited Kiswahili, an up-country variety of the intricate language of the East African coast.

Mary, whom everyone affectionately called “May” since she was so like a “May flower,” had been Harry’s childhood sweetheart and shared his passion for the missionary calling. Described by family and friends as both quiet and serious, she was also strong-minded and strong-willed. Her father, a retired colonel who had served in the Indian Army, had initially prevented her and her sisters from accepting missionary posts, saying they were too young. They waited until they were all in their mid-twenties, and went anyway. Round-faced and pretty, May was frail from her previous near-fatal bout with the coastal fever, but nevertheless actively joined in her husband’s efforts to make the mission a success. Together with Miss Oakes, and an older missionary, Miss Higginbotham, May set up a dispensary in one of the canvas tents to treat the surrounding Kikuyu villagers. Their little clinic attracted many Kikuyu to the mission, some because they genuinely needed medical care, most because they were curious. The mission sat unfenced on a sloping hillside above the Bogojee Stream, and small groups of Kikuyu men, wrapped in calico capes stained with red ochre and holding spears and war clubs, would gather to watch the doings of these “red strangers.”

There was, then, something of a ready audience when on August 7, 1903, May felt the first pangs of childbirth. The baby was nearly two months premature. A runner was sent down the narrow paths to the Church of Scotland Mission at Kikuyu Station for Mrs. Watson, the wife of the minister there and a skilled midwife. She had to come “quick, quick, quick,” the runner implored. Someone saddled a horse, and Mrs. Watson rode at a fast trot to Kabete, where a party of Kikuyu onlookers had already gathered. Inside, Julia and Gladys were crawling over a barrier of chairs trying to reach their parents’ bedroom, where Miss Oakes, Miss Higginbotham, and Harry were doing their best for May. The arrival of the midwife had a quieting effect, and May soon gave birth to a baby boy. They named him Louis Seymour Bazett Leakey after two of his uncles, and then worried about how they would keep him alive. Under such primitive conditions, very little could be done for premature babies, but Harry and Mrs. Watson devised an incubator of sorts by lighting a charcoal brazier, and pulling the bedroom door and shutters tight. They wrapped the baby in layers of cotton and wool, and laid him beside his mother. One Kikuyu boy stayed inside, keeping the brazier going. And Harry prayed.

Louis wrote later, “It was nothing short of a miracle that I survived at all.” When he was strong enough, he was placed in a wicker basket on the veranda, where an appreciative Kikuyu crowd could admire him. White children were always a novelty to the local people, and Louis was the first white baby that many of them had ever seen. They wanted to see his skin, to touch him and feel his hair. These displays often ended abruptly because the Kikuyu were also eager to spit on Louis—a customary display indicating that they had not cast the evil eye on him. Julia remembered that her mother had “quite a job guarding him,” and so began to keep a sponge close at hand. Later Louis would say that the Kikuyu made him the “best-washed baby” in Kenya.

Louis spent his first two years at Kabete, then was whisked away with his family to England. His father had grown increasingly troubled about their wretched living quarters and, after suffering from insomnia, dizzy spells, and tinnitus (a severe ringing in the ears), had collapsed. One year short of their full four-year missionary term, he and May brought their family home to Reading, England, where they stayed for two years, while he recovered. The cause of his illness, his doctor decided, was neurasthenia, a nervous disorder brought on by overwork. Not that the diagnosis slowed Harry down: he fully intended to return to Kabete, and in order to keep his Kikuyu alive and to continue his work of translating the Bible, he had brought to Reading with him Stefano Kinuthia, one of the Kikuyu boys he had baptized. Still, for the rest of his life, Harry regularly suffered from insomnia and tinnitus.

Just before Christmas, 1906, the Leakey family returned to Kenya, traveling as before by steamer and rail. This time, they disembarked at Nairobi, where May’s sister, Sibella, and her husband, the Reverend George Burns, lived. They had moved from the coast earlier that year to direct the Nairobi mission, and had settled into a stone bungalow on a grassy plain where Nairobi University stands today. Nairobi had grown in the Leakeys’ absence. There was a new governor in BEA (British East Africa), Sir Edward Northey, who was eager to continue his predecessor’s white settlement schemes. Hundreds of settlers had poured into the protectorate, primarily from South Africa, in response to promotions issued by the colonial office. Land north and west of Nairobi was offered at low prices to any European willing to establish a farm. The fact that most of this area was already settled by the Kikuyu did not trouble the government. Kikuyuland was high and cool, and bore a striking resemblance to England’s bountiful Hampshire countryside. Its similarity to northern climes made it “white man’s country,” according to the colony’s first governor, Sir Charles Eliot. He viewed the highlands as a “tabula rasa, an almost untouched and sparsely inhabited country, where we can do as we will.” And they did. By 1915 nearly five million acres had been appropriated from the Kikuyu and sold to about one thousand white settlers. They called the area the “White Highlands”; it later became notorious for the decadent lifestyle of some of its titled veranda farmers. The land left to the Kikuyu was designated a “native reserve”—but even it was not secure, and over the following years the Kikuyu were forced to sell more of it to the government.

Much of the land north of Kabete Mission had been set aside as part of the White Highlands. Several British and South African families had already settled on it when the Leakeys returned, and were clearing it for coffee farms. Their homes were all at least a half-day’s journey from Kabete, so that the Leakeys’ closest neighbors were the Kikuyu villagers they had come to help.1

In the Leakeys’ absence, the CMS had finally built them a solid stone bungalow, complete with a corrugated iron roof and long, narrow verandas, which soon became one of the children’s favorite places to play. But nearly everything else at the mission was in disarray, and Harry and May spent most of their first year home reorganizing it. Not long after their return, May became pregnant with her fourth and last child, Douglas. He was born in 1907, and after his birth, May, who was now forty, found she had little energy to spare for her other children. She entrusted Louis, Gladys, and Julia to the care of a Kikuyu nurse, Mariamu. Photos of Louis, who was then four, show a dark-haired, dark-eyed boy dressed in a navy sailor suit, eyeing the camera quizzically. He was already strongly independent and loved listening to stories, particularly those that Mariamu told about the clever hare who always outwitted the greedy hyena and proud lion. For much of the next two years, Mariamu was the children’s constant companion, bathing them and putting them to bed, and taking them for walks beside the waterfalls of the Bogojee Stream. These excursions and others with his father, whom Julia remembered as being “very keen on natural history,” bred in Louis both a deep love and a curiosity about the natural world around him.

Their mission then was still little more than a clearing in the woods, and the children and Mariamu followed narrow, winding paths into dense stands of giant juniper, yellowwood, and wild fig. In the forest lived the birds and animals of Mariamu’s fables: casqued hornbills, which wrestled with their ivory beaks; sly vervets and black-and-white colobus monkeys, which the Kikuyu thought of as children of God; duikers (small antelopes) and bushbuck, genets and serval cats. Birds were especially abundant, and Harry built the children an aviary and helped them with an egg and feather collection. They also collected animals: baby gazelles and duikers, wild cats, hyraxes (rabbit-sized creatures reminiscent of guinea pigs), bush babies, and monkeys. “We were very animal-minded,” recalled Julia, “and reared the babies and sent them to the Nairobi zoo when they grew up.”

Sometimes a spotted hyena stalked boldly into the mission clearing, but the larger cats, the lions and leopards, kept their distance. Lions were commonly seen—and shot—in and around Nairobi, but Louis never saw one in the wild until he was twenty-six and leading his second archeological expedition in Kenya. This seems remarkable, as the family often visited the game reserve on the Athi Plains south of Nairobi, where lion preyed on the herds of zebra, gazelle, and wildebeest.

It may have been the sounds of the African night—the shrill calls of the tree hyraxes and nightjars, the breathy cough of a hyena, the sounds of distant drumming—but whatever the reason, Louis was frightened of the dark as a child and “slept with his head under the sheets.” Julia remembered him as being “nervous and highly strung,” and anxious, like his father, to fill his day with activity. His parents had hired a tutor for the children, a Miss Laing, and they had lessons every morning on the veranda of their home. After tea, they would go for nature walks. Of the three eldest children, Louis and Julia particularly enjoyed these excursions and despite their age difference—he was five and she was nine—soon became “buddies.” Julia said, “Gladys was always into her books. She was as different from us as dots from Ts. And Douglas was a nuisance, so we used to kick him out. He would run to Mother weeping, ‘They won’t let me play with them.’ I was always Louis’s friend, or should I say buddy, because we both preferred to look at everything from the natural history point of view and collected every sort of animal and insect and bird. We skinned dead birds, made traps, and collected information.” Other times Louis joined the neighboring Kikuyu children in their games, running wooden hoops over the meadows or shooting a toy bow and arrows. He and his sisters now spoke Kikuyu fluently: it was the language of Louis’s daily life and soon became the language of his soul. All his life he was to “think and even dream” in its richly rounded sounds.

Harry was gone from home twice a week, traveling by horseback among the Kikuyu villagers—“itinerating,” as the CMS missionaries described their work of spreading the Gospel. Since Livingstone’s day, Christian converts were typically attracted more by the force of a particular missionary’s personality than by the Gospel he was preaching, and Harry, with his enthusiasm for the world and people around him, was magnetic. Now almost fluent in Kikuyu, he began baptizing adult men as well as boys before the first year of his new stay had ended. Young women also began to come to live at the mission, and May offered them her warmth and understanding.

Harry’s many projects—itinerating, translating the Bible, building the new church, running his boys’ school, preaching on Sundays, and laying out both a vegetable garden and a walkway bordered by orange trees—might have made him a forgotten figure to his children. Instead his dynamic ways delighted them (“We called him the ‘Running Clergyman,’” said Julia), and so did his good-natured joking. “He was a terrific tease,” recalled Julia. “We said we never knew if he was telling the truth or not. He was so full of jokes and funny things, and he teased and teased and teased.”

In contrast, May was as reserved and restrained as the English countryside, whose tidy hedgerows she always preferred to the hectic greenery of the African landscape. She rarely joined in the teasing (although she loved her husband’s jokes), but instead filled their home and the mission grounds with hymns and ballads, singing to the accompaniment of her harmonium. Her frailty often kept her inside, and in any case she had little interest in the natural world that grew so profusely outside their door. (Julia said, “My mother would not have known how to plant a plant.”) Although sickly, May was a motherly figure, who was always calling on the Kikuyu women with kettles of hot soup and spoiling their children. She ran the daily dispensary, too, and started a girls’ school on the veranda of their home—the first school for native girls in East Africa.2

At the turn of the century, it was widely believed that life under the tropical sun was unhealthy for Europeans and that too much exposure to its harmful rays would cause a person to go mad. Missionaries, settlers, and civil servants were advised to spend only four years at a time in the tropics, and to return to northern climes for a year or more to stabilize their health. The Leakeys now had several trusted workers to look after both their home and mission, and when their second four-year tour of duty ended in 1910 they sailed to England. Again they took a Kikuyu youth with them, this time Ishmael Ithongo, who was now assisting Harry with his translation of the Bible. Stefano, the boy the Leakeys had brought to England with them in 1904, had left the mission to become the Kenya High Court’s first native interpreter.

They expected to stay only a year, and moved in with May’s mother in Reading on a Friday afternoon in January 1911. Three days later Louis started school. Now eight, he was accustomed to a life of freedom, and his first formal schooling experience made him feel “like a fish out of water.” He disliked having to mix with large groups of strange boys, and was much happier when his father started a preparatory school of his own, where Louis was one of only four boys. But he longed for the African forest and his Kikuyu friends, and was dismayed when their one-year leave was extended to two. The CMS was short of funds and could not afford the Leakeys’ passage back to Kenya, and then May’s health failed again. She had never fully regained her strength after Douglas’s birth, and had begun to suffer severe menopausal hemorrhages. She rested for several months in a nursing home, and was finally able to sail with the family for Kenya in May 1913. Six years—“happy years, and full of incidents”—were to pass before Louis would see England again.

Louis was to have received his secondary education in England, but the Great War intervened. With little warning, the British East African Protectorate was suddenly isolated from Europe, cut off by the threat of mines in the Red Sea. The war itself soon spilled over from Europe into North Africa, and then to the East African colonies, where British and German settlers pursued each other in the tsetse-infested bush. Rumors abounded: the Germans had blown Mombasa to pieces; they had captured the Uganda railway line and were advancing on Nairobi; they were about to attack Nairobi from the air. Settlers in Nairobi were convinced one night that they saw the German Zeppelin flying low over the city on its way to German East Africa; it was, after all, only the planet Venus.

But for Louis and his sisters and brother, life continued at Kabete much as it had before. For a time they studied under a series of governesses, but when their last and favorite, Miss Broome, left to help with the war effort, they were on their own. Harry filled in for Miss Broome when he could, but the children—and Louis in particular—had a great deal of freedom. May had fallen seriously ill again and spent most of her time in bed, with Julia nursing her. Harry was rushing about, Julia said, “trying to keep everything going; Gladys wouldn’t stop swotting [studying]; and Douglas played with his trains. I looked after the house and mother, and rolled bandages for the soldiers. That’s why Louis had such a lot of freedom then, and most of the time he was out among the Africans.”

All Kikuyu boys are organized into groups according to their ages, and shortly after returning to Kabete, Louis had been adopted by his peers, the eleven-to-thirteen-year-olds, who called themselves the Mukanda (meaning the time of the new robes). From them he learned to throw a spear and to handle a war club. He, in turn, taught them to play soccer—barefoot. He organized the team, devised uniforms for them, and was chosen as their captain.

Many of his Kikuyu friends were mission converts, but they were still learning the customs of their tribe from the village elders, and Louis was allowed to participate. When the elders arranged the secret ceremonies (which include circumcision) for the Mukanda passage to manhood, they agreed that Louis, too, would be initiated. They were already calling him their “blood brother,” and Louis himself wrote that “in language and in mental outlook I was more Kikuyu than English, and it never occurred to me to act other than as a Kikuyu.” All of the initiates were sworn to secrecy, and Louis never divulged either the nature of the ceremonies or whether he had been circumcised. The Kikuyu gave him a new name, Wakuruigi, meaning Son of the Sparrow Hawk, and like his Kikuyu brothers he was treated like an adult.

At home, however, he was not, and, in an effort to gain more independence, he built himself a mud hut at the far end of a grove of black wattle trees his father had planted. His Kikuyu friends had huts of their own where they lived apart from their families, and that was Louis’s aim. He had to build three huts—each one a bit larger and better constructed than the last—before his parents approved the idea, but by the time he was 14 he was sleeping and working in his own house. Louis had been an avid collector from an early age, and one room of his hut served as his “museum.” In here, he put his collections of bird eggs, bird skins, nests, skulls, animal skins, and stones. Everything in it was both dead and dusty, and Julia recalled it as being “perfectly awful.” To Louis, however, it represented “freedom,” a place where he could “possess things” of his own, and he was happy.

He had either hunted or trapped most of the animals whose skins decorated his hut, having learned a hunter’s skills from a slightly built Kikuyu elder named Joshua Muhia. Louis and Joshua had formed a “great friendship” shortly after the Leakeys had returned to Kabete, and the two spent days together in the forest, hunting and watching the birds and animals around them. They camouflaged themselves with leaves and branches and crept through the woods so silently that once Louis was able to capture a duiker with his bare hands. Later he would credit this training—the “patience … and observation”—for his proficiency in searching for fossils. But at the time it was a boy’s sport, a “hunting passion, which had nothing to do with reason or logic,” and he rose every day before dawn, grabbed his club and spear, and headed off at a quick trot with Joshua to check his traps.

If Louis lived out a kind of Kiplingesque life among the Kikuyu, at home he followed the Victorian dictums of the English. He worked hard at his Latin and mathematics, read his Bible lessons, and spoke French at the dinner table because his father expected him to. His aspirations, too, remained distinctly British, and he hoped that he might one day attend his father’s college at Cambridge University to study theology and ornithology—both of which were his father’s interests. For much of his youth, Louis had no other immediate role model, and his father shone in his eyes as something of a paragon. Harry, broad-minded and tolerant, had come to be deeply loved by the native people (Chief Koinange called him the “light of the Kikuyu”), and Louis was strongly affected by the open affection and admiration his father received. Perhaps because of this, and because of his own growing Christian faith, he was, Julia said, “very unselfish,” the kind of person who “couldn’t do too much for anybody.” But he was also “extremely independent” and “dogmatic,” and generally refused to believe something unless he could see it or experience it firsthand.

In May, 1914, the first curator of Nairobi’s Natural History Museum, Arthur Loveridge, was employed by the East Africa and Uganda Natural History Society. Louis met him soon after Loveridge’s arrival and instinctively felt a “kind of hero-worship” for this slim young zoologist who knew the Latin names for all the birds, animals, and flowers. Loveridge was the type of fellow who, as one colleague put it, had been “born with a butterfly net in one hand, a killing bottle in the other.” He loved to roam the bush and collect specimens, and despite the “chaotic condition” of the museum, he spent as much time in the forests as he could. Many of these trips took him to the Kabete area, where he stayed with the Leakeys. He had found a kindred spirit in Harry, and saw in Louis an image of his younger self. From Loveridge, Louis learned to classify the birds, to blow the yolk out of eggs, and to prepare specimens for museum collections. And in Loveridge’s occupation, Louis began to see a way in which his own life might include the best of both the Kikuyu and English worlds.

For some children, a particular event—the chance meeting of an admired hero, the loss of a parent, a passage in a book—triggers a passion for knowledge. Possessed by a vision, they determine to discover all they can about their chosen subject, and as adults are often single-minded in its pursuit. Their quest becomes their life, and everything they subsequently do appears linked to that initial moment of awakening. Louis was lucky in this way, and by 1916 he knew what his life’s work was to be: archeology.

The previous Christmas, an English cousin had sent him as a gift a children’s book entitled Days Before History. It was an adventure story about the “Stone Age Men” of Britain and featured the exploits of a young boy named Tig. There were pen sketches of “primitive” men—bearded, muscular, and dressed in animal skins—living in caves, making stone tools, and hunting mammoths; and informative chapters—“How Tig Visited Goba the Spear-Maker,” and “How Tig Learned to Make Fire.” The author described the flint arrowheads and axeheads of these people, and included drawings of each tool. Louis was enchanted. “He lived in that book,” said Julia. “It became his Bible, really. I think it made him feel that the place he was living had been full of Stone Age men and that he could find their tools. He began to pick up these pieces of rock that were all over the place, and we teased him about it because we thought they were just stones. But he thought they were tools, and he made a collection. We called them his ‘broken bottles.’”

They were, in fact, stone tools, although not made of flint, a rock that is not found in Africa, but of obsidian—a black volcanic glass that takes a very sharp cutting edge when flaked. Louis found his pieces of obsidian—chipped and shaped very much like the drawings in his book—in roadbeds and at the bottom of eroded slopes. Not knowing precisely what an arrowhead or axehead should look like, he decided to keep every piece he found, fearful that he might “throw away some precious piece.” His Kikuyu friends knew about these glassy chips and called them “spirits’ razors” because many of them appeared after a heavy rainfall; they believed they fell from the sky with the rain. Louis’s suggestion that they might be tools of the “very, very oldest people” impressed them and some agreed that it might be possible. The Kikuyu had their own stories of pygmy-sized hunters who had inhabited the forest before them, dwelling in “holes in the ground,” and consequently they did not find the idea of an earlier people implausible.

Louis wanted to be certain about his tools, and he shyly displayed his collection the next time that Arthur Loveridge visited. “I’d thought he might laugh at me,” Louis wrote, explaining his hesitancy. Instead Loveridge examined the stones with care and assured him that some were “certainly implements.” He explained that they were made of obsidian and that there were some good obsidian arrowheads at the museum. The next time Louis was in Nairobi, he would show these to him. Louis was “delighted beyond words.” He redoubled his collecting efforts, picking up every piece of obsidian that he saw, and as Loveridge had suggested that he keep a record of his finds, he wrote down the site of each discovery in a catalogue. Stone tools labeled with sticky bits of white paper now lined his own museum’s shelves. The shiny black obsidian chips with their sharp cutting edges were more than tools to Louis; they were concrete links to a lost people, and the more pieces he found, the more entranced he became. From the few books about prehistory that Loveridge loaned him, Louis determined that very little was known about these Stone Age men, and nothing was known about those who had lived in East Africa. He decided that he would fill that gap: “I firmly made up my mind that I would go on until we knew all about the Stone Age there.” He had just turned thirteen.



Chapter 2
FROM CAMBRIDGE TO OLDUVAI

In the summer of 1919, soon after the Great War ended, the Leakeys made plans for a trip home to, England. Six years had passed since their last visit, and Harry and May were eager to see their friends and families again. Louis was ambivalent about leaving. He loved the free life in Africa, and was hesitant about resuming his formal schooling. His studies would take him away from Kenya, and he had no idea when he might return. Yet part of him was “keen to go,” eager to begin the training that would lead him to the study of prehistory. Both excited and apprehensive, he packed his trunk with his collections of stone tools and bird skins and eggs, and closed the door on his “museum.”

Harry had purchased a small house in the village of Boscombe, near the Dorset coast, during their last leave. Here, along the shelves in a tiny rear room, Louis carefully laid out his treasures and collections. He was now sixteen, tall, lanky, and handsome, with dark hair and eyes, a thin face, and arching cheekbones. Like his father, he had quick, abrupt mannerisms, and rushed about with an intensely preoccupied air. He was already skilled in many areas—he was a good carpenter, hunter, and natural historian; he could cook; and he had enough of a mechanical knack to keep his bicycle running in the African bush—and he wasn’t timid about flaunting his talents, a trait that often rubbed the wrong way. “Louis always knew exactly,” said Julia. “He was always telling other people the right way to do things. I remember once my uncle told him, ‘Now you shut up. I’m older than you and you don’t teach your grandmother [meaning elders] how to suck eggs.’ “The Kikuyu had tolerated his impertinence—for Louis was white and of the ruling elite—but his English peers found it irksome.

Shortly after arriving in Boscombe, his father enrolled him in Weymouth College, a boys’ public school (which in England meant it was private and charged fees) located in the Dorset hills. Young men often suffered from the cruel hazing of upperclassmen at these schools, and Louis’s introduction was no different. His peculiar accent, tinged with the rhythms of Kikuyu, his curious way of walking—he set one foot nearly in front of the other, like an African accustomed to narrow paths—his outlandish tales of his life in Kenya, and his pride and shyness all contributed to his unpopularity and isolation.

In some ways he was more mature than his classmates (“I had, after all, built myself a three-roomed house and lived in it for over two years”), but in others he was as unsophisticated as any country boy. His Kikuyu friends had considered him an adult, but in England he was still a callow schoolboy—and worse, one from the colonies. He had never been to the theater, had never written an essay, played cricket, or learned to swim. Nor had he had to abide by school rules. Weymouth, he soon discovered, had a “fantastic” set of these: he had to obtain a pass to go to town, wear a dark suit and straw hat on Sundays, and “go to bed at a given hour whether I was tired or not.” “It was all so very stupid from my point of view,” he wrote in his autobiography. “I was being treated like a child of ten when I felt like a man of twenty, and it made me very bitter.” Louis felt further affronted when he was chosen as a “fag,” a boy who performs menial chores for a student in a higher form, by a prefect only six months his senior. “Oh, he hated it,” recalled Julia. “He had to clean all the shoes of this chap. He was always talking about him, complaining about how he’d been a leader of a big clan of African boys and had all that freedom, and now he was cleaning shoes. That was a very harsh spell of his life.”

It was an impossible situation. On his first day at school, within an hour of his arrival, a gang of boys locked him in a coal bin. On the cricket field “little boys of thirteen” teased him, and at the swimming pool his classmates left him to stand ankle-deep in the water (he had not learned to swim at Kabete because there was nowhere to do so). “I suppose I could have gone to one of the masters and asked to be taught to swim,” Louis wrote in White African, the first volume of his autobiography, “but I was too unreasonably proud to go and admit that I could not do what almost every boy could do so well, and I felt rather bitter that no one offered to teach me. It made me feel rather like an animal that had been wounded, and with which the herd would have nothing to do in consequence of its helplessness.”

Louis was also behind in some of his classes, and his chances for attending Cambridge University, where his father had gone, seemed desperately slim. He was determined to catch up, though, and amazed the headmaster, R. R. Conway, by requesting permission to work late after the other students had gone to bed. Conway may have been impressed with such drive, but he also considered Louis too poor and too old to attend the university; Louis would be nearly nineteen by the time he finished at Weymouth, a year behind most other boys. When Louis asked Conway’s advice about taking the Cambridge entrance exams, Conway “simply shrugged his shoulders” and suggested instead that Louis try for a position in a bank. “I went away utterly miserable,” Louis wrote about this encounter, “for I saw all my most cherished dreams falling to the ground; but my despondency did not last long. I was quite determined, and I felt convinced in my own mind that if I tried hard enough I could find a way of achieving what I wanted.”

Louis next turned to his English teacher, a Mr. Tunstall, who had attended St. John’s College at Cambridge and who openly admired and encouraged his ambitions. With letters from Tunstall, Louis traveled to Cambridge in the spring of 1922 for interviews. Six months later he began his freshman term as an undergraduate at St. John’s. He had done so well on his entrance exams that he had won a small scholarship.

“Louis, wherever he went, made an impression, a big splash,” said Julia. “People talked about him.” At Cambridge, he had gained a reputation as a “wangler” (a wheeler-dealer) even before he arrived. He had managed to convince the authorities to accept Kikuyu for one of his two modern-language requirements, then produced a testimonial signed with the thumbprint of Chief Koinange as proof of his proficiency. When Louis had to train his own teacher in Kikuyu, the legend grew into a quite untrue story that the flamboyant Louis Leakey “had examined himself in Kikuyu.” His fellow students now called him the “senior wangler.”1 He was also the first to play tennis in shorts at Cambridge—“Fancy! Tennis in shorts!” the other students exclaimed—and was promptly thrown off the courts for “indecency.” Once he accepted a dare to say grace before dinner in Kikuyu rather than Latin, and droned sonorously through it without one of the dons noticing. He joined the Magic Circle, and learned to saw ladies in half. He fell in love and pedaled eighty miles out of town to propose to an unnamed young woman. She turned him down.

He was still zealous about his Christianity and sometimes stood on corner soap boxes to deliver sermons. “My husband, John, was at Cambridge at the same time as Louis, and he said Louis used to come round to the students’ rooms and tick them off for not being proper Christians. He said they weren’t keen enough,” said Julia. He was bright, enthusiastic, but “overcharged,” as one female acquaintance put it, and his fellow students tended to be both wary and admiring of him. “Louis’s fellow students recognized his eccentricities for what they were—those of an individualist with a big ego,” noted one classmate. Yet he made friends—some of them lifelong ones like Gregory Bateson, the future anthropologist, ecologist, and husband of Margaret Mead, and E. Barton Worthington, who would gain fame for his work on the freshwater fishes of Africa.

Louis’s first year passed “Very happily and very quickly.” He had his own rooms where he could come and go as he pleased, cook, study, and entertain—and he was at Cambridge, preparing himself for the study of prehistory. He returned for the fall term in October 1923, eager to continue his studies and to become a “Rugby football Blue.” Every year Cambridge and Oxford teams face off against each other in a number of sports: boat races, cricket, and rugby. Cambridge students chosen to represent their university also earn the right to wear a blazer of light blue; they are the “Blues.” Becoming a Blue was one of Louis’s “greatest ambitions,” and he set out at one of the first autumn games that second year to prove his ability. He was, he wrote, playing the game of his life, when he was kicked in the head and had to be carried off the field. Foolishly, he reentered the game, received a second kick on the head, and was once again carried from the field. That night he suffered from a terrible headache, one that got much worse the next day. His doctor insisted that he take a complete rest for ten days, but the headaches continued. He was unable to study, he was dizzy, and he lost his memory. The blows to Louis’s head, his doctor decided, had left him with posttraumatic epilepsy. There was no cure for it, but a prolonged rest, away from Cambridge and in the out-of-doors, might help.

Then, as now, epilepsy was a little understood disorder, and its symptoms—migraine headaches, acute depression, blackouts, muscle spasms, frothing at the mouth—made it frightening as well. Historically, epileptics have been considered marked people, either close to God or the devil. Louis’s epilepsy did not set him apart to this extent, but the treatment his doctor prescribed—a change in scenery—contributed to a profound life change.

For Louis the treatment marked the temporary end of his Cambridge studies and the beginning of his fossil-hunting career. Later he would write, “I little thought when I was kicked on the head what a great effect that incident was going to have on my whole career.” But Louis also believed in luck, and possibly because of that belief he was lucky. From an old family friend, C. W. Hobley, he learned that the British Museum of Natural History was organizing a dinosaur fossil-collecting expedition to Tendaguru in Tanganyika Territory (now Tanzania). Tendaguru had been discovered in 1914 by German scientists, who had returned with a complete skeleton of Brachiosaurus, one of the largest land animals ever to have lived. Now that the British ruled Tanganyika (under a League of Nations mandate issued after the Germans lost the war), they, too, wanted a skeleton of one of these fabulous creatures. The museum had hired a dinosaur expert, William E. Cutler, but they needed someone with African experience to handle the logistics.

Louis landed the job, and on the last day of February 1924 he joined Cutler on board a steamer bound for Dar es Salaam. “My luck,” Louis noted, “had certainly turned in a most unexpected manner.”

• • •

The headaches Louis had suffered from after his accident disappeared as soon as he stopped his studies—although they would later return—and he threw himself enthusiastically into the work of the expedition. His job was first to locate Tendaguru, as the site was only poorly marked on maps, then to build the camp and hire workers. Cutler stayed behind in Dar es Salaam to read up on the geology of Tanganyika, and to make a collection of shells and mollusks. Louis caught a ride on a Dutch cargo ship south to the tiny port of Lindi, and there, as luck would have it, met up with a village headman from the Tendaguru district named Jumbe Ismaeli. Although Jumbe did not know the fossil locality, he agreed to let Louis accompany him back to Tendaguru. Within three days’ time, Louis had organized a safari complete with fifteen porters, a cook, gun-bearer, and personal servant. He and Jumbe took their positions at the head of this long line and struck out through the coastal coconut plantations for the interior. It was a classical African safari, and Louis, dressed in khaki bush shirt, shorts, and pith helmet, felt he had started “on a great adventure.”

They marched the fifty-six miles to Tendaguru in a fast-paced three days, making their way through country thick with thornbush and stinging nettles. Around Tendaguru the shape of the land disappeared under a tall covering of elephant grass; in some places it towered fourteen feet overhead. But Louis spotted a small rounded hill that reminded him of photographs he had seen of the site, and a rusted sardine tin and broken beer bottle confirmed his suspicions. Jumbe asked him to fire his rifle in the air to signal that a white man had arrived, then sat down with his signaling drum and beat out a message informing distant villagers that they should come with their knives and axes to help the white man build a house. In a few weeks, they had built grass huts for cooking, sleeping, and working. But two months passed before Cutler was ready to join Louis at the camp.

William Cutler was then forty-two, a man of “little eccentricities and pretensions,” who had spent much of the past twelve years collecting dinosaur fossils in the great bone beds of Alberta, Canada. There he had made a name for himself by discovering several new species and excavating complete skeletons. He tended to be jealous of his finds and most often worked alone. He had lived alone in a homestead in the Alberta badlands, and when he decided to move to Winnipeg, he bought a rowboat in Edmonton and rowed north and east on the rough glacial rivers, traveling some six hundred miles between the two cities—alone. C. W. Hobley, the old friend of the Leakeys, noted that Cutler “prided himself on going anywhere with a minimum of kit and the simplest of food.” From the outset, he disliked the bulky mass of equipment—tents, camp beds, mosquito nets, tons of stores—that the East African Dinosaur Expedition required. He regarded them as “unnecessary luxuries” and turned the whole business over to Louis. Cutler would have been just as happy to have done without Louis as well. He was used to running his own expeditions and listened coolly to Louis’s eager advice.

In the bush, the cocksureness that had merely irritated Louis’s schoolmates exasperated Cutler. When the two set out for the Tendaguru camp at the head of a line of thirty-seven porters, Louis’s easy command of Swahili and intimate knowledge of the flora and fauna left Cutler feeling awkward and dependent. His Canadian skills and woodcrafts did not translate to Africa, but he was not willing to admit that to this energetic, presumptuous young man. He scoffed at the obsidian flakes Louis showed him (“I think them chipped by the heat of grass fires”), and ignored Louis’s warning to leave the velvety seed pods of the Upoopo (buffalo bean) vine alone: their fine hairs, Louis cautioned, would cause painful itching and burning. When Louis looked away for a moment, Cutler wrapped some of the pods in his handkerchief, then in the heat of the afternoon used it to wipe his arms and thighs. In an instant, he leaped up “yelling like a madman and cursing like a trooper.” Louis gave him some lotion for the pain but could not suppress a small smile. By the time they reached camp, Cutler was thoroughly weary of Louis.

Yet they worked together from June to the end of November, 1924, excavating dinosaur fossils, making a collection of butterflies and bird skins for the British Museum of Natural History, enduring the heat, and suffering a variety of ailments. Cutler’s diary sometimes reads like a handbook of tropical diseases: “Leakey very low with malaria, temperature 104; Leakey still has malarial symptoms … but he superintended ditches 4, 5 and 6 all day.” He himself was “passing blood and vomiting,” and on another occasion the entire camp staff complained of “subnormal temperature, headache, bad stomache and aching bones.” They did find a number of large dinosaur bones, but could only get to them by excavating huge trenches, some of them fifty feet long and twenty-five feet wide. The bones themselves were in poor condition and had to be encased immediately in jackets of plaster of Paris. This was Cutler’s area of expertise and although he allowed Louis to assist him, he never once let Louis apply the plaster by himself. But Louis was a good observer and years later would write warmly of the “late Mr. C. W. [sic] Cutler, whose knowledge of the technique of excavating and preserving fossil bones of all kinds was unsurpassed…. I learned more about the technical side of the search and preservation of fossil bones [from him] than I could have gleaned from a far longer period of theoretical study.”

They never did find a complete skeleton of any dinosaur—and apparently never would have, as the site they were excavating lay at the mouth of an ancient river where only random bones had collected. Still Louis was enjoying himself immensely. It was his first taste of field science, and he found the adventure of search-and-discovery exhilarating. He tried to postpone his trip back to Cambridge, but the authorities insisted that he return. Cutler stayed on. He had learned enough Swahili to supervise his workers, but worried in his diary that they were deceitful and cheating him on time. He brooded over Louis, too, fearing that he might be stealing the expedition’s glory: “I wonder how the magnificent L. S. B. Leakey is faring? He is sure to be blowing his trumpet hard.” (Cutler was not far off the mark. Louis was writing articles with the permission of the British Museum of Natural History, and giving lectures about hunting for the lost world of the dinosaurs in darkest Africa.) When a set of letters and numbers for stenciling disappeared, Cutler noted that it was very likely Louis who had made off with them, then added, “Thankful to say, anyhow, that here at least Leakey is missing.”

The isolation, heat, and misunderstandings with his staff took their toll. Cutler alternately cursed and praised his workers, and once fired the cook for making “murderous bread.” He suffered from recurring fevers, dosed himself with quinine, then took to his bed on August 21, 1925. “Owing to fever I stay in and only visit the ditches late,” he wrote. “Upon returning home, feeling weak and horrible, found my temperature to be 104 so went to bed.” Nine days later, nine months after Louis had left, Cutler died, a victim of blackwater fever. “Maybe if he had more fully recognised the dangers of the insidious Anopheles [the mosquito which carries malaria], he would have been spared to carry on his work,” noted C. W. Hobley in his obituary in Nature.

It was January of 1925 when Louis reached Cambridge again. A light snow covered the stone towers and walkways of the university, and the bells of Great St. Mary’s rang out the hours. Louis moved into an attic room of an L-shaped, grey-stone building known as the Third Court. From here he had a view of the narrow, angular streets of Cambridge, and could watch students and dons sweeping along in their black scholars’ robes. He was fit and tan from his months in Africa, and as usual, he had a hundred stories to tell. He had done most of the hunting for the camp, rising at four in the morning every Sunday to walk twelve miles to the Mbemkuru River where eland, sable antelope, kudu, and buffalo gathered. At times he had had close calls with elephants and buffalo, and once was nearly bitten by a deadly green mamba snake: when it struck at his neck, he leaped back and “blew it to a thousand pieces” with his shotgun. He had kept a baby baboon as a pet until a leopard padded into his bedroom one night, seized the baboon, and leaped outside with it through an open window. He told about his incredible journey back from Tendaguru to Dar es Salaam, how he had walked the 320 miles in fourteen days, just making the steamer bound for Mombasa. And he told about Jumbe Ismaeli and the signaling drum that he had bought for three shillings and brought back to Cambridge. He often shared his tales in his room with a whole “audience of friends,” once gave a formal lecture in borrowed coat and tails to a packed Guildhall in Cambridge, and occasionally made some money by giving talks at various boys’ schools.

Louis had returned to Cambridge with a new appreciation for the demands of a scientific career. Before, he had always believed it possible to be both a missionary and part-time scientist; now he was not so sure. He gave the problem “much thought,” worrying over his growing knowledge of evolutionary theory and his “more liberal views of native customs.” He doubted that a missionary board would accept him. He also doubted that he would “really be content treating science as a ‘part time job.’ “But with a critical final examination in French looming, he had to postpone his decision. He had failed the exam his first year, but this time, after cramming for an entire term, he received the highest marks possible—“firsts,” as they are called in England. His success in French also meant a small scholarship, and any remaining questions about his future career suddenly dissolved. “At last … the way was open to train myself in anthropology and archaeology. The dreams I had dreamed as a child after reading Hall’s Days Before History were coming true.”

Alfred Cort Haddon, a tall, lively man with a deep, booming voice, a shock of white hair, and a “real love of teaching,” headed the anthropology department at Cambridge. Officially, anthropology came into existence at the university in 1904 when Haddon finally persuaded the authorities to list it in the lecture book. He had first taught the courses sitting on packing crates in an anteroom of the botany department; ever since anthropology had been known at Cambridge as the “Cinderella of the Sciences.” Under Haddon’s hand, the department blossomed, and by the time Louis began attending his lectures, Cambridge had gained a reputation as a leader in the field. Louis’s tutor in archeology was a softer-spoken man, Miles Burkitt, who was known for his field work in South Africa. But it was Haddon, with tales of his collecting adventures in the South Seas and his distaste for convention (he always addressed his secretary as “Colleague” or “Comrade” and often listed her as a coauthor on his scientific papers), who inspired Louis.

Together with Gregory Bateson, Louis spent many Sunday afternoons at Haddon’s home, where Haddon held forth “freely, wisely and wittily on any subject under the sun ‘except higher mathematics.’” Haddon was eager “to win souls for Anthropology,” and his house reflected the exotic nature of his chief enthusiasm: masks, spears, baskets and clubs on the walls, a skull on his desk, and an African drum that he beat to summon his guests to dinner. It was from Haddon that Louis first learned about string figures and the easy entry a well-made cat’s cradle could give a visitor to primitive peoples’ cultures. The figures and stories that accompanied them often had magical or religious significance, and anyone who was adept at performing them must therefore be a friend. “‘You can travel anywhere with a smile and a piece of string,’” Haddon told his students. Later, with probably a touch of exaggeration, Louis would credit his knowledge of string figures with saving his life. But like Haddon, he did become skilled at them and always carried a “suitable piece of string” in his pocket, using it to make friends wherever he traveled in Africa.

Haddon’s primary interest was not prehistory but the study of ethnography, collecting handicrafts and artifacts from living cultures. Louis did not readily share his mentor’s enthusiasm for material culture, but when Haddon gave a lecture on a German classification system for African bows and arrows, Louis knew parts of it were wrong. He told Haddon about his suspicions, and Haddon helped arrange a small grant enabling him to spend his 1925 Christmas vacation in Hamburg, Brussels, and Paris, where he examined collections in various museums. Ultimately, this research led to Louis’s first scientific paper, but even more important it resulted in a meeting with Hans Reck. A prominent German paleontologist, Reck had discovered a complete fossil human skeleton in Olduvai Gorge (then called Oldoway), Tanzania (then German East Africa), in 1913, and had been part of a German expedition to Tendaguru. He and Louis hit it off and developed a “very warm friendship.” Louis told him that he was planning to spend the rest of his life “studying the prehistoric problems of East Africa,” and Reck shared with him the story of his fossil skeleton. He could not show it to Louis because he had sent it to Munich for study.

Reck’s skeleton was very controversial at the time. The remains were clearly those of modern man, Homo sapiens, but Reck insisted the skeleton was as old as the extinct Pleistocene animals found nearby. Skeptics argued that it was a recent burial of a Maasai tribesman, dug into the older geological strata. There were no chemical tests then that could decide this issue, and Reck had been planning a second expedition to Olduvai to settle the matter when the First World War broke out. Now, with the gorge in British-held territory (the League of Nations had mandated German East Africa to the British in 1920, and they had renamed it Tanganyika), there was very little chance that he could ever go back. “Half jokingly, half seriously, I said that one day he must come and join me, and that we would visit Oldoway together,” Louis wrote. Six years later they would.

Back at Cambridge, Louis again applied himself to studying for his final exams in anthropology and archeology, and again came away with top scores—he had earned, as his fellow students predicted, “double firsts,” the equivalent of graduating summa cum laude. He received his baccalaureate in June 1926, and St. John’s awarded its brilliant young scholar a research fellowship to head up his first East African Archaeological Expedition. Other organizations, including England’s Royal Society (an exclusive society of scientists), the Percy Sladen Memorial Trust, and the Kenyan government also showered Louis with grants, making it possible for him to plan a yearlong expedition.

Only one Cambridge professor seemed to have doubts about Louis’s enterprise; he attempted to dissuade the young scholar from wasting his time searching for early man in Africa, since “‘everyone knew he had started in Asia.’” As cocksure as ever, Louis decided to prove him wrong. A month after receiving his degree, Louis and a fellow Cambridge graduate, Bernard Newsam, sailed to Mombasa and set up a base camp at Kabete Mission Station. Louis was just twenty-three.

For this first of many expeditions he would lead to Africa, Louis decided to excavate one of the sources of his inspiration, a cave he had explored as a boy along the Bogojee Stream. He and his sisters had discovered the cave when playing near a waterfall they had christened “Gibberish.” Later they had returned with two “very reluctant” Kikuyu men and a rope ladder, and crawled down into the hole, expecting to find the tools and pots of ancient people lying on the floor. But there was nothing aside from a single obsidian flake, and they climbed out again “very disappointed.” “We did not then think of digging,” Louis wrote.

When he returned to the cave in the summer of 1926, he, Newsam, and two elderly Kikuyu men dug a trench down the center of the cave, then set to work excavating the floor. Every day a crowd of Kikuyu gathered around the cave’s entrance to watch and exclaim over the obisidian “knives and weapons” Louis retrieved from the earth. The elder Kikuyu explained his work as a “search for the Gumba,” referring to the semi-pygmy race of people who had lived before them in the forest. Louis, however, was looking for “the oldest culture in East Africa.” The Kikuyu were intrigued by this idea and fascinated when Louis showed them how to use an obisidian flake to scrape a skin, but they disapproved of his search for the skeletons of these ancient people. No matter how long ago they had died, their remains were still taboo.

In the 1920s, archeologists believed that the oldest culture was that of the Chellean, a “handaxe culture.”2 These large tear-shaped tools were first identified in France in 1847. Later archeologists found them scattered from India to Palestine, across Europe, and in North and South Africa. Today, the handaxes are known to be the handiwork of Homo erectus, who lived between 1.7 million and 400,000 years ago and was the immediate predecessor of Homo sapiens. But in 1926 scientists puzzled over which ancestor had crafted the tools. Homo erectus was then known only from fossils discovered in Java in the 1890s—although the remains (a jawbone, skullcap, thighbone, and two teeth) were initially classified as Pithecanthropus erectus, or the “erect ape man.” The designation clearly signaled that scientists (even in the 1920s) did not consider this creature capable of making stone tools. Without a means of dating the handaxes, archeologists somewhat arbitrarily assumed that they belonged to a culture no more than 200,000 years old. The earth itself was believed to be only sixty-five million years old, the Age of Mammals (the Cenozoic) three million years, and the Age of Man (the Pleistocene) 500,000 years.3 Within these constraints, a date of 200,000 years for the earliest culture seemed reasonable.

Louis, in preparing for his expedition, noted with great “surprise” that no one had yet found Chellean tools in East Africa. “I argued to myself that if only I could find the right places in which to search, I must be able to find this oldest culture in East Africa too.” He failed at Gibberish Cave, and moved his camp to the farm of Major James Alex MacDonald, where he and Newsam excavated a number of burial mounds. This time there was sufficient material—skeletons, stone bowls, beads, and obsidian tools—to describe a prehistoric culture. Louis labeled it the “Gumban” in honor of the small forest folk.

Louis and Newsam then moved to an abandoned farm overlooking Lake Elmenteita. He had heard about the site as a boy of fifteen at a meeting of the Natural History Society in Nairobi. Professor J. W. Gregory, a noted geologist who had been the first to discover stone tools in East Africa, had given a talk, and afterwards Louis went up to greet him. They were joined by one W. S. Bromhead, who produced a fossilized human bone, a shell, and polished stone that he said had been found after rock blasting on a Kenyan farm. Louis had been “struck by the mineralised condition” of the bone, and now, eight years later, he had permission to investigate the site. On his first reconnaissance, Louis noticed a skull jammed into a crack in a cliff face, an “important” discovery. He dug a small trench and found a number of human and animal bones and a bit of pottery all lying undisturbed in stratified sands, and decided that “the site must be examined in detail.”

Close to the cliff where Louis had spotted the skull, the Makalia River spilled down from the Mau escarpment. Louis and Newsam set up camp here in a “large and airy” pigsty on a Mr. Keeling’s farm, while his Kikuyu workers stayed in tents. They started work at Bromhead’s site, as Louis called his new excavation, at the end of January 1927, and within a few weeks had recovered a number of skeletons (eventually he excavated twenty-six), obsidian tools, and bits of pottery. Louis decided that the pottery indicated an earlier cultural phase than the Gumban, and called these people the Elmenteitans. Already, as he wrote in his reports and letters to Burkitt, Louis had begun piecing together the prehistoric cultural sequence of East Africa—something that had never been done, since archeologists then believed that all significant cultural developments had started first in northern climes.4 He had also found another sixty-four sites worth investigating.

By now, Louis’s excavations were well-known in Kenya (the East African Standard carried several stories about his work, and solicited donations on his behalf), and another farmer in the Elmenteita area, Mr. Gamble, asked him if he would like to investigate two caves on his property. They struck Louis as “ideal places for prehistoric man to live in,” and he began a trial excavation there in April. He and his team dug fourteen feet down through the cave floor, again uncovering stone tools, bits of pottery, and fragments of human skeletons. Louis was tantalized by the cave deposits, which obviously extended well below the fourteen-foot level. There was not time to excavate the entire cave, but he retrieved enough evidence to show that it had been occupied by at least two distinct cultures, one of which was clearly Elmenteitan.

Earlier in the season, Louis had purchased an old Model T Ford. Each morning he and his crew drove the ten miles from camp to Gamble’s Cave, as he called the new site, worked all day, and returned in the evening. One afternoon their usually strict schedule was interrupted by a visit from Mr. Keeling and two young women from Cambridge: Henrietta Wilfrida Avern and Janet Forbes. Frida, as Henrietta liked to be called, and Janet were just completing an eighteen-month tour of East Africa and had stopped by the Keelings’ farm on their way back to Nairobi. “We’d gone out in a slap-happy way,” Frida recalled fifty-eight years later in the sitting room of her Cambridge home. “I’d got tired of teaching and wanted to see what the world was like. So we’d taken the steamer to Mombasa, then bought a box-body car,5 a Whippet, in Nairobi, and hired a friend’s elephant boy, a Maasai chap we called the ‘long Fellow.’ He was stalwart and very good at building bridges if they were down.” The three of them had driven through Kenya, Tanganyika, and Uganda, camping and staying with settlers along the way. They had traveled through the great herds in the Maasai Mara game reserve, run a coffee farm for six weeks while the owner recovered from malaria, and spent a week walking with friends in the foothills of the Ruwenzoris, Uganda’s Mountains of the Moon.

At twenty-six, Frida was a bright young woman with a “lively mind, keen interest in people and ideas and love of talk.” She was not a beauty, but she was vivacious, with sparkling brown eyes and a generous smile. At Cambridge, she had majored in modern and medieval languages, but had also studied some archeology, and Louis found her an astute and receptive audience. He invited the two women to dinner in his “piggery” and two nights later they returned to his camp. “The supper table was covered with stone tools before we had anything to eat,” Frida recalled. “There was a python skin drying outside in the sun, and bones and stones covering everything inside. And Louis talked absolutely nonstop about stratified sites and dating. I think he was probably starving for a little reasonably shared and intelligent conversation, and an audience. We talked archeology till dawn.”

The next day Louis drove Frida, Janet, and Newsam to the Nakuru site where he discussed his developing ideas on lake levels and dating. He believed that in Pleistocene times several immense lakes covered portions of what is now the Rift Valley, and he thought these old lakebeds might provide a method for dating his archeological sites. “Louis was obsessional about the lake gravels, as he always was when there was something to find out,” said Frida. “But it was always something interesting, and he had a way of telling you about the lakes rising and falling, and the ancient people living along their shores that made you see it. There was always an immediacy.” That afternoon, they picnicked under the spreading thorn trees that edge the shores of Lake Nakuru. Petal-pink flamingoes rimmed the lake’s blue waters, hippos lazily surfaced to snort and bellow, and water buck and buffalo grazed in the distance. It was heady and romantic, and Louis fell in love.

“It was a very daft affair,” Frida said. “He came down the following day to see us off to Nairobi—we were on the way to Tanzania—and suggested through the window of the train that we should be married when he came home. I said I wasn’t thinking of marriage at that time, that we didn’t know each other at all. I thought he was completely mad.”

But Frida was also captivated by his flair and dash, the “originality of his thinking and astonishing range of knowledge. He never stopped talking and was never dull.” They corresponded (“always about his latest discoveries”), and Louis called on her when he returned to Cambridge in the fall of 1927. As usual, he was full of archeological talk. He had already published a paper (“Stone Age Man in Kenya Colony”) about his discoveries in the eminent British scientific journal Nature, the first of forty articles and letters he would eventually publish there; he had given a talk to the British Association for the Advancement of Science about his finds; and no less an expert than Sir Arthur Keith, the foremost authority on human origins, was studying the skeletal remains Louis had brought back from his expedition. St. John’s, where Louis would spend the next year, had provided its star young scientist with a comfortable set of rooms in which to study and live. But beyond all that, he had a new expedition to plan, and he hoped very much that Frida would accompany him. This time Frida succumbed.

One year later, in July 1928, they were married. Frida’s family, upper-middle-class merchants in the cork trade, were “appalled. But they hadn’t lived in scientific circles and were much more conventional,” she said. Frida, however, liked the prospect of an adventurous life with Louis, and that autumn they set sail together, happy and newly wed, on Louis’s Second East African Archaeological Expedition to Kenya.

After a short visit with his parents at Kabete Mission, Louis and Frida set up a base camp at Elmenteita to continue the work at Gamble’s Cave. This time Louis had permission to use the abandoned farmhouse, but it had been left empty for some years and its mud walls were crumbling, full of holes, and rat-infested. Compared to the Elmenteita pigsty, the decrepit house was a step up and Louis proclaimed it “magnificent.” Frida gamely agreed, but others who would later join the expedition found the house appalling. “Camp conditions were very rough and bad, though Louis had told my father that they were almost luxurious,” said Elisabeth Kitson, who joined the expedition at the end of November. Elisabeth’s father must have marveled at Louis’s audacity when he received his daughter’s first letter home:

[The camp] consists of a collection of huts made of wattle & daub with thatched roofs, all in a very doubtful state of repair & cleanliness. The furniture (such as there is) is made of packing cases & there is a barbed wire entanglement across every window instead of glass…. The bedroom part is just like a cowshed—there’s no ceiling but just the bare rafter poles & thatch above… full of bats & crickets & spiders & doubtless other unknown horrors. The walls are just partitions & don’t go up to the top so you can have conversations with your next door neighbour or the person in the bath. The floor is just bare earth.

Louis especially appreciated the house because it saved him the expense of buying tents for all the members of his expedition; then, as later in life, he spent whatever money he had on his work, and where he could cut costs on creature comforts, he did. His Kikuyu workers, many of them friends from his own age group, built their small circular huts behind the house. The camp was well situated for Louis’s purposes, six miles from Gamble’s Cave and within striking distance of other sites Louis planned to explore in the vicinity.6

Elmenteita lies almost in the center of the Great Rift Valley, a massive geological fault that runs from southwestern Turkey, across the Red Sea, south through Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania to the mouth of the Zambesi River in Zimbabwe. Although it drops below sea level at some points, at Elmenteita the Rift is high and broad—almost a mile above sea level, and twenty-five miles across. Three lakes—Naivasha, Elmenteita, and Nakuru—are strung like blue jewels down its center. From Louis’s camp the view was of the sheer Mau and Laikipia escarpments that form the edges of the valley, and the waters of both lakes Elmenteita and Nakuru. In the distance rose the imposing cinder cones of two volcanoes, Longonot and Suswa. The air here was exceptionally clear, lending a foreshortened quality to the landscape and fooling the eye. Some days, the distant peaks seemed but a mile or two away, while birds flying overhead appeared tiny one moment, huge the next. Once Penelope Jenkin, another member of the expedition, spotted what she thought was a flock of starlings spinning over Lake Elmenteita. “But then they began to circle down and down… until suddenly, they turned from dark silhouettes to great white birds with enormous golden bills! Sure enough, they were a flock of pelicans.” On the plains around their camp, zebra grazed alongside the cattle herds of tall Maasai, and occasionally an ostrich strutted by, turning its long neck and fluffing its feathers.

Louis’s first expedition and his reports about Kenya’s prehistoric cultures had received such wide acclaim in England that he had been rewarded with sizable grants from all of his previous benefactors, as well as the Rhodes Trust and Royal Geographical Society. With the extra funds, he expanded the size of his scientific staff to eight. He had persuaded his brother, Douglas, to take a temporary leave from Cambridge and come out as his surveyor. He had invited a dark and moody Scot, Donald MacInnes, who was “extraordinarily clever with his hands” and with whom he had struck up a great friendship at St. John’s, to make a collection of animal bones at his sites. Tom Powys Cobb, the son of Kenyan settlers, had invited himself along, promising to pay his own expenses. Once camp was established, Louis sent an urgent cable to Professor Haddon asking him to find a geologist, and in December the tall and gentle John D. Solomon came out. Shortly before Solomon’s arrival, Elisabeth Kitson and a fellow student, Cecily Creasy, also joined the expedition. Louis had earned extra money at Cambridge by coaching both in their anthropology courses. Kitson, blond, blue-eyed, and twenty-three, was described by a fellow team member as a “lively little person with an immense sense of humour”; Cecily Creasy was a “good-looking and intellectual brunette” of thirty who had lost her husband in the Great War. Louis, ever proper, noted in his autobiography, “… as I planned to marry and to take my wife with me, there was no reason why Mrs. Creasy and Miss Kitson should not come too.”

Penelope Jenkin was the last arrival. A close friend of Frida’s, she had studied the ecology of lakes in Scotland, and while at Cambridge had described her work to Louis. He had responded with an “enthusiastic and vivid account” of the Rift Valley lakes, then invited her to his camp, a kindness that she later decided was “characteristic of Louis.” “He [could] see someone else’s problem [in Penelope’s case, the need for comparative lakes to study] and produce an imaginative response to it, at no small cost to himself in time and energy.”

Louis’s team—aside from his brother, Frida, and Powys Cobb—were greenhorns in the African bush, and he took somewhat of a “schoolboyish” delight in introducing them to the wilds. For Elisabeth and Cecily, Louis planned a special welcome. Accustomed to the civilities of Cambridge, the two women were deposited, after a long journey, at the Elmenteita train station—“three corrugated iron huts dumped in the middle of a vast plain”—which lay eight miles from camp. It was pitch-dark outside, and they waited anxiously on the platform, surrounded by a group of curious natives, for Louis to arrive. At last he drove up in his Chevrolet box-body car, quickly loaded up their trunks, and headed off into what appeared to Elisabeth as “quite the back of beyond.” In her first letter home to her family, she described this “most perilous & exciting drive”:

“L. said we might easily meet some rhinos or lions & he had a rifle strapped on to the car by his side in case. The road was a sea of slippery mud covering most awkward undulations & we skidded wildly every few yards. L. said it did not matter as we had the whole of Africa to skid into but I didn’t feel convinced by that at all. Further on we got to the bush & L. said we might possibly hear a lion so we stopped the car for a minute & listened & sure enough there was a melancholy roaring going on quite near. I began to wish I had brought a gun.”

Later that evening at camp, another “lion” interrupted their dinner:

… in the middle of supper … we suddenly heard screams & yells & all the natives careened out of the house & down the road as hard as they could go. All the men jumped up & seized their guns & joined in the pandemonium. Several shots were fired & then they came in & said a lion had just gone past. I felt awfully thrilled & wished more than ever that I’d brought a gun.7

In the morning Louis shamelessly confessed that both “lions” had been hoaxes, the “roaring” created by someone hiding in the bush. The evening’s excitement had been designed “to provide us with some of the thrills of wildest Africa while we were still innocent!… but I wish they had never told us,” Elisabeth sighed, “as it was so exciting and now seems so tame and disappointing.”

Louis himself considered their camp life to be “almost as humdrum as it might be in a suburb of London.” And perhaps it was for him. Certainly lions never visited their camp, but hyenas laughed eerily in the night, the hyraxes shrieked, and everyone was ordered to carry flashlights if out after dark to avoid treading on puff adders, cobras, and mambas. By day, the neighboring Maasai with their long spears, glinting brass armbands, and red-ochred braids were regular visitors, and sometimes hunters of the Wanderobo tribe came down from the Mau forest bearing game or honey to sell.

Other provisions—primarily vegetables and maize meal—were bought at the little Indian-run shops in Elmenteita. To supplement their rather “rough and plain” diet, the team members went hunting at least once a week. “We lived by the gun on that expedition,” said Frida. “I had a high velocity, flat trajectory, point five rifle which somebody had given me for a wedding present. And I did some shooting, but I didn’t like it. You had to be out by 5 AM, and if you didn’t kill at once, you had to go on until you found your wounded buck. I did it as little as possible; I didn’t like shooting the animals.” Louis viewed the hunting as a matter of practicality, which it was, and nearly always had his gun at the ready, sometimes jumping up to fire at hyraxes and guinea fowl over the windshield of his car.

Like nearly all Europeans in East Africa, the group wore a “bush kit” of khaki clothing and “double terais”—two felt hats stacked on top of each other with a layer of red flannel sewn in between, to protect them from the sun’s actinic (ultraviolet) rays, which supposedly damaged the brain and nervous system. “In those days, nobody moved without their terai,” said Frida, adding that the wide-brimmed hats made Louis’s team look “quite smart.”

Life at the camp soon settled into a regular routine, with breakfast at seven-thirty and work until dark. Louis gave each member particular assignments to carry out—assisting on the excavation, sieving the dirt for artifacts and bones, surveying and mapping, or exploring for new sites—and spent much of his own time stretched out flat on his stomach, or edged up on one elbow scratching the earth away from a skull or stone tool with a dental pick. “Louis was the mainspring of all our activity,” recalled Solomon, “and as a ‘doer’ and enthusiast he was wonderful.” Although his absolute devotion to his work sometimes irritated others (“… he put the work absolutely first regardless of the comfort, safety or happiness of his workers,” said Elisabeth Kitson), he did manage to keep his team together for the entire eight months. “If you were part of an expedition of which Louis was the leader,” said Frida, “you were totally involved or you went home. But nobody ever did. He did inspire enormous loyalty in a very remarkable range of human beings.”

Although Louis had not yet found handaxes similar to the Chellean culture, he was optimistic about their discovery, and believed he was working in the right area. “[W]e were gradually working backwards [in time], and so my hopes were strengthened that one day, sooner or later, I would find traces of the oldest known types of stone tool, and possibly even bones of the men who made them.” In 1927 he and Newsam had located two occupation levels in the cave, and now, working from September 1928 to April 1929, he uncovered two more. Obsidian flakes and tools were thick in these lower two levels; they catalogued nearly five hundred tools and thousands of flakes every day, often working into the night by hurricane lamp. “By that time everybody else was exhausted,” said Frida. “But Louis would just go on and write the day’s report everyday …. He had a kind of—dedication is the wrong word, because it sounds pious and it wasn’t—it was a sort of monomaniac interest in the thing.”

Louis’s infectious curiosity and eye for how things worked often gave him insights that more theoretically minded people may have missed. He favored an empirical approach to prehistory, teaching himself how to make stone tools from obsidian and then using them to butcher small antelopes, scrape a skin, or even perform minor surgery. He once lanced a painful boil Elisabeth Kitson had developed, using an obsidian tool from the cave—“a rather typical experiment!” she recalled. “Louis possessed a special antennae,” said Frida, “a way of making imaginative jumps” about the objects the team found. The group was especially perplexed by small obsidian fragments they were finding. Louis then unearthed a group of the shiny chips lying side by side in situ, “and he made one of these jumps,” said Frida. “They were the barbs for making a fish harpoon.”

By October 1928 the team had reached the fourth level of the cave, which was littered with obsidian tools. Based on their shapes, Louis decided the tools resembled those made by people of the Aurignacian culture in Europe, who had lived about 20,000 B.C.8 In his monthly report for October, Louis argued the opposite position. “[I]t would not be surprising,” he wrote, “to find that the Aurignacian or Capsian culture originated south of the Sahara, possibly in Kenya itself, and sent off waves north and south.” Around the sorting table, Louis was inclined to push his unconventional views even further. “Nobody could possibly fail to notice Louis’ fanatical adherence to the belief that the human genus first emerged in tropical Africa,” recalled John Solomon. “This belief might be regarded as ‘religious’ rather than ‘scientific,’ and he eagerly grasped at any datum which might corroborate it”—a tendency, Solomon noted, that led Louis “to attribute the maximum possible antiquity” to all his discoveries.

Because he had no way of dating his finds accurately, Louis relied on a theoretical dating framework devised by E. J. Wayland, a geologist who, in 1920, had made the first geological survey of Uganda. Wayland, a stockily built, red-haired man with both a strong jaw and constitution, made his survey by foot and canoe, walking nine hundred miles and paddling three hundred. On his travels, he discovered traces of prehistoric lake beaches situated high above the current lake levels, and he decided that they were evidence of past climatic change—an African equivalent of the European Ice Age glaciations. Based on his study of lake stratigraphy, Wayland surmised that the tropics had undergone corresponding periods of rain and drought as the snows on the highest peaks—Mounts Kilimanjaro and Kenya, and the Ruwenzoris—had advanced and receded. By correlating these rainy periods, or pluvials, with the glaciations of Europe, he believed he could develop a dating method for Africa.

Louis had been following Wayland’s pluvial theories, and in 1927, during his first expedition, had gone to Entebbe to meet him. The same year, Wayland visited Louis to inspect his excavations and the ancient lake terraces—resembling giant earthen staircases—above Lakes Elmenteita and Nakuru. In one place Louis showed an excited Wayland a terrace 145 feet thick; in another, a deposit of fish bones three miles from the present-day fishless, alkaline waters of Lake Nakuru. These obvious fluctuations in lake levels indicated to Louis “important changes of climate”; in his view, Lake Nakuru had been 145 feet deep during the Pleistocene and had been dropping ever since. By the end of his first expedition, he believed that he had found data that “prove conclusively that during the Pleistocene there had been at least three pluvial periods, separated from each other by arid periods.”

The “Pluvial Hypothesis” was a plausible but altogether fallacious theory; yet it was not until the 1950s that geologists were able to disprove it. “In retrospect,” said John Solomon, “I believe that we all overestimated the importance of climatic change in modifying the nature and location of sedimentation.” The raised terraces were, in fact, caused by the faulting and uplifts of plate tectonics, not enormous lakes; there was no relationship with the Ice Age. But Louis latched on to the “pluvials,” and used them throughout his early writings to explain the climate of prehistoric Kenya and to date his finds. His insistence on giving his sites absolute dates and always pushing for dates of the greatest antiquity, however implausible, became a pattern on these early expeditions, as did his propensity for grandstanding and overstatement.

Yet by any standard, the 1928-29 season at Elmenteita was an overwhelming success. Louis excavated two more Homo sapiens skeletons from Gamble’s Cave, made an excellent collection of stone artifacts, and, with MacInnes’s help, identified the remains of a variety of extinct fauna. He had also organized excavations at sites that other team members found, and turned up more tools and skeletal material. It was not, however, until three short weeks before the season ended that he discovered what he was most hoping for: evidence of a handaxe culture. John Solomon actually made the discovery, but it was Louis who recognized what Solomon had found.

“If I remember rightly,” said Solomon,

it was while returning from Naivasha one afternoon that I took the opportunity to have a cursory look at the gullies running down to the river [at Kariandusi], and picked up a piece of green lava which I thought might be an artifact, although I was very doubtful. When I showed it to Louis, he, characteristically, had no doubts whatsoever, and sent Elisabeth and me back there the very next day, with instructions to collect some implements from in situ in the deposits exposed in the gullies! I was decidedly sceptical about our chances, but his hunch proved correct, and we came back with an excellent haul… Louis’ “hunches” were usually correct.9

Louis was ecstatic; the elegant pear-shaped axes were precisely what he had been searching for all these months: relics of one of the oldest known cultures. Based on the shape of the tools and the geology of the site, he estimated them to be from the First Ice Age, or between 40,000 and 50,000 years old. “The discovery was… of the very greatest importance,” Louis wrote, “as it threw entirely new light upon the age of the great Great Rift Valley [sic].” Ironically, Louis was right on all counts except age—today, the Kariandusi tools are estimated to be 500,000 years old. The site is of relatively minor importance now, a little-visited national monument with a humble but well-kept museum and a staff that fairly pounces on the few tourists who do come for a tour. But for Louis, it provided critical evidence of an Acheulean culture in East Africa as sophisticated as those in Europe.10 Triumphant, he closed the Elmenteita Camp and set out in a half-ton truck with Frida, John Solomon, Elisabeth Kitson, and a Kikuyu assistant for Johannesburg, South Africa. The British Association for the Advancement of Science had scheduled its 1929 annual meeting there, and Louis was eager to present his finds.

In 1929 the Great North Road stretched from Capetown on the southernmost tip of Africa to Nairobi, a distance of three thousand miles. It was part of the British vision of Africa, a road that would link its territories and colonies from Egypt to South Africa. Sections of the road are paved today, but when Louis’s party headed south, the road varied from nothing more than a faint track to a pair of dust-filled ruts two feet deep. They were not the first to travel its length; in 1927 a Mr. and Mrs. Court Treat had journeyed by car the entire distance, from the Cape to Cairo. Yet it was a rare enough undertaking that when Louis’s group reached Johannesburg six weeks after departing from Nairobi, the local newspaper heralded their arrival with a front-page story: “From Kenya Colony by Truck/Archaeologists’ Venture/on £1 a Day Each.”

Many of the leading scholars in African prehistory—H. J. Fleure, John Goodwin, C. (“Peter”) van Riet Lowe, Raymond Dart, and Gertrude Caton-Thompson—attended the British Association meeting in Johannesburg. Rumors of Louis’s discoveries and the dates he was assigning to his finds had preceded him. Even before leaving Nairobi, he had received two cautionary letters. “I hear you are probably going to the British Association meeting in South Africa,” wrote Professor Haddon from Cambridge. “If you do, I entreat you to be careful what you say. Naturally you will tell them of what you have found, but do not go in for wild hypotheses. These won’t do your work any good and it’s foolish to try to make a splash.” E. J. Wayland, the geologist from Uganda, wrote in a similar vein:

Harm is done to the cause by overemphatic comments with regard to these correlations at this date. (Strictly between you and me and the gatepost, I found it necessary to defend your work… for the benefit of some folks at Cambridge who are interested in the bestowal of Fellowships.) Believe me you will serve archaeology, the expedition and yourself best by maintaining a strictly scientific attitude. You have the chance of making yourself, in time, one of the leaders of archaeological thought—don’t spoil your chances, for by so doing you will unintentionally let the science down. I must ask you to forgive the sermon, it is delivered in all friendship.

Louis apparently heeded their advice, and presented a straightforward account of his work, “An outline of the Stone Age in Kenya,” on the first day of the meeting. In it he described his latest expedition, and the sequence of East African cultures he had uncovered. Only two years before, Peter van Riet Lowe and John Goodwin had worked out the Stone Age sequences in South Africa. Louis’s research was a significant addition to theirs and he was soundly applauded.

Yet the meeting was not without controversy. Gertrude Caton-Thompson gave her results on her excavations in what is now Zimbabwe. Contrary to popular belief, which held that the elegant stone towers there had been built by a northern race of people, she asserted that they were the work of Africans. “Raymond Dart didn’t agree with that, and he gave a violent diatribe about how disgraceful this work was, that it couldn’t possibly have been done by local Africans,” said J. Desmond Clark, now professor emeritus of African prehistory at the University of California, Berkeley. Her speech so angered Dart that he stalked out of the meeting. “That really upset Gertrude and I don’t think she talked to him again until 1955 when they met [at the Pan African Congress] in Livingstone.” Caton-Thompson’s conclusions were correct, but the colonial prejudices of the time blinded many people, including scientists.

Ironically, Dart endured the same prejudice over his find, the perfectly fossilized skull of a young, five-to-six-year-old chimplike creature. He had found the skull in 1924 in South Africa and had decided almost at once that it must have balanced on the spinal column of an upright creature—one that walked on two legs, not four. To Dart, the fossil, with its small apelike brain, and small humanlike canines, seemed a transitional creature, neither fully human nor fully ape, and he described it as such in the February 7, 1925, issue of Nature. He also judiciously labeled it Australopithecus africanus, or Southern Ape of Africa. However, none of the eminent British anatomists and anthropologists supported his views. They had not seen the fossil, but they were certain the creature was really nothing more than a chimpanzee, and a four-footed one at that. Dart believed the 1929 meeting would give him the chance to vindicate his views. Anthropologists and anatomists would see the skull, examine it, and agree with him. But nothing of the sort happened. No one really cared to see his “Taung Baby,” as the skull had been nicknamed (after the site where it had been found), and those who did made “noncommittal comments.” “It was obvious that few regarded it as anything of real importance in the evolutionary story,” Dart wrote forty years later. Like Caton-Thompson, he would eventually be proved right.

For his part, Louis enthusiastically supported Caton-Thompson’s theories about Zimbabwe, and they became close friends. He was less sure about Dart’s find. “Louis did not seem to have much respect for him,” observed John Solomon. The Taung skull did not fit Louis’s idea of what early humans should look like; very likely he was one of those making “noncommittal comments.”

His own paper had been so well received that nearly sixty scientists decided they would travel to Kenya to inspect his excavations. Louis was naturally pleased by this, but also somewhat dismayed. Instead of lingering in South Africa to visit archeological sites as he and Frida had planned, they were forced to drive back to Nairobi as soon as the conference ended. This time they made the three thousand miles in fifteen days. Groups of scientists began arriving shortly thereafter, and Louis spent the next several days squiring such luminaries as Professor Fleure (then the grand old man of prehistory) and Sir Julian Huxley around his digs. “Nobody could seriously fault Louis’ excavation techniques or his recording of the provenance of the material obtained,” said John Solomon, who had accompanied the Leakeys back to Kenya. The visiting scientists returned to England with words of praise for Louis, and Haddon wrote back congratulating his star pupil and John Solomon on their work.

Louis and Frida sailed for England in November 1929. St. John’s College had awarded him a lucrative two-year fellowship, and they settled into a small cottage a short distance from Cambridge. But Louis was already planning a new expedition. “Almost as soon as I was back in England I started making plans for a third season in East Africa, this time with the Oldoway [Olduvai] Gorge as my main objective.”



Chapter 3
LAYING CLAIM TO THE EARLIEST MAN

In 1929 only a very few scientists believed that humans had originated in Africa. Instead, attention was focused on China, where W. C. Pei and Davidson Black had just discovered the first skull of Peking Man. Unlike Raymond Dart’s Taung Baby from South Africa, Peking Man received great attention and acclaim. Its thick cranial vault and heavy brow ridges marked it as primitive, but it was also clearly a human relative. Newspapers heralded the discovery, and the scientists who had once derided Black’s claims for an Asian Garden of Eden now applauded him.

In fact, Peking Man was something of a godsend to scientists studying human origins. Aside from Dart’s unrecognized Taung Baby, no fossils of significance had been recovered for fifteen years. There had also been the unfortunate matter of Hesperopithecus haroldcooki, a supposedly ancient relative from Nebraska that turned out to be nothing more than an extinct form of pig. Peking Man was unquestionably a hominid (in the human family). But how did it relate to modern people? Where did Sinanthropus pekinensis fit in the human family tree?

Most representations of this tree in the 1920s showed a trunk sprouting out of an unknown past, then branching into an array of creatures. At ground level were shrews, lemurs, tarsoids, and monkeys. Above them came orangutans, chimpanzees, and gorillas. And appearing in the upper branches were Negroes, Mongoloids, and Australoids. The zenith position, of course, was held by Caucasians. Curiously, all of the authentic early human fossils known to science—the few Neanderthal specimens, the skullcap (the top of the skull) and leg bone of Java Man, and now the skull of Peking Man—were placed by themselves on separate side branches. None of these supported the prevailing notions of what early humans should look like; consequently they were all regarded as separate species, other “types” or “races” of humanlike creatures that had died out. According to the leading theorists, humankind’s earliest ancestor would be “a creature with an overgrown brain and ape-like face.” Only one fossil met these requirements—Eoanthropus dawsoni, popularly known as Piltdown Man. Discovered in a gravel pit in Sussex, England, between 1911 and 1915, Piltdown Man had both a large brain and an apelike jaw, and was immediately accorded full ancestral status.
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Not until forty years after its discovery would scientists agree that Piltdown Man was a hoax, an elaborate ruse that brought together a five-hundred-year-old human skullcap with the lower jaw and incisors of an orangutan. Unaware of the trick being played on them, the scientists who announced and described Eoanthropus congratulated themselves on their foresight: Piltdown was precisely what they had predicted they would find, a “blend of man and ape.” It colored the interpretation of every fossil subsequently uncovered until the 1950s—and influenced several generations of anthropologists, including Louis Leakey.

Sir Arthur Keith, one of the leading proponents of Piltdown Man, was particularly instrumental in shaping Louis’s thinking. “Sir Arthur Keith was very much Louis’s father in science,” noted Frida. Brilliant, yet modest and unassuming, Keith was regarded at the time of Piltdown’s discovery as England’s most eminent anatomist and an authority on human ancestry. He had been appointed conservator of the Royal College of Surgeons’ famed Hunterian Museum and was a regular contributor to the Royal Anthropological Institute journal, Man—positions he used to become, in one observer’s words, a “one-man court of appeal’” for physical anthropologists from around the world. It was largely Keith’s opinion that squelched scientific interest in the Taung Baby, and his opinion that assured Piltdown a place on every drawing of humankind’s family tree.

A superb scholar, Keith had learned what he called the “alphabet by which we spell out the long-past history of man and ape” after spending a year systematically noting 150 characteristics of two hundred primate skulls. This research, coupled with his dissections of primate and human embryos, and reconstructions of both the Java and Piltdown skulls, led Keith to conclude that modern man was “an ancient form, with a past immeasurably longer than is usually believed.” He thought that humans separated from the apes at the beginning of the Miocene (then dated at one million years ago, today dated at twenty-two million years), and soon thereafter acquired both erect posture and a large brain. The Piltdown skull, whose brain capacity matched that of modern humans and which supposedly came from late Pliocene deposits, seemed to confirm his view.

Keith believed that the other major fossil discoveries—Neanderthal, Peking Man, and Java Man—represented part of an “ancient population made up of, not mere varieties of one species of mankind as at present, but of totally different species and genera.” He compared humankind’s lineage to that of the modern primate world, which is similarly divided into separate but related genera—chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans, and humans. “Amongst this complex of ancient humanity,” he argued, “we have to seek for the ancestors of modern man.” These “true” ancestors would be distinguished from the others by the size of their brains. “Man is what he is,” wrote Keith, “because of his brain.”

In 1915 Keith elaborated on his ideas in a highly influential book, The Antiquity of Man, which Louis surely read as an undergraduate at Cambridge. Louis also may have attended some of Keith’s popular lectures on human origins. But the two men did not meet until the spring of 1927. Louis then appeared at the Hunterian Museum in London fresh from his first archeological expedition, bearing both “human remains and prehistoric stone implements.” His entrance may or may not have been planned for effect, but either way, Keith was impressed. He offered Louis use of a research room in his museum, plus guidance in reconstructing the skulls from Elmenteita, then sent a glowing report to the museum committee: “As to the remarkable ability of this young man—his courage under great difficulties, and the importance of his discoveries, there can be [no] doubt…” Already an admirer of Keith’s, Louis now became his disciple, learning from this “helpful and kind teacher” the intricacies of skeletal anatomy.

Keith had also assisted Louis in gaining grants for his second expedition. So in November 1929, shortly after Louis and Frida returned from Kenya, Keith once again welcomed the fast-talking, energetic Louis Leakey to his museum. This time Louis arrived with a nearly complete skeleton from the lowest level of Gamble’s Cave and an “enormous quantity of artifacts.” The skeleton was still encased in its rock matrix, and Louis planned to chip this away, clean the skeleton, then share his latest find with Keith. Louis believed the skeleton was twenty thousand years old, the same date that he assigned to the two small fragments of pottery he had uncovered. Like a growing number of scientists, Keith was intrigued with Louis’s archeological discoveries. “[I]f Mr. Leakey’s scheme is well founded,” noted Keith, “… then the men living in the ancient… valleys of East Africa were many thousand years ahead—in a cultural sense—of their contemporaries in Europe.” Keith was not entirely comfortable with this idea since it went against accepted thought, and he was as curious as Louis to see what one of these supposedly early pottery makers looked like.

As before, Keith arranged a workroom for Louis in the museum’s basement. Here, surrounded by the huge white bones of Greenland whales, Louis and the paleontologist Donald MacInnes chiseled away at the skeleton, a painstaking task that required “weeks of work.” Frida also worked as part of Louis’s little team, helping to sort, clean, and catalogue the artifacts and mend the fragments of animal fossils.

Keith stopped by occasionally to see how they were progressing, and was once photographed by The Times with Louis “unwrapping a skeleton.” Sometimes the two men sat together discussing the various skulls Louis had unearthed at Nakuru and Elmenteita—Keith, white-haired and elegant in his dress, carefully assessing their similarities and differences; Louis, somewhat rumpled and hasty in manner, eagerly pushing his pet theories. Louis listened to Keith and valued his assessments, but he also had his own opinions. “He was a man who formed his own judgments about things,” noted Keith.

One of Louis’s more curious opinions—and one not shared by Keith—was his belief that his Elmenteitan people (of which the new skeleton was another example) were “non-Negroid.” All of the Elmenteitans had narrow, long-headed skulls, traits’ that Louis and some other anthropologists considered “Mediterranean” or “Caucasoid.” Louis, like his archeology professor, Miles Burkitt, subscribed to the sub-Saharan theory, an idea which held that modern peoples’ immediate ancestors had favored the warm regions of sub-Saharan Africa during the Ice Ages. Louis thought his Elmenteitans were representative of these ancestors. He pictured them migrating from Kenya to the north after the glaciers had retreated, taking their supposedly advanced pottery skills and genetic traits with them. Keith was more cautious: “Mr. Leakey believes that the prehistoric people of [Kenya Colony] were more white than black, whereas I am of opinion that the opposite was the case—they were more black than white.” Keith, of course, was right: the skulls of Louis’s Elmenteitans were not any longer or narrower than those of the Maasai or Tutsi people.

Another opinion Louis formed while working on his new skeleton was, however, correct. To his eyes, the Gamble’s Cave skeleton seemed nearly identical to that of Olduvai Man, the skeleton that the German paleontologist Hans Reck had unearthed in Olduvai Gorge in 1913.1 If so, then Reck’s estimate of half a million years for his find was wrong, and Olduvai Man could date only to the middle Stone Age. Just before Christmas, Louis traveled to Berlin to discuss the dating with Reck. More importantly, he wanted to invite Reck to join his upcoming Olduvai expedition.

Their meeting did not resolve the dating issue. Reck obstinately shook his head over Louis’s arguments. But he did eagerly agree to join Louis’s expedition to Olduvai. He had never expected to see the gorge again and had, said Louis, “resigned himself to his fate.” Excited by these new prospects, Reck pulled out his Olduvai rock and fossil collections and generously shared them with Louis. One rock in particular caught Louis’s eye. It was pointed at one end, rounded at the other, and decidedly resembled one of the Kariandusi handaxes John Solomon and Elisabeth Kitson had found; but Louis said nothing about this to Reck. Instead, after intently examining the collection, he announced that “I was now certain in my own mind that the greater part of the Oldoway [Olduvai]… deposit was probably of the same age as the beds at the Kariandusi River… and I expressed the opinion that we should find implements of this [the Kariandusi] culture at Oldoway.” Reck again shook his head. He had already searched the gorge “diligently” for stone tools and found none; Louis would be disappointed if he expected to find more than the “bones of fossil animals.”

Louis persisted and then proposed a bet: “I… made a small bet that I would find Stone Age implements at Oldoway within 24 hours of arriving there.” Reck laughed and offered a hand across his boxes of bones and stones, never catching on to the twinkle in Louis’s eye. The two men shook hands, and the bet was on.

While Louis traveled “hither & thither meeting people,” Frida worked at home, flakes of obsidian and ink pens spread out around her, carefully sketching the stone tools that would illustrate her husband’s first book, The Stone Age Cultures of Kenya Colony. Louis and his love of prehistory had quickly become the focus of Frida’s life, and she viewed herself as his partner in a “joint adventure.”

Louis and Frida had been married a year and a half now, and were very much in love. Frida had a “whole-hearted and lasting devotion to Louis,” recalled a mutual friend “and Louis, in turn, always [seemed] ready and willing to discuss every sort of thing with her.” They both loved talking and sharing ideas, and if Louis’s interests always came first, Frida did not mind. It was the science and Louis’s contributions to it that mattered. “I was awfully interested in the science, in the archeology,” she said. “And you couldn’t possibly not be interested in Louis.”

At St. John’s, Louis’s field research had received great acclaim, with one unnamed reviewer on his fellowship application telling Professor Haddon, “Mr. Leakey’s… work in Kenya is about the most important work of our generation in Anthropology and … it is the duty of Cambridge to see that it is not allowed to get into difficulties.” In response, the college once again awarded him a fellowship and provided him rooms and a lab for his research, where he analyzed the stone artifacts he had brought back from Kenya. Louis was also teaching an archeology course, writing two books, and planning his next expedition. He had only a year and a half to arrange this, as he hoped to set out for Olduvai in the summer of 1931.

Louis’s third expedition was his most ambitious yet. He enlisted the support of the British Museum of Natural History, and they agreed to send along their paleontologist, Dr. Arthur Tindell Hopwood. Reck, of course, had signed up, as had Donald MacInnes and Vivian Fuchs, who had just graduated from St. John’s with a degree in geology. Fuchs, who would later be knighted for his explorations of the Antarctic, had sat in on some of Louis’s rather informal archeology courses, and remembered Louis teaching the students how to make string figures and fire with sticks.2

By early summer, 1930, Louis had completed most of the text for The Stone Age Cultures of Kenya Colony, then began writing a companion volume, The Stone Age Races of Kenya. Almost immediately, he hit a snag: the book required illustrations of the skulls he had uncovered, but for these to be drawn properly, Louis had to spend hours taking “innumerable measurements with calipers.” It was boring, tedious work, and when a “mechanically minded” friend, J. Harper, suggested that they design a drawing machine, Louis eagerly turned inventor. Looking something like a Victorian medical contraption, with wire cables, drawing pens, and screws supported on a wooden frame, the thing actually worked. Louis and Harper announced it in Nature, and took out a patent on the Leakey-Harper Drawing Machine. One machine was installed in the Royal College of Surgeons, while a second one was sent to Japan—where in Japan is not known.3 With his usual entrepreneurial flair, Louis demonstrated his machine one evening at a Royal Society conversazione—special gatherings of scientists who had new discoveries to show.

The drawing machine did eliminate the tedium of producing the illustrations, but in the meantime Louis had decided to delay his second book. With luck, he might uncover a skull alongside the handaxes he expected to find at Olduvai. Such a discovery would be of immense importance, and Louis took the gamble.

For the time being, Louis’s archeological research earned him the most acclaim. Dr. Miles Burkitt, his archeology professor, was “astonished on seeing the finds brought back by Mr. Leakey from Elmenteita.” He joined with Professor Haddon, who regarded Louis’s research as “first class pioneering work… that [has] brought great credit to English Archaeology and Anthropology,” in recommending that Louis receive a doctoral degree from Cambridge, and on October 14, 1930, the Board of Research Studies awarded him his Ph.D.4

The way to Olduvai seemed smooth now: St. John’s again awarded him a grant, as did the Royal Society, the Percy Sladen Trust, and the British Museum. Those monies, combined with Frida’s small income from her “Edwardian dress allowance,” would pay for another full year’s research in Africa. He even had enough, he thought, to visit another possible site in western Kenya, a place called Kanjera that a missionary from the Church Missionary Society had recently written him about. The missionary, the Venerable Archdeacon Walter E. Owen of western Kenya, was an avid preacher and fossil collector. He sent Louis both letters and fossilized limb bones from his site, and Louis “made a note that I would visit Kanjera if possible during the 1931-2 season.”

Louis and Frida’s first child, Priscilla Muthoni—“Muthoni” being a Kikuyu word of affection—was born April 13, 1931, the same day that Frida completed the final drawing for Louis’s first book. Priscilla was a round, chubby baby, with the dark hair and eyes of her parents, and both Louis and Frida were enchanted. Still Louis was preoccupied with Olduvai. “It makes me sad to have to admit that until our little daughter, Priscilla, was about eighteen months old I did not see very much of her,” he later wrote in the second volume of his autobiography, By the Evidence.” I was exceptionally busy with my research work, usually leaving home early in the morning and not returning until after she had gone to bed.”

Only two months remained before Louis departed for Kenya, and as usual he was pushing himself to the limit with work and projects. There were expedition details to attend to; galley proofs of his book to read; courses at Cambridge to finish teaching; and papers to publish in Nature, the Geographical Journal, and the Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute. The long hours and close work took their toll, and Louis again developed severe headaches, which led to fainting spells. These attacks had never actually gone away. Just before completing his undergraduate degree, he had collapsed unconscious on a trip to France, clutching his forehead and crying out, “Oh, my head, my head!” And even on his field expeditions, he had suffered similar “moments of loss of consciousness,” as Frida called them. “I was always liable to collapse unconscious if I overworked,” Louis himself noted. In fact, his collapses were full epileptic seizures, and frightening for those around him: he passed out, his body stiffened and shook violently, his face flushed red, and he frothed at the mouth.

His attacks worsened in early 1931, and in April he visited a specialist, who wrote his doctor:

His attacks are typically epileptic…. I think they are the result of an old cerebral contusion due to his accident in the rugby match in December, 1923 …. I would not look upon his case as a severe one and I think there is a good chance of the fits being checked with moderate doses of sedative. All the attacks have occurred in the morning before 11 o’clock, and one of them was when he was doing hard physical work in Africa and two when he was tired. I would suggest that you put him on Luminal gr.I to be taken at bed time and again on awakening…. He must quite definitely give up driving a car.

Louis took the Luminal off and on for most of his life, but he never stopped driving. In fact, his first purchase upon arriving in Mombasa at the beginning of his “big expedition to Oldoway” was a box-body Chevrolet. He had left Frida and Priscilla in June 1931 and traveled overland to Marseilles, then sailed by steamer to Kenya, arriving July 13. Frida and Priscilla would join him in September, about the time the full expedition got under way.

As with his previous expeditions, Louis planned to use his parents’ home as his base camp. Harry and May had retired as missionaries the previous year and were now living in the cool highlands of Limuru, eighteen miles from Nairobi, where they had purchased a small plot of land. On July 15, two days after disembarking at Mombasa, Louis arrived “completely tired out” in his new car, having driven the 350 miles to Nairobi by himself—but also having spent “considerably less than the price of a second-class train ticket.” As usual, his budget was limited and tight.

He now set to work building a three-room mud-and-wattle bungalow for his family on his parents’ farm. The hut featured a corrugated iron roof lined with banana bark to lessen the heat, an earthen floor, and “proper doors and windows”—all done at the minimal price of £56.” Some of my less kind friends say, ‘It looks like that,’” Louis wrote, “but at least it served its purpose.” His parents were especially excited at the prospect of having their daughter-in-law and first grandchild so close by. On the previous expedition they had welcomed Frida “from the bottoms of their hearts,” although she acknowledged, “I couldn’t have been exactly their cup of tea. Religion was at the center of their lives… and they knew that I was much more of a liberal thinker.”

Although Louis had abandoned the strict Christianity of his parents (and no longer gave sermons as he used to), he never lost his faith. Instead, he melded his science and religion, preferring to see the biblical story of creation as a metaphor for the actual events. “Louis would always indignantly say that none of his scientific pursuits ever contradicted the Bible,” recalled his sister, Julia. “I heard him at one of his lectures. A young man stood up and said, ‘Please, sir, how does your theory compare with the Bible?’ And Louis said, ‘Nothing I’ve ever found has contradicted the Bible. It’s people with their finite minds who misread the Bible.’ “

Louis had set his eye on Olduvai Gorge largely because he had come to the conclusion that in East Africa “early Stone Age man” would have inhabited regions below four thousand feet. He based this opinion on his “pluvial” hypothesis, which would have made higher elevations much colder and presumably less “genial” to early humans. Louis also thought that early man was “essentially a hunter who lived where game was most plentiful.” This, he reasoned, would most likely be near an ancient lake where herds of animals had once gathered. Finally, any area he investigated had to have fossil exposures. Olduvai seemed to fit all of these criteria—now the only problem was getting there. “[T]he question of finding actual human remains had to depend upon whether Dame Fortune decided to reward us or not.”

Olduvai Gorge lies 260 miles south of Nairobi in the trackless savanna of Tanzania’s Serengeti Plain. The first European to see it was a German entomologist, Professor Wilhelm Kattwinkel, who in 1911 headed a medical expedition to the distant corners of what was then German East Africa. In lectures and conversations, Louis liked to depict Kattwinkel as a nearsighted butterfly collector who discovered the gorge by nearly tumbling into it while chasing a specimen. But Kattwinkel actually was on a full-blown scientific expedition, researching the natural history of the area and seeking out the insects responsible for sleeping sickness. He may not have lost his footing at the edge of the gorge, but he did explore its eroded slopes and brought back a small collection of fossils. These caused considerable excitement in Berlin, for one turned out to be an unknown species of three-toed horse. Three-toed horses were well known from European deposits of the early Pleistocene, but none had ever been found in East Africa. Plus, it appeared that the small horse had survived in Africa long after it became extinct in Europe. The idea was tantalizing and two years later, in 1913, Hans Reck had set out, with the Kaiser’s blessing, to make a complete study of Olduvai Gorge.

Reck had traveled with one hundred porters from the coast at Dar es Salaam, following a route that crossed the Maasai Steppe at the foot of Mount Kilimanjaro, then wound its way up the slopes of Ngorongoro Crater before descending onto the Serengeti Plain. Louis, however, proposed to reach Olduvai by car and truck. “There was a road for the first 110 miles and a rough track for the next 100 miles,” noted Louis, “but after that it was a question of finding the best way… across the Serengeti plains.” For most of the year, the Serengeti is a rippling, golden grassland, dotted with thorn trees, cut by eroded washes, and home to great herds of antelope, zebra, and giraffe. Lions are plentiful as well, and Louis, not wishing to take any chances, hired Captain J. H. Hewlett to guide and protect his party. Hewlett had served in the Indian Army, and had enough of a reputation as a scout and a hunter that he had been employed by the Prince of Wales (later Edward VIII, and still later the Duke of Windsor) on his Kenya safaris. At the beginning of September, Hewlett set off by truck to find a “practicable route to Oldoway.”

A little over two weeks later, Hewlett was back, having forged a pioneer track right to the edge of the gorge. The senior Leakeys’ small farm was now swept up in activity as Louis’s Kikuyu workers sorted and packed food, gasoline, medical supplies, spare truck and automobile parts, camping equipment, and excavating tools. This time Louis could not rely on the little Indian shops for his supplies, for at Olduvai he would be two hundred miles from the nearest town. The piles of equipment were loaded into three one-and-a-half-ton trucks and the box-body car, and a little after twelve noon on September 22, Louis’s convoy departed for Olduvai.

His initial party included Hans Reck, Captain Hewlett, and Arthur Hopwood, the British Museum paleontologist. Donald MacInnes was delayed in England by the death of his father, and Vivian Fuchs, who had been exploring Kenya’s Northern Frontier District with a Cambridge University team, now lay languishing with malaria in a Nairobi hospital; he and MacInnes would come to Olduvai on the next supply run. Louis also had a “native staff of eighteen Africans, including “two lorry [truck] drivers, a cook and a general camp boy; Professor Reck’s own two boys, Captain Hewlett’s two boys, Juma [Gitau] my best bone searcher, a mammal skinner… and ten of my excavators.”5

“[P]rogress was slow,” Louis noted, after covering only 120 miles at the end of the first two days. The trucks were heavy, the road “very dusty,” and there was nothing to do but inch along. By the end of the third day, after traveling on an “appalling” track that was occasionally used by Indian traders who bartered with the Maasai, they were still seventy miles from the gorge. But now even that track disappeared, and they jounced along in low gear at a painfully slow five miles an hour, with radiators boiling fiercely. Every fifteen miles, they had to stop, uncap the radiators and pour in four gallons of water, “a serious drain upon our water supply.” On the morning of September 26, they were only thirty miles from Olduvai and Louis broke camp at the first light. Yet if he was eager to reach his goal, Hans Reck was even more so. “Professor Reck could hardly hide the emotion he was feeling at… returning to the scene of his very great scientific discoveries,” wrote Louis. Reck was “visibly moved,” and Louis drove ahead with him so that the professor would have “the honour of being the first of our party to set foot on the banks of the Gorge.”

At ten o’clock in the morning, Louis and Reck stood together at Olduvai, studying its castellated layers of red, buff, and grey earth, and gazing across the wide gash it cut in the savanna to the Ngorongoro Mountains. With its dramatic setting and bounty of fossils, Olduvai was “a scientist’s paradise,” Louis wrote.

But there was a major problem to overcome: locating an adequate water supply. East Africa was then suffering through one of its cyclical droughts, and the waterhole that Reck had used in 1913 was now completely dry. He had also used a spring on the slopes of Mount Olmoti, a mere thirteen miles away, and, confident that he could relocate it, he set off with Hopwood and one of the Kikuyu workers in Louis’s car. Reck’s memory was not as good as he thought, and it took him far longer to find the spring. By then night had fallen, and to make matters worse, there was a total eclipse of the moon. Reck’s small party did not make it back to camp until after 1:00 A.M.

It had not been an easy night for Louis, either, who had suffered in camp with “awful visions of a sudden and tragic conclusion” to his “long-planned expedition.” He had stayed up until Reck and Hopwood’s return, tending small “guide fires” on the outskirts of camp, and worrying about the “twenty pairs of eyes, some of which were hyaenas, but many of them lions,” that flashed now and again through the firelight. Yet as the sun’s rays touched the gorge, Louis was up, unable to sleep late as Reck and the others were doing, and far too excited by the “prospect of great discoveries at Oldoway.” The previous evening, one of his workers had found a handaxe near the old waterhole, and “soon after dawn” Louis was there avidly searching for a tool in situ. It did not take him long to find one. “I was nearly mad with delight,” he wrote, “and I rushed back with it into camp, and rudely awakened the sleepers so that they should share in my joy.” Professor Reck lost both his night’s sleep and his £10 bet.

In fact, stone tools littered the gorge. By the end of the first four days, Louis’s team had recovered seventy-seven handaxes, made from volcanic lavas, chert (an impure rock), and quartz. Reck had missed them on his earlier expedition because he had been looking for tools made from flint—a material that does not exist in Africa.

Louis had come to Olduvai with “four main objects,” and in the next four days he and his team achieved them all. He discovered evidence of a “prehistoric culture”; Reck relocated the “exact spot” of his Olduvai skeleton; Hopwood found “numerous fossil remains”; and Louis thought he had established a correlation between the Olduvai beds and those at Elmenteita. Reck’s rediscovery was particularly remarkable as he had marked the site only with four wooden pegs, yet there they were, still jammed in the yellowish earth of Bed II. “There it is,” said Reck, pointing to the site, “marked with my four markers.” Reck then recounted the tale of the skeleton’s discovery and persuasively argued that this Homo sapiens was not merely a recent burial in Bed II, as Louis and others believed, but was as old as Bed II itself. He dug a trench to show the clear demarcation between Bed II and what he thought was Bed III, then pointed to the excavation site again: the skeleton must have been placed in Bed II when the second layer of the gorge was still young. There was no other way to explain the skeleton’s position or the undisturbed deposits above it.

Louis listened, studied the site, perhaps waffled a bit, and then, discounting all his previous suspicions, agreed: “Personally I believe that Professor Reck’s man, despite his comparatively modern features, is not only by far the oldest Homo sapiens in Africa, but also probably older than any found anywhere else…,” Louis wrote in his field report. “To me then it seems that… the whole question of the antiquity of the Homo sapiens type will need re-examination.”

Flushed with enthusiasm, Louis, Reck, and Hopwood drafted a letter to Nature, proclaiming that the question of Olduvai Man was solved—the skeleton did come from Bed II; it had been placed there when the bed was still being formed; and its age was thus close to half a million years. Then, with a load of fossils and stone tools, Louis headed back to Nairobi. He had been at Olduvai for one week and he was ready to send a message to the world.

Louis raced back to Nairobi, driving alone, and covering the distance from Olduvai in a day and a half. He traveled in such haste partly because of the excitement of his finds, and partly because one of his Kikuyu workers had become so ill that Louis feared he would die. With the man recovering in the hospital, Louis fired off letters to Sir Arthur Keith and Professors Haddon and Burkitt, and dispatched special reports about his discoveries to the East African Standard and The Times (London). In Nairobi the headlines ran in four tiers proclaiming: “Earliest Man in East Africa/Mystery of the Oldoway Beds Solved/Dr. Leakey’s Expedition Dates Find Before Any Made in Kenya.” And The Times was only slightly less hysterical, with Louis himself writing that his expediton had established “almost beyond question that the skeleton of a human being found by Professor Reck in 1913 is the oldest known authentic skeleton of Homo sapiens. “ As usual, Louis had made a splash.

A few days later, on October 7, Louis drove to the Nairobi train station to pick up Frida, Priscilla, Donald MacInnes, and Frances Kenrick, a friend of Frida’s. He was bursting with all he had to tell them and after embracing his family launched into a typically rapid-fire and breathless tale about Olduvai and all its wonders. At Limuru, he showed them the handaxes and a sampling of the fossils, and pressed Frida to return with him to the gorge. Frida, however, was still nursing Priscilla, and so was rather amazed at Louis’s request; in fact, she thought it completely “batty.”

Later in the season, Frida did leave Priscilla with her friend and participated in the fieldwork, going to Olduvai and other sites. Indeed, she found what would in time prove to be one of the gorge’s most productive sites, FLK, or Frida Leakey Korongo (gully). But she continued to feel torn between her husband and child. “It was all good fun and tremendously interesting,” she once wrote about these field experiences, “yet it was not altogether amusing to be 300 miles either from a husband or from a baby.”

Louis was greatly dejected by Frida’s refusal to join the expedition immediately. He wanted her at Olduvai where she could share in the excitement of his discoveries. He had also grown accustomed to Frida’s attention and praise, and, like many new fathers, felt rather hurt by being shoved off center stage. “When Priscilla arrived, a triangle was created,” noted Frida, “although neither of us saw it at the time.” Louis spent only three days with his family, and on October 10 headed back to Tanganyika with MacInnes and Vivian Fuchs, who had recovered from malaria.

On Reck’s first expedition to Olduvai, he had determined that there were five main layers of deposits in the gorge, and had named them Beds I to V. Bed I, with its black lava flow and sandy wash, marks the bottom bedrock of the gorge, while the other beds correspond to the red and buff-colored layers that so strikingly color the sides of the gorge. Each layer denotes a sequence of time, starting (as we know now) in Bed I at two million years ago, and ending in upper Bed V (now renamed the Naisiusiu Beds) at about 20,000 years ago.6 Most remarkably from a scientist’s viewpoint, the entire sequence from two million to 20,000 years is nearly complete. Standing on the gorge’s bedrock, you look up at layer after layer, and millennia after millennia of East Africa’s past—an experience that has left several scientists with what they describe as a “mystical feeling” and a “great sense of timelessness.”

Olduvai Gorge did not exist two million years ago. Instead, a great alkaline lake spread over the region, fed by streams and rivers spilling down from the volcanic highlands to the south. During the next two million years, the lake slowly accumulated sediments, windblown sand, and volcanic ash. Then a sudden earthquake drained the lake, and later a seasonal river—the Olduvai—cut its way down through the layers of lake sediments and ash, forming the gorge and exposing the past. Fortuitously, the gorge cut mostly along the shoreline of the ancient lake rather than through the lake itself. Animals had once lived beside the lake, and now their fossilized bones, preserved by the volcanic ash, lay open to view. People had lived here, too, evidenced by the numerous handaxes Louis quickly collected. Overall, the gorge and its layers of bones and stone tools was, as Louis noted, a “veritable paradise” for both the paleontologist and the prehistorian.

Olduvai snakes its way across the plains for twenty-five miles in the main gorge, and fifteen miles in a smaller side gorge. Exploring all of it in detail, both horizontally and vertically, in six weeks’ time was clearly impossible, and Louis’s party concentrated their efforts within a five-mile radius of Reck’s skeleton. They set out each day, shortly after dawn when the day was still cool, Reck and Fuchs to work on the geology, Louis, MacInnes, and Hop-wood to search for fossils. Although dry and hot, the gorge is thick with scrubby bushes, stands of acacia trees and clumps of spiky sisal, making it uncomfortably easy to walk into the path of a hidden or sleeping lion—and Louis insisted that one person in each party go armed. Giraffe also lingered in the gorge, nibbling at the tops of the acacias, and sometimes small antelopes, the dik-dik and klipspringer, leaped across the rocky slopes.

By the end of Louis’s first week back at Olduvai, so many fossils had been recovered that he decided to send a truck every ten days to Nairobi with their finds. Each day as he and his colleagues inched their way up and down the gorge, they made new discoveries: the perfectly preserved tusks of an extinct elephant; the skull of a strange species of hippo whose eye sockets protruded like periscopes; the bones of a small horse; the horn cores of a giant antelope; and the bones of crocodiles, turtles, fish, and flamingoes. Once Louis was exploring exposures along the south side of the gorge with Juma when a flash of white on the north side caught his eye. He scanned the outcrop with his field glasses and picked out “a large number of white quartzite objects sticking out of the side of the cliff.” They crossed the gorge, climbed the cliff and found a site where prehistoric people had sat on a beach working the flat flakes of quartz into handaxes. Within an hour’s time, Louis and Juma had uncovered ninety-two such tools.

The next day, Louis and some of his Kikuyu helpers put in a small excavation at the site and unearthed the nearly complete skeleton of an ancient hippo “lying mixed up with the tools.” Around the skeleton, they eventually recovered another 470 handaxes, and Louis decided that “a horde of hunters [had] feasted off the hippo, “and then left their heavy tools … preferring to make new ones rather than burden themselves with the ones made on the spot.”7

MacInnes and Fuchs had each found fragments of teeth from an extinct elephantlike animal known as Deinotherium. Unlike the elephants we know today whose tusks curve out of their upper jaw, Deinotherium’s tusks grew out of its lower jaw and swept downwards. Deinotheres were shambling thirteen-foot-high creatures, and until this discovery were believed to have died out long before humans appeared. When Louis found another Deinotherium tooth together with a stone tool, he knew he had incontrovertible proof of their coexistence with humans, although his report “was received in Europe with frank incredulity.” By the season’s end, he had collected enough additional evidence to convince even these skeptics.

Every three days a party of Kikuyu and one of the scientists set out by truck to restock the water supply, an undertaking that consumed an entire day—although the water itself, covered with a “green scum,” as Fuchs noted in his diary, was not particularly appealing. It was also in such short supply that Louis strictly rationed it in camp. Adding to this discomfort, the wind blew incessantly and with it came dust, “fine black dust that filled every corner of the tents…. You breathed dust-laden air, your nostrils were filled with dust, you ate dust, drank dust, slept in the dust-ridden bedding, and in fact everything was dust, dust, dust!” Leakey later wrote.

The team also had to contend with lions, which lay furtively beside the waterhole and at night prowled the edge of their camp with great curiosity. Hewlett and Reck once had a “pitched battle with some lions” while trying to fetch water, and another time Hewlett shot two lions in the gorge at one of the excavations. Louis had to shoot a rhinoceros in “self-defence” when it charged him “point blank,” while Hopwood let fly with his pistol one night when a hyena walked into his tent. On another night, Fuchs wrote that he “heard first one rifle shot, then a second so stepping out of the mess tent revolver in hand I was just in time to see Leakey run into the ring of the kitchen fire light. Apparently he had shot at a leopard by his torch light, the leopard had charged him, after firing a second shot and then being unable to see the animal he skipped to the fire.”

Toward the end of November, one of the springs they had relied on for drinking water began to give out, and Louis decided to pack up camp. By now he had recovered stone tools from each of the five beds in the gorge, giving him a stunning sequence of the “evolutionary stages of the hand-axe culture.” In the bottom layer of the gorge, Bed I, he had even found a type of tool older than the Acheulean handaxes of Kariandusi. These were “very simple” tools, made of a “pebble or lump of rock roughly trimmed to a cutting edge along one side.” Louis called this the “Oldowan culture,” and although he did not then realize it, the crudely flaked pieces of lava represented the oldest stone tools in the world.

Yet despite all the evidence of these early peoples’ handiwork, the team had not found any of their bones. The Homo sapiens skeleton Reck had uncovered in 1913 remained the gorge’s sole human representative. Had Olduvai Man made the gorge’s tools? Louis thought it unlikely, and as he packed for Nairobi, he continued to puzzle over this curious juxtaposition of modern humans and primitive stone tools.

On November 23, 1931, Louis’s first Olduvai expedition headed back to Nairobi bearing a final load of fossils and handaxes. “[W]e were well content,” he wrote, “and really rather glad at the prospect of a change from the unceasing winds and dust that we had endured for the past two months.”

In England, the results of Louis’s Olduvai expedition had been received with enthusiastic acclaim. Sir Arthur Keith wrote of Louis as “my young friend,” and noted that he was making “discoveries of the highest importance.” Based on Louis’s reports, Keith had even changed his mind about Reck’s Olduvai skeleton. “In the light of the discoveries made by Mr. Leakey in the Rift Valley,” he wrote, “there can be no longer any doubt as to the antiquity of the Oldoway man …. I have had to reconsider my opinion and acknowledge that Dr. Reck was in the right when he claimed Oldoway man as a representative of the pleistocene inhabitants of East Africa.”

If Louis and Reck were correct, then Homo sapiens—that is, modern humans—had lived half a million years ago (according to the time scale of the 1930s) alongside such strange creatures as the Deinotherium and the periscope-eyed hippo. That might be acceptable. But even Louis was concerned about finding modern humans associated with the gorge’s very primitive tools, and in his field notes devised a story to explain this. In an entertaining but rather farfetched scenario, he speculated that there may have been other races of people living at the same time who were less evolved than Olduvai Man, and that these people had been responsible for the tools—as well as for Olduvai Man’s death. “I have in my mind,” he wrote, “the possibility that the famous Oldoway skeleton may just conceivably represent a wandering Homo sapiens, who was caught, bound and drowned in the lake by the makers of the Chellean culture at Oldoway.”

Similarly, when the excavations in the caves at Chou K’ou Tien in China produced tools and traces of fire that seemed linked to Peking Man, Louis had his own imaginative version of what may have actually transpired. In an article for The Times, he wrote that although Peking Man was probably the same age as Olduvai Man, he represented only a cousin and not a true ancestor of Homo sapiens. He expected that further excavations at Chou K’ou Tien would reveal that Homo sapiens had lived there, leaving behind the tools, the fire, and the remains of Peking Man—“the relics of his meat feast.”

Not everyone was convinced about the age of Olduvai Man. The skeleton seemed too modern; the extinct animals associated with it too primitive; the burial method, with knees drawn up in a fetal position, too reminiscent of certain African burial practices. By January 1932, shortly after his Olduvai team disbanded, Louis began to hear rumblings of doubt.

Hans Reck and Arthur Hopwood had stayed in Kenya until the end of December, then sailed for Europe. Hopwood took most of the fossil animal bones with him to the British Museum of Natural History. He also had with him soil samples from the various Olduvai beds, including Bed II, the one that Olduvai Man came from. In England Hopwood heard that John Solomon, Louis’s geologist from Elmenteita days, had a new technique for analyzing the mineral content of sedimentary deposits, and he sent some of the Olduvai material to Solomon for testing. “When [the test] proved successful,” recalled Solomon, “[Hopwood] sent [to Germany] for a scraping from the inside of the rib of Reck’s skeleton… and this turned out to contain a very distinctive crystalline volcanic mineral which was completely absent from the older deposits.” Specifically, the mineral found with the skeleton did not show up in Bed II. Once again, the age of the skeleton was in doubt.

Louis was shattered and furious. He denounced Solomon’s test as “rubbish,” argued that Hopwood’s sampling was poor, and then announced that he would answer all his critics by finding another such skeleton. “The doubts that you & others have about Oldoway Man must be set at rest,” Louis wrote to Sir Arthur Keith, who was now questioning what he had so warmly supported only three months before. “I WANT IF POSSIBLE,” Louis continued, “TO FIND ANOTHER OLDOWAY SKELETON.” Louis thought he might find one in a cave near Olduvai that might have “the same Oldoway fauna, & cultures, with possibly some skeletal remains of man. Then perhaps I should be able to convince you all!!” He also planned to explore the fossil beds at Kanjera in western Kenya that Archdeacon Owen had written him about the previous year. Louis thought these exposures might be the same age as those at Olduvai, and in his field notes wrote that he had “great hopes that this area would yield information that could be used as a check upon our discoveries at Oldoway.”

On March 14, Louis and MacInnes established a field camp at Kanjera, seven miles from the shores of Lake Victoria. The fossil beds here were a colorful mix of pink, orange, and dark brown, and they rolled in small hillocks and deep gullies down to the lakeshore. Almost immediately Louis began picking up fragmented fossils of the same extinct elephants he had found at Olduvai as well as stone tools. Then, on the morning of their second day in the field, MacInnes struck paydirt and stumbled onto “fragments of an intensely mineralised human skull washing out from an exposure.” Although not in situ, the pieces of skull resembled in color and mineralization the fossils of the extinct mammals, and Louis had “no doubt at all” that they were of the same age. They immediately excavated the site, turning up additional fragments that joined to the first pieces, and also found parts of a second skull. Like Oldoway Man, these were skulls of Homo sapiens, and Louis wrote ecstatically to Hopwood:

I’ve been working here at Kanjera… for 5 days now & we have got a fine piece of skull of something very like Pelorovis [a gigantic extinct antelope] with BOTH HORNS & quite complete & with apparently most of the skeleton too. Also a nice baboon skull, & some Rhino teeth. But what is far more important I have got the greater part of one Homo sapiens skull, and a small part of a second. So that will be a bit of a blow to the “Anti-Oldoway-Man” group!!

But Louis also knew that he needed such a skull in situ, where there could be no questions at all about which geological stratum it came from. A fossil that merely “looked like” the other fossils was not good enough. And so he continued his search.

Kanjera, set on the southern shore of Lake Victoria’s Kavirondo Gulf, has a wet, muggy climate. On many afternoons thunderheads piled up over the lake, then broke into heavy downpours as they passed the summit of Mount Homa, so that the camp was often wet and soggy. “Whereas the constant trouble at Oldoway had been ‘not enough water’ here our trouble was too much of it,” wrote Louis. Even more unpleasant were the hordes of mosquitoes that swarmed up from the lake after dark. “We used to wear long trousers tucked into Wellington boots to protect our legs, and tie towels round our heads leaving only the mouth, nose and eyes exposed, but even so we were terribly bitten, and on one occasion one of us killed over a hundred mosquitoes on his face during one meal,” wrote Louis. But in other ways the rain was a blessing as it washed over the fossil beds, bringing new bones into view.

It rained all night March 28, and in the morning Louis decided to drive to a nearby site called Kanam. It was only four miles away, but there was no road, only a footpath, and the ground was “so muddy and slippery” that Louis had to “fix chains to all four wheels of the car.” Louis, MacInnes, and Frances Kenrick, Frida’s friend, squeezed together on the front seat, while Juma and four other Kikuyu crowded into the back, finding seats on top of “all the necessary picks and shovels and other excavating implements.” After a long hour of “pushing and pulling the car… across treacherous ground,” they finally arrived at Kanam. They were by now “spattered with mud and water from head to foot,” but Louis immediately began picking his way on hands and knees through the eroded gullies. He soon found a fossil deposit with the mandible of an extinct pig poking out and set to work excavating it.

Juma Gitau was at work in another deep gully, digging into an “almost vertical cliff” where he had found part of a Deinotherium tooth. Juma had shown this to Louis, who sent him back to search for more. He now “dislodged a large mass of matrix” and when he broke this apart with his pick “noticed these teeth sticking out of a fragment.” Juma passed the teeth to MacInnes, who was working at the top of the gully, and MacInnes gave the teeth one glance and shouted for Louis. The teeth were unmistakably human premolars. Back in camp, Louis cleaned away enough matrix to see that he had part of a very badly weathered lower jaw. It was fragmentary material, yet sufficient to convince Louis that “the Kanam mandible … represented a man who was a true ancestor of Homo sapiens.” Best of all, it seemed to be an in situ discovery. Thoroughly delighted, Louis shot several pictures of the discovery site, and then to make certain he could find it again, he marked the fossil’s location with four iron pegs set in concrete.

At Kanjera, Louis also found fragments of another human skull in situ. Triumphant, he wrote to Hopwood that he had found a Deinotherium at Kanam and “definitely in situ in this horizon … with a pre-chellean tool was a fragment of a human (sapiens) mandible. At Kanjera too where at first I only got parts of 3 human skulls washing out of the equivalent of Bed II at Oldoway I know [sic] have bits of No 3 actually in situ. So Oldoway man has an in situ compeer from Kanjera to hold his hand!!”

Meanwhile, in England the death knell was sounding for Olduvai Man. Several independent geological tests had been run on the skeleton and soil samples. These showed that the body had been buried in Bed II in comparatively recent times, when a fault exposed that horizon. Sometime after the burial, Beds III and IV eroded away; then Bed II had been covered over by the deposits of Bed V. Reck had mistaken the soil of Bed V for that of Bed III—an easy enough error to make as both are a deep red in color. As Louis had first guessed, Olduvai Man was not any older than the skeletons he had found at Elmenteita.8 “[T]he fact remains,” Hopwood wrote in reply to Louis’s insistent letters, “that no one here now accepts the skeleton as … anything else but recent.”

The news only momentarily depressed Louis. He was still convinced that the basic premise behind Olduvai Man—that Homo sapiens was of great antiquity—was correct, and he felt certain that his Kanam and Kanjera finds carried the proof. “Everyone admits that Homo sapiens must go back to the beginning of the Pleistocene at least—somewhere,” he wrote to Burkitt about his new fossils. “The question has always been, Where? And the evidence … seems to suggest that the answer is ‘the region of the great central African lakes.’” But even Louis knew that proving his claim was not easily done. “I can forsee great fights when I get back,” he wrote to Hopwood from his last camp at a site called Apis Rock. “Enough. Life is hard but good & somehow we will get results worthwhile & make the world believe.”



Chapter 4
LOUIS AND MARY

When Louis and Frida set sail from Mombasa in late November 1932, they had run so low on funds—Louis’s ambitious expedition had cost far more than he had planned—that they traveled third-class “without a porthole.” Louis had also developed a hacking cough, which soon turned into bronchitis, and Frida divided her time between feeding him oranges and tending Priscilla, now eighteen months old. By the time they reached England in mid-December, Frida had tired of such a rootless life, and decided that they needed a permanent home. “We had to find somewhere to be,” she recalled. “We had one baby, a lot of archeology, an enormous amount of work to do, and no money. So we bought this home with the only money we had in the world, which was the capital of my dress allowance.” Of her £2,000 dowry, only £200 remained after buying the house.

The Close, as their home was called, was a rambling brick house with mullioned windows and dark-brown shutters. Louis had chosen it for its large garden and the “green fields hedged with may and brambles” that ran from the edge of the backyard to the horizon. The Close lay in the village of Girton, only three miles from Cambridge, and Louis could bicycle the short distance to St. John’s where he had a suite of rooms. St. John’s had renewed his fellowship, and this, combined with his teaching, provided enough income to pay for his family’s daily expenses. They were “awfully penurious,” as postgraduate students typically are, but were also comforted by the friendships and community Cambridge provided. Louis’s ties to Cambridge at this point in his life ran as deeply as those to Kenya. “Louis loved Cambridge most dearly,” said Frida. “St. John’s was awfully generous to him, and he was most grateful.” The university seemed to be grooming him for a position as a lecturer, and Louis responded with enthusiasm for the academic life.

As he had during his previous tenure at St. John’s, Louis lived a somewhat unconventional life, spending far more of his time at the college than he did at home. He brought the “magnificent series” of stone tools from Olduvai and the Kanam jaw and Kanjera skulls to St. John’s, and used the two main rooms of his suite as laboratories for sorting, cleaning, and studying his specimens. A smaller side room served as “a combined emergency bedroom, kitchen, and dining room…. The great advantage of this arrangement was that when I worked late into the night, as I often did, I could sleep in college and cook breakfast next morning, instead of having to… disturb my family in the middle of the night.”

Louis was undoubtedly under pressure. His adamant defense of Reck’s Olduvai skeleton had somewhat sullied his scientific reputation. In fact, he did not fully withdraw his support for the skeleton’s supposed great age until February 1933, after he traveled to Germany to view the specimen again. By then, the general consensus was that Louis was “pigheaded.” “He made a bit of a fool of himself by his vehement insistence,” observed John Solomon. “It showed that his attitude in those years was not that of a ‘scientist,’ but of an ‘enthusiast.’ “

If Louis was disturbed by this mistake, he did not show it. Instead, without any apparent qualms, he simply changed sides, noting that he had, after all, been right in 1929 when he first disagreed with Reck about the skeleton’s age. Now he joined his recent critics (notably John Solomon and Professor P. G. H. Boswell) and wrote a letter to Nature rejecting a Pleistocene date for Olduvai man. But the matter was not so easily dismissed by others, especially since Louis was claiming a similar great age for his Kanam mandible. Even before he left Kenya, Louis had received due warning from the British Museum’s paleontologist Arthur Hopwood about the challenges his fossil would face in England. Louis, Hopwood wrote, would have to somehow “disprove the assertion” that his specimens had either fallen or been washed by rain into the older deposits. “So long as you have plenty of evidence, checked and cross-checked, there will be eventual triumph for you,” Hopwood added.

Louis had announced his discovery of both the Kanam and Kanjera fossils while still in Kenya, publishing an article in a May 1932 issue of Nature, where he had argued as usual for the “genuineness of the antiquity of Homo sapiens in East Africa.” He sent the article first to Sir Arthur Keith, who then forwarded it to Nature with his approval. Louis had also shown the mandible and skulls to Keith immediately on his return to England, but few other scientists of Keith’s stature had viewed the specimens. Keith thus suggested that the human biological committee of the Royal Anthropological Institute hold a special conference to review Louis’s evidence for the dates he had assigned to these fossils. The meeting was scheduled for mid-March 1933 with the chief paleontologist from the British Museum of Natural History, Sir Arthur Smith Woodward, presiding over a panel of distinguished scientists. They would decide if, in fact, Louis had the “oldest… true ancestor of modern man,” as he claimed.

To prepare his defense, Louis took his fossils with him on the train to London every few weeks where he again worked under Keith’s supervision. Keith remained a steadfast supporter of Louis’s, advising him on the reconstruction of the Kanjera skulls and the cleaning of the Kanam jaw. In fact, he was tremendously excited by Louis’s finds, which seemed to confirm many of his own theories about the development of humankind, particularly his belief in a great antiquity for modern humans.

But Keith’s idea was definitely “unpalatable” to many other scientists. In particular, Professor P. G. H. Boswell of London’s Imperial College, who was then in Louis’s view the “most prominent Pleistocene geologist in Great Britain,” took a dim view of this theory, believing that it was unlikely that modern humans had existed unchanged for such a great period of time. Boswell had led the geologists in the questioning of Olduvai Man and he now responded with similar skepticism to Louis’s claims for the Kanam mandible. A wiry, sharp-featured, and “decidedly dogmatic” man, Boswell placed great value on precision in thought and speech, and having once caught Louis in an error, he suspected there might be others. To his somewhat jaundiced eye, it seemed that Louis had “accepted our views [about the Olduvai skeleton]… largely… because he now thought he had a better horse to run.” He was also astonished that Keith, “indiscreet as ever,” had “blessed [Louis’s]… claims forthwith!” and welcomed the chance to examine Louis’s evidence personally.

On March 18, 1933, a chill, blustery day in Cambridge, Louis stood in a small oak-paneled room at St. John’s and “lay before the scientific world the evidence which showed that we had found at Kanam … the oldest fragment of a real ancestor yet discovered, a real Homo….” Twenty-six scientists—anthropologists, anatomists, and geologists—had gathered to review his work, and they listened carefully while he recounted his discoveries and his reasoning for the dates he had assigned his fossils. Sir Arthur Keith was ill and unable to attend, but Louis’s professors Haddon and Burkitt, and his colleagues Donald MacInnes and Vivian Fuchs, were among those present. Professor Boswell was also in attendance. After Louis’s brief talk, Sir Arthur Smith Woodward divided the scientists into three committees to evaluate the evidence. That evening, the scientists in groups of twos and threes also stopped by Louis’s rooms at St. John’s, where he displayed his fossils and stone tools from Olduvai, Kanam, and Kanjera. By themselves these were impressive, and Louis’s enthusiasm for his finds added to their impact.

When the scientists reconvened the following afternoon, a spokesman for each committee read a short report analyzing Louis’s work. Boswell later wrote that he had experienced “some difficulty in ensuring that the geological report was sufficiently cautious.” He noted that they had only the photographs Louis provided (which had been taken by others since his camera had failed) to determine the stratigraphy, and thus the age, of the site and fossil. But aside from suggesting that additional geological evidence would be helpful, the committees offered only minor corrections, and Sir Arthur Smith Woodward pronounced the Kanam jaw “a most startling discovery.” The conferees then “congratulated Dr. Leakey on the exceptional significance of his discoveries, and expressed the hope that he may be enabled to undertake further researches, seeing that there is no field of archaeological enquiry which offers greater prospects for the future.”

For Louis it was a triumphant moment. He had the blessing of his fellow scientists and could rightfully say that he had the oldest “true ancestor” of humankind. His Kanam mandible was placed in the Early Pleistocene and dated at more than 500,000 years. It was thus seen as the contemporary of the Piltdown and Peking men, and confirmed Louis’s and Keith’s opinion that these latter fossils were merely primitive side branches to the “true stem” of humankind. The meeting and its conclusions were deemed of such importance that The Times carried a lengthy article, noting that because of Louis’s discoveries “plausibility is… lent to the theory, first advanced by Darwin, that Africa is the cradle of the human race.” Louis, not yet thirty years old, was already well on his way to becoming famous.

The first warming hints of spring came in April of 1933, Priscilla turned two, and, for the first time, Louis realized that he had a daughter. She had “reached the age when she was running about and beginning to talk, and it was fun to play with her,” he recalled. “Instead of having a game of tennis or squash in the afternoon, I would rush back to Girton so as to have time to be with my little daughter…. I suddenly realized how charming children—and especially my own child—could be.” Partly because of this awakening, his recent success, and own long-standing desire to have a son, Louis and Frida decided to have a second child. But from the very beginning, it was not an easy pregnancy—“I had had a threatened miscarriage & had been ‘put on ice,’” Frida said. She was ill much of the time now, and spent long hours in bed, and so “somewhat retreated from archaeology.”

In the meantime, Louis’s career continued to soar. The Royal Society asked to exhibit the Kanam jaw as did the British Museum of Natural History, and Louis signed a contract with Methuen, the London publisher, to write a popular book about “the latest discoveries concerning the Stone Age.” Louis would use this book, Adam’s Ancestors, as a forum to present his own discovery of “the remains of really ancient true ancestors of modern man,” the Kanam/Kanjera fossils. He would also discuss what he considered to be the side branches of the family tree—basically every other fossil that had been found, from Piltdown to Neanderthal Man. He was sought after by the press, offered small fees to lecture before various archeological societies, and in May was invited by the Royal Anthropological Institute to give a talk on early humans in East Africa.

As they often did on such occasions, the RAI Fellows arranged a dinner to honor their guest speaker, and following Louis’s talk they met in a restaurant on Bedford Square. Gertrude Caton-Thompson, who had excavated the stone ruins of Zimbabwe and had recently directed a dig in Egypt, joined in this party, appearing with her young, blue-eyed protégée, Mary Nicol. Although lacking academic degrees, Mary was a keen archeologist and talented artist. She had just completed the illustrations for Gertrude’s book The Desert Fayoum, and Gertrude was immensely pleased with them. Gertrude thought that Louis might be looking for an artist to illustrate Adam’s Ancestors, as Frida was too ill to help this time, and arranged for Mary to be seated next to Louis at the dinner.

A rather aloof, shy young woman who often felt uncomfortable in social gatherings, Mary had not relished the idea of attending this party. To her, the dinner sounded like “a very stuffy affair… I didn’t really want to go.” Seated beside Louis, however, her perception of the evening quickly changed. As his sister-in-law, Beryl Leakey, noted, “Louis could talk to anyone…. Whoever he was talking to, he could do it just right.” Others observed that Louis was always “unperturbed by poverty or grandeur,” and this combined with his own lack of pretentiousness soon put Mary at ease. He was witty and charming, and they discovered they shared a deep passion for archeology and a love of animals. If he was perhaps a shade too interested in his pretty brunette dinner companion, the twenty-year-old Mary did not notice.

“[Some people] have made a huge romance out of this meeting, but it didn’t happen that way at all,” Mary recalled fifty years later. “In Sonia Cole’s biography of Louis, Leakey’s Luck, she makes this dramatic meeting at the dinner, and it was nothing of the sort. There was none of this ‘swept-off-one’s-feet’ business. I have no clear recollections of that dinner whatsoever. And I honestly don’t know what it meant to Louis. For me, it wasn’t anything more than casually liking someone that you meet; or casually disliking them. Nothing special.”

Louis himself would only note of this first encounter that “in 1933 … I was fortunate enough to meet Mary Nicol.” He was, as Gertrude had foreseen, greatly impressed with Mary’s illustrations of stone tools. They were “the best representations… I had ever seen,” he said, and immediately arranged with her to make the drawings for his book.

Very likely, Mary also impressed Louis because, despite her exterior shyness, she was a rather worldly young woman. She smoked, had a sharp wit, spoke French perfectly, and could pilot a glider plane. Perhaps during the dinner, she let Louis catch a glimpse of this side of her. He left the dinner intrigued and that summer began writing her letters while she was on an archeological dig. Since she was working on the illustrations for his book, the letters did not seem improper—although they arrived, Mary noted, “perhaps just a little more frequent than was strictly necessary.” At summer’s end, they met again, this time in Leicester at the annual meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, where Louis was scheduled to give a talk on Kikuyu customs. The letters may have had more of an effect than Mary realized, for suddenly her attraction to Louis was undeniable. “[F]rom the time we met up soon after our arrivals we became inseparable companions,” she recalled, “and it was here that I first felt and instinctively recognized something that was new to me: the mental stimulus and physical thrill of having Louis with me.” They managed to maintain a semblance of propriety, returning to their individual rooms each evening, but by the meeting’s end “it was clearly understood between us that we would meet again, soon and frequently.”

Mary Nicol was not the first romantic liaison Louis had sought since returning to England; in fact he had “several girlfriends” when he met her. His overnight stays at St. John’s and in London were not always work-related, although none of this was known to Frida. Nor did she realize that Louis was unhappy in their marriage, or that he had turned to others for “solace” and understanding. Louis also genuinely liked women, a trait that would prove powerfully attractive throughout his life. “He appreciated women,” said Betty Howell, wife of Clark Howell, professor emeritus of anthropology at the University of California, Berkeley. “And because of that women responded to him.” “Women came to him like moths to a flame,” noted another observer. “And he enjoyed it; he was a real human that way.” But Frida was blind to all of this, although Louis’s unfaithfulness was even then “known to many others.” “I may have been singularly unperceptive,” Frida recalled, “and probably the home and Priscilla took more of my attention than they ought to have done. And maybe I’m just not suspicious by nature. But everyone else knew, and I was the last to know.”

Cecilia Nicol, Mary’s mother, was shaken “to the core and upset… beyond measure” when she learned of the romance. She took an instant dislike to Louis and “set herself to change [Mary’s] mind.” Others tried as well. Louis managed to find additional tools for Mary to draw for future books, and some of this material was housed in the British Museum in Bloomsbury. There, she worked on her drawings in a room she shared with Sir Thomas Kendrick and Christopher Hawkes, members of the Department of British and Medieval Antiquities. Louis, eager and attentive, would stop by to take her on “surreptitious lunches,” and it was not long before “the nature of [their] relationship became clear” to Kendrick and Hawkes. Hawkes ignored their affair, but Kendrick, worried that Mary was “simply dazzled by Louis” and might be hurt, protectively took her to lunch one day. “Genius is akin to madness, Mary,” he warned about the mercurial Louis, “you must be careful.” “Those were his words, and there was much more along the same lines; but he might as well have saved his breath for all the notice I took,” wrote Mary.

They were by now deeply and passionately in love. Whatever other girlfriends Louis might have had fell by the wayside, and he filled his weekends and spare moments with Mary. She found him “very intelligent and very attractive,” but above all liked him for treating her “as an equal and a colleague.” He, in turn, discovered in Mary a sympathetic confidante, someone willing to listen to both his marital troubles and anthropological musings. He had finally decided that his marriage was a “complete failure,” and although he “felt bad over the way he was treating Frida,” he saw no way out other than to end their marriage.

Frida, eight months pregnant, was still ignorant of the whole affair. When Louis rather rashly invited Mary to stay at The Close in November 1933, Frida assumed she was simply another of Louis’s students. “This was not so unusual,” Frida explained. “We’d had many students staying at our house one time or another, and she was just another one. I never suspected anything. I guess I must have been blind—or maybe preoccupied with the [coming] baby. I think most of my thoughts then were centered on the baby, on keeping it alive. So I probably wasn’t too aware of what was going on around me.”

Mary had come to Cambridge ostensibly to “see the remainder of [Louis’s] African collection.” She was assisting him with various publications, and he was instructing her in paleontology. She spent a week at The Close, and if she felt any guilt at all about her involvement with Louis, she managed to rationalize it by perceiving the marriage as “not a marriage at all. It was not a marriage in the way I understood marriage to be, such as my parents’,” she said. “Louis and Frida were too different; there was a total lack of understanding between them.” Seeing them together in their home, where it seemed to Mary that they were “living separate lives,” confirmed her opinion.

By the end of the week, Mary’s time at The Close was becoming “increasingly awkward.” Once Frida’s sister, Barbara Waterfield, stopped by in the evening and happened to find Louis and Mary in the sitting room together. “Louis was sitting in an easy chair, holding forth on some topic, and Mary Nicol sat at his feet, a look of adulation on her face,” she recalled. The scene struck her as “curious,” but she attributed it to nothing more than a student’s crush on her teacher. While they were compelled to hide their feelings at The Close, alone in Louis’s rooms at St. John’s they let their love and desire come rushing out. “Tension mounted,” Mary wrote, “until on a day when the atmosphere was almost electric [Louis] told me, quite suddenly, that he now knew the one thing he wanted was to end his marriage to Frida and marry me. I cannot remember exactly what I replied, if indeed I heard myself speak…. Eventually I managed to gasp out something that I intended as acquiescence and he clearly understood it as such. After that for some moments neither of us was really in a position to speak,”

In England in the 1930s, the only sure way of being awarded a divorce was to commit adultery, and following the week at The Close, Louis and Mary began spending every weekend together. Mary’s mother continued to protest, but Mary disregarded her. On December 13, 1933, Frida gave birth to a boy, Colin Avern Leakey, “the son Louis had so wanted.” Louis was home for the birth, and delighted with his baby boy, but not even a new son could persuade him to change his mind. A month later, in January 1934, he confessed to Frida that he had “fallen in love with Mary and was going to take her to Africa.”

A few days later, Frida summoned both Louis and Mary to The Close and, as Mary put it, “told us with admirable clarity exactly what she thought of each of us.” While Mary remembers Frida more or less labeling Louis “a cad and a traitor,” and calling her “a worthless hussy,” Frida disagrees. “I don’t think those words are in my vocabulary,” she said. “What I do remember is coming down the stairs of our home with Colin in my arms, and I was a little wobbly still. And I tried to talk some sense to them. I said, ‘Think about what you are doing. Do you really understand what it is you are doing? It’s not just me, but it’s your children. Think of them.’ I was simply so horrified and appalled that Louis could abandon his children like that.”

But there was no turning back for either Louis or Mary, and now free of his marriage they proceeded “along [their] chosen path and [took] the consequences.”

Mary Douglas Nicol, the young woman at the heart of Louis’s grand passion, was, in her own quiet style, as eccentric and rebellious as Louis himself. She was also a woman of determination, quick to judge others, “a tough cookie,” as a friend of adolescence phrased it. They were the traits of a survivor, and Mary Nicol, at age twenty, had wounds that ran deep.

Her father, Erskine Nicol, had been an adventurous landscape painter of some success who once spent four years living with Egyptian Bedouins. He had spent much of his adult life traveling abroad, particularly in the south of France, Italy, and Egypt, where he painted watercolors of local scenes in pastel shades. He returned to England only to sell his works. Erskine met Mary’s mother, Cecilia Frere, during one of his Egyptian forays. A petite and beautiful brunette of thirty-four, with softly feminine ways, Cecilia had come to Egypt as the companion to a wealthy friend. She had grown up in a villa in Italy and studied painting in Florence—all prior to her family’s financial downfall—and Erskine, then forty-four, found her both lovely and companionable. He pursued her to England. Once married, they returned to Egypt, where they spent their first married year living in a houseboat on the Nile. Cecilia soon became pregnant and they went: back to England again at the beginning of 1913. They rented a house in Trevor Square, London, and on February 6, 1913, Mary was born.

She was a pretty child, with golden-brown hair and deep blue eyes, and from the beginning was the center of attention. Her mother’s three unmarried sisters and their mother lived nearby, and they doted on Mary, as did Erskine’s brother, Percy. Erskine’s sister, Elizabeth, was more formidable, often threatening “to drown” Mary’s favorite stuffed toy if she did not behave. Yet, as is often the case with “the only child in a world of grown-ups,” she was loved by all and generally spoiled. Erskine had planned to take his small family back to the Nile houseboat once Mary reached her first year, but the outbreak of World War I prevented this. He was then forty-six, too old for active duty, but he did join a reserve unit. Still, the war hardly touched their lives. They moved to a cottage in the Huntingdonshire countryside, near the River Ouse, and filled their time with punting expeditions, country walks, and visits to the aunts and grandmother in London.

Then the war was over, and Erskine packed his paints and canvases, and bundled off his wife and daughter to Switzerland, France, and Italy. During the next eight years, from 1918 to 1926, they spent at least half of their time living in small villages on the Continent, particularly in south and southwest France. Erskine was drawn here by the beauty of the region and by its prehistoric past. The Nicols spent two winters living in a small hotel in Les Eyzies, and it was here that Mary “first began to come consciously in contact with Palaeolithic archaeology,” as she wrote in her autobiography.1

Her father, with his “open nature and great capacity to make friends,” befriended Elie Peyrony, one of the first French prehistorians to recognize the antiquity of the cave paintings and engravings. Peyrony was then excavating one of the caves—and rather crudely by today’s standards. He would only briefly examine the buckets of earth the workmen brought to him, then dump the rest out on an embankment above the River Vézère. He also did not mind if Mary and her father searched these dumps, and Mary quickly discovered the “sheer instinctive joy of collecting.” There were fine points, endscrapers, and elegant flint blades—“all sorts of good things.” Touching the tools, feeling their polish and wear, led Mary to wonder about the “world of their makers.” And like Louis with his childhood collection of stone tools in Kenya Colony, she set about creating a rudimentary classification system for her finds.

She was now a coltish twelve-year-old, fluent in French and addicted to reading. She had a small group of friends her age, a governess she despised (Mary called this poor young woman “the Uncooked Dumpling”), and a father she adored. “He loved to take walks in the countryside, and he would always take me with him,” said Mary. “Anytime that he could take me out to look for stones and bones, he would do so. We were certainly great companions.” Mary and her mother, on the other hand, had much less in common. “She had been reared to be an ornamental young lady, to sit in a large house, to socialize and, of course, none of that happened,” said Mary. “She lost that life completely.”

In the winter of 1925, they moved to Cabrerets, a tiny Dordogne village famous for the prehistoric art in the nearby Pêch Merle Cave. The parish priest, Abbé Lemozi, was a keen amateur archeologist, with a particular interest in Paleolithic art, and he and the Nicols soon became close friends. He often bicycled to their hotel for evening theological discussions, and acted as their guide to the local archeological sites. Once, equipped with small lamps, he guided Mary and her mother through the low, twisting passages of Pêch Merle Cave to a vast chamber where bison and horses seemed to dance on the walls in the flickering lamplight—an experience that affected Mary deeply. And there were walks with her father along the Sagne River and over hills fragrant with lily of the valley. “We so enjoyed doing the same things, and he took a lot of trouble to teach me things, show me things. He knew about the animals and flowers, and he shared all this with me.”

All too soon Mary’s life of “near perfection” came to an end. Erskine suddenly fell ill, apparently with cancer, and died in the spring of 1926. Mary, who had just turned thirteen, was “shattered… [and] no one,” she wrote, “could comfort me.” Uncle Percy, Erskine’s brother, came to stay with her and her mother, and the kind Abbé Lemozi read the service for his friend. But Mary remained inconsolable. To her it was a tragedy of immense proportion, for she had “just lost forever the best person in the world.”

“I was extremely close to my father, and my life completely changed after his death,” she recalled nearly sixty years later. “Mother and I moved to London, and living in England was such a contrast to my life in France, and not a pleasant one. It was very lonely.”
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