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Hand, foot fossils of ancient 
human relative found in Kenya

R
esearchers have unearthed 
near Lake Turkana in 
northern Kenya fossils of 
hand and foot bones be-
longing to an extinct hu-
man relative dating to 1.52 

million years ago, revealing that this 
species would have been able to grasp 
and manipulate objects such as stone 
tools and was fully bipedal.

The fossils represented the first hand 
and foot bones unambiguously attribut-
ed to the species Paranthropus boisei. 
The researchers discovered a partial 
skeleton that included most of the hand, 
three foot bones, most of the teeth, a par-
tial forearm bone and skull fragments.

Considering the fragmentary nature 
of previous fossils of this species, the 
new discovery was revelatory.

This species was a member of the human 

evolutionary lineage, essentially a cousin of 
Homo sapiens, which evolved much later.

Paranthropus boisei was robustly built, 
with strong jaws and massive teeth. Its skull 
was adapted for heavy chewing of tough 
plant foods, including a crest atop the cra-
nium to anchor large jaw muscles, while its 
flaring cheekbones created a dish-shaped 
face. Without hand and foot fossils, it had 
been difficult to understand the species, in-
cluding whether or not it would have been 
capable of making and using simple tools.

“Sixty-five years after the original 
discovery of this species, this is the first 
time we can confidently link Paran-
thropus boisei to specific hand and foot 
bones,” said paleoanthropologist Carrie 
Mongle of Stony Brook University in 
New York, lead author of the study pub-
lished recently in the journal Nature.

The fossils were discovered in a re-
gion called Koobi Fora, located on the 
eastern side of Lake Turkana.

“Before this find, scientists were limited 
to the cranial and dental remains of this 
species, and very little was known about the 
rest of the skeleton,” said paleoanthropolo-
gist and study coauthor Louise Leakey, di-
rector of the Koobi Fora Research Project.

The hand bones show it could form 
precision grips similar to modern hu-
mans, suggesting this species would 
have been capable of making and using 
stone tools, Mongle said.

“It would have had a very firm hand-
shake,” Leakey said. “We can tell that the 
hand of this species was built for forceful 
and sustained grips, and similar to goril-
las in that it would have used its hands 
to process tough plant foods, stripping, 
tearing or crushing vegetation, which is 
consistent with its hard and fibrous diet, 
as seen from its robust dentition.”

The fossils also provided insight into 
its locomotion, showing the species was 
adapted to walking upright on two legs.

“We can tell from the few foot bones 
that it was fully bipedal, not flat-foot-
ed like a chimp, and that its foot would 
have had a lateral arch, similar to ours, 
which would have propelled it forward 
while it walked,” Leakey said.

Species from the human evolutionary 
lineage are called hominins. Paranthro-
pus boisei was one of four hominin spe-
cies that shared the landscape of East 
Africa between approximately 1 mil-
lion and 2 million years ago. Stone and 
bone tools from that period have been 
discovered, though it has been unclear 
whether Paranthropus would have been 
able to make and use such things.

The term “genus” refers to a group of 
closely related species, and our species 
belongs to the genus Homo. The extinct 
species Homo habilis, Homo rudolfensis 
and Homo erectus were contemporaneous 
with Paranthropus boisei in East Africa.

Some of these species crossed paths, lit-

erally. A study published last year showed 
that Paranthropus boisei and Homo erec-
tus left intersecting trackways of footprints 
in what had been a muddy lakeshore at 
Koobi Fora. The discovery raised intrigu-
ing questions about the relationship be-
tween the two species and any competi-
tion for resources.

“Conventional wisdom has been that 
while Homo specialized in larger brains 
and stone tool-making that made them 
highly adaptable to a changing climate, 
Paranthropus boisei became a dietary spe-
cialist focused on grasses,” Mongle said.
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Researchers discuss Paranthropus boisei 
hand fossils, held in cases, at the Turkana 
Basin Institute research station in Ileret, 
Kenya, in this undated photo.

Mosquitoes 
discovered  
in Iceland  
for 1st time

REYKJAVIK (AFP-Jiji) — Mos-
quitoes have been discovered in 
Iceland in a first for the island 

nation, which has long been one of 
the world’s mosquito-free places, a re-
searcher told AFP on Monday.

Three Culiseta annulata mosqui-
toes, two females and one male, were 
sighted around 30 kilometers north 
of the capital Reykjavik, according to 
Matthias Alfredsson, an entomologist 
at the Natural Science Institute of Ice-
land.

“They were all collected from wine 
ropes … aimed at attracting moths,” the 
researcher said in an email, referring to a 
method of adding sugar to heated wine 
and dipping ropes or strips of fabric into 
the solution, which are then hung outside 
to entice the sweet-toothed insects. 


