
 

Discovery of half-million-year-old wooden
structure shows we're wrong to
underestimate our ancient relatives

October 9 2023, by Shadreck Chirikure

  
 

  

Excavators found part of a structure formed by two overlapping logs. Credit:
Barham et al. Nature (2023), Author provided

To most people, complex technologies separate modern humans from
their ancestors who lived in the Stone Age, thousands or hundreds of
thousands of years ago. In today's fast changing world, older
technologies, even those from a few years ago, are often described
dismissively as "Stone Age."
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Such terms serve to disconnect us from our ancient relatives, who were
much more sophisticated than we sometimes think they were.

A team led by archaeologist Larry Barham at the University of Liverpool
recently published robust and well dated evidence for the earliest known
use of wood technology. The wooden structure, along with artifacts, date
to 476,000 years ago and have been excavated from waterlogged
deposits at Kalambo Falls, Zambia.

This archaeological site is famous for producing traces of human cultural
development dating to hundreds of thousands of years ago.

The remarkably well preserved evidence found by Barham and
colleagues include, among other things, a wedge (a type of wooden tool),
a digging stick, a log cut with the help of tools and a branch with a notch
cut into it.

But why, in the age of AI and robotics, should wood technology from
nearly half a million years ago generate so much interest from both
scientists and the public?

The evidence from Kalambo Falls demonstrates a remarkable ability by
early hominins (ancient human relatives) to source wood and shape it
with tools. They were able to produce, not only an assortment of other
tools, but also sophisticated wooden structures. We don't know exactly
what species made the structure, but Homo heidelbergensis or a species
similar to Homo naledi might be candidates, among others.

These results have far reaching implications for our understanding of
how sustainable materials were used in the Early Stone Age. It also sheds
light on the capabilities of early hominins.

From speculation to fact
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06557-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06557-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF01963510
https://phys.org/tags/archaeological+site/
https://phys.org/tags/sustainable+materials/


 

Archaeology is the study of deep and recent history using the remains of
things left by people who came before us. However, these histories are
biased in favor of things that have either survived the passage of time or
decayed but left traces.

Humans lived in the era known as the Stone Age for nearly 99% of
human history. The Early Stone Age is considered the earliest and
perhaps longest "technological age," stretching from nearly four million
years ago to 300,000 years ago.

We know more about stone tools during this early phase of human
development, in part because inorganic materials such as rocks are
nearly indestructible compared to those made of perishable materials
like wood.

Indeed, wood is very scarce in deposits belonging to the Early Stone
Age, requiring exceptional conditions of preservation to avoid decaying.
It survives only in extremely dry environments such as deserts, or
extremely wet conditions—as was the case at Kalambo Falls.

Given the scarcity of evidence, direct proof of the intentional use of
wood from more than 400,000 years ago sharply transforms our
understanding of the antiquity of wood as a technology—and how long
hominins have been interacting with this versatile material. They used it
to make tools, to build shelters, to obtain food and perhaps even for fuel
as they went about their daily lives.

Although researchers had suspected that wood technology was widely
used by early hominins, without hard, direct evidence, we could not
accept that as fact. Archaeology is a discovery and evidence-based field
of study –- seeing is believing. The Kalambo Falls discovery transformed
speculation into fact, changing our understanding of the history of
technology.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_archaeology
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0964830500000779
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/004724849190015N?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/004724849190015N?via%3Dihub
https://archaeo.peercommunityin.org/articles/rec?id=229
https://archaeo.peercommunityin.org/articles/rec?id=229


 

Benefiting the environment

However, part of the challenge comes from concepts of human history
which could be described as progressivist or linear—that envisage
history as an inevitable advance towards modernity through scientific
and technological achievement.

In the past, some scientists considered the minds of early hominins to
have been more limited compared to those of modern humans. They
believed technology and culture improved in sophistication as human
brain size increased, moving from a "simple" state to the complex,
algorithm-dominated world we live in today.

Despite the fact that brain sizes have increased over time, and that
technology has changed, it is possible that those who came before us had
an impressive understanding of the materials around them and cared for
their surroundings.

The intentionally-shaped wood construction from Kalambo Falls is an
illustration of design, technology and creativity—using what in today's
world we would call a green technology.

Notions of "progress" are quite deeply embedded in culture. This can
also be a proxy for the exceptionalism of modern humans (Homo
sapiens)—the belief that there is something unique or exemplary about
our species compared with earlier hominins. If we put these notions
aside, we can recognize that so called "backward technologies" can
greatly benefit the environment and the planet.

The fact that wood is perishable makes it a more sustainable material,
unlike some modern construction materials that are nearly indestructible,
and leave conspicuous ruins. Manufacturing these modern materials also 
emits greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change.
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https://phys.org/tags/human+history/
https://oxfordre.com/education/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-111
https://www.britannica.com/science/human-evolution/Increasing-brain-size
https://phys.org/tags/modern+humans/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-02612-5
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/


 

Of course, there are risks associated with using wood as a construction
material, such as fire and decay. But in appropriate situations, we should
continue our long tradition of building in wood. Perhaps the ancients
were not so backward, but more progressive than us when it came to
looking after the planet through sound decision making.

In summary, the Kalambo Falls evidence suggests that, at least
sometimes, early hominins were able to take advantage of materials
other than stone for their everyday needs, including tool-making and
shelter. They might also have been able to use the resources in their
environment for fuel and medicine.

However, we need more direct evidence, going back to the beginnings of
the Stone Age to demonstrate how those who came before us used and
worked with wood. More discoveries like this might even lead us to
rename the mighty Stone Age as the Wood Age.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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