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CHAPTER

Section 1

PRIMARY SOURCE from Lucy: The Begmmngs |
of Humankind

In the following excerpt, American paleoanthropologist Donald Johanson

describes how he and his colleague Tom Gray found the fossils of a 3.5 million-
year-old hominid they nicknamed “Lucy.” As you read, consider how the scien-

tists feel about their discovery.

On the morning of November 30, 1974, I woke,
as I usually do on a field expedition, at day-
break. I was in Ethiopia, camped on the edge of a
small muddy river, the Awash, at a place called
Hadar, about a hundred miles northeast of Addis
Ababa. I had been there for several weeks, acting as
coleader of a group of scientists looking for fossils.

... It was still relatively cool, not more than 80
degrees. The air had the unmistakable crystalline
smell of early morning on the desert, faintly
touched with the smoke of cooking fires. Some of
the Afar tribesmen who worked for the expedition
had brought their families with them, and there
was a small compound of dome-shaped huts made
of sticks and grass mats about two hundred yards
from the main camp. . . .

Tom Gray joined me for coffee. Tom was an
American graduate student who had come out to
Hadar to study the fossil animals and plants of the
region, to reconstruct as accurately as possible the
kinds and frequencies and relationships of what
had lived there at various times in the remote past
and what the climate had been like. My own tar-
get—the reason for our expedition—was hominid
fossils: the bones of extinct human ancestors and
their close relatives. I was interested in the evi-
dence for human evolution. But to understand that,
to interpret any hominid fossils we might find, we
had to have the supporting work of other specialists
like Tom.

“So, what's up for today?” I asked.

Tom said he was busy marking fossil sites on a
map.

“When are you going to mark in Locality 162"

“I'm not sure where 162 is,” he said.

“Then I guess I'll have to show you.” I wasn’t
eager to go out with Gray that morning. I had a
tremendous amount of work to catch up on. . . . I
should have stayed in camp that morning—but I
didn't. I felt a strong subconscious urge to go with
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Tom, and I obeyed it. I wrote a note to myself in
my daily diary: Nov. 30, 1974. To Locality 162 with
Gray in A.M. Feel good.

As a paleoanthropologist—one who studies the
fossils of human ancestors—I am superstitious.
Many of us are, because the work we do depends a
great deal on luck. The fossils we study are ex-
tremely rare, and quite a few distinguished paleo-
anthropologists have gone a lifetime without find-
ing a single one. I am one of the more fortunate.
This was only my third year in the field at Hadar,
and I had already found several. I know I am lucky,
and I don’t try to hide it. That is why I wrote “feel
good” in my diary.

... Gray and I got into one of the expedition’s
four Land-Rovers and slowly jounced our way to
Locality 162. . . . Although the spot we were head-
ed for was only about four miles from camp, it took
us half an hour to get there because of the rough
terrain. When we arrived it was already beginning
to get hot. . ..

Gray and I parked the Land-Rover on the slope
of [a gully.] We were careful to face it in such a way
that the canvas water bag that was hanging from the
side mirror was in the shade. Gray plotted the local-
ity on the map. Then we got out and began doing
what most members of the expedition spent a great
deal of their time doing: we began surveying, walk-

ing slowly about, looking for exposed fossils.

Some people are good at finding fossils. Others
are hopelessly bad at it. It’s a matter of practice, of
training your eye to see what you need to see. I will
never be as good as some of the Afar people. They
spend all their time wandering around in the rocks
and sand. They have to be sharp-eyed; their lives
depend on it. Anything the least bit unusual they
notice. . ..

Tom and I surveyed for a couple of hours. It
was now close to noon, and the temperature was
approaching 110. We hadn’t found much. . . .
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