Lesson 30: Tools and Fire

Pick up a rock. Pick up another. Strike them together at just the right angle and a sharp-
edged flake chips off. You have just made a stone tool, a simple one, called an Oldowan
tool, the kind our ancestors were crafting nearly 3 million years ago. It does not look like
much. But that sharp edge could slice meat from a carcass, scrape fat from a hide, or dig
roots from the earth. In a world where getting enough food was everything, a sharp edge was
the difference between thriving and starving.

Over hundreds of thousands of years, stone tools became more sophisticated. The species
Homo erectus, which appeared about 2 million years ago and spread across Africa and into
Asia, made hand axes shaped on both sides with careful, deliberate craft, objects that
required planning, patience, and a mental image of the finished tool before the first strike.
These were not reflexes. They were ideas made physical. And Homo erectus did something
even more transformative: it learned to control fire.

Fire reshaped everything. It kept the darkness away and predators at bay. It provided warmth
in environments that would otherwise have been too cold to survive. But most
transformingly, it enabled cooking. Cooking breaks down food, softening tough fibers, killing
parasites, and releasing calories locked in raw starch, making food easier to digest and
dramatically more nutritious. Some scientists believe that cooking is one of the reasons the
hominin brain grew so large: the body could extract so much more energy from food that
more of that energy could be devoted to maintaining the brain's extraordinary metabolic
demands.

But tools and fire were more than practical inventions. They were the beginning of culture,
the practices, knowledge, stories, and techniques that humans pass from one generation to
the next, not through DNA but through teaching and imitation. Around campfires, early
humans shared food, tended the sick, taught skills, and told stories. Every piece of
knowledge that has ever been passed down, every technique, every story, every song, began
in exactly this way: one human showing another, in the glow of a shared fire.
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