Cradle of life:

The story of the Magaliesberg and the
Cradle of Humankind

By Vincent Carruthers. 256 pp. Struik Nature. R300.

This book is a truly impressive undertaking. Between its
covers is an enormous amount of information, and it's all
presented in a highly accessible form. The text is broken
up into short sections and interesting boxes, which make
it easy to dip in and out, and it's richly illustrated with
photographs and colourful diagrams.

The author certainly knows his subject, as he was part of
the teams that prepared plans for the declaration of the
Cradle of Humankind World Heritage Site in 1999, and
from 2006 led the campaign to have the Magaliesberg
designated a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, ultimately
proclaimed inJune 2015.

Here, he traces the history of the Magaliesberg
landscape, following a timeline that begins with the origin
of the universe in the Big Bang 13 800 million years ago
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Abrasion from the rough tillin the ice cap bevelled the edges of the Magaliesberg into rounded slopes.

and the birth of our planet 4 600 million years ago, and
ends with the anti-apartheid activity leading up to South
Africa’s first democratic election in 1994.

The book is divided into three parts - Life and Landscape,
Human Evolution, and Archaeology and History - and it
covers topics as diverse as astronomy and cosmology,
geology and geomorphology, biology and ecology,
palaeontology and anthropology, colonial history and

the Boer War, as well as technological developments

like the Hartbeespoort Dam, the Hartebeesthoek Radio
Astronomy Observatory and the Pelindaba nuclear
energy facility.

At the heart of the book, the Human Evolution chapters
provide a good overview of the fossil discoveries — from
Little Foot to Homo naledi - that have made the Cradle
of Humankind world famous. Given that this topic forms
part of the curriculum, the book would be a worthwhile
addition to school libraries, but its attractive layout
means it could also be displayed as a ‘coffee-table book’
in the home or office, or shelved as a keepsake from a
visit to the area.

ove: The Cradie-Magaliesberg

“The effect ofthe po

curve, geologh

former st

ice

of « %0,
i

the entir length of the range. The sharp lp of the ‘neks’ or passes. In short, the topography of the area
begur

spacies were
ated . The cause of that
i but

in Gondwana

ro0 Sea gradualy filed

Vincent
Carruthers

62 LIFE AND LANDSCAPE

Field Guide to

BUTTERFLIES

_ 45 of South Africa

A

Astronomical
.- . Handbook for
Southern Africa
ol R Steve
Woodhall

QUESTONLINE.ORG.ZA

» 280-180 million years ago: The Cradle-Magaliesberg i . where fossils

similar Dome

‘away from the higher ground, leaving n
of it i this region, but they stll cover much of

meteor impact.
The ecological niches that had been vacated by
y saurs

into the

ty that might
Magaliesberg region during Gondwanan times. ‘and roamed the hill of the Cradle-Magaliesberg
region.

at this time, and the floral Glossopteris
‘appean Clubmosses Gondwana,

an % d conifors.
aparticularty successful genus of seed fem, or By about 190 millon years ago Gondwana had
Peridosperm, throughout Goncwana. The dense  become more arid as it drifted further northwards,
forests of Glossopteris that o

the coalfields of Mpumalanga.

‘abruptly 10 milion years later when the Earth's crust

Later,

Afrca.

millon years

.

LIFE AND LANDSCAPE 63

Other recent releases by Struik Nature include the 2020
edition of the Sky Guide, published each year by the
Astronomical Society of South Africa (R145), and a revised
edition of Field Guide to Butterflies of South Africa, by Steve
Woodhall (R390).
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Human evolution: importance of the Cradle of
Humankind
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