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About 55 million years ago, in the warm forests of a world still recovering from the end of
the dinosaurs, a small warm-blooded animal was making its way through the treetops. It
had eyes that faced forward, eyes that worked together to give it precise depth
perception. It had hands with fingers that could curl around a branch, and a thumb that
could press against those fingers to grip with extraordinary accuracy. Its brain was large
for its size. This creature was one of the earliest primates, the mammal group that today
includes lemurs, monkeys, apes, and humans.

The distinctive features of primates all make sense in the context of life in the trees.
Binocular vision, seeing a single, unified image through both forward-facing eyes, gives
precise depth perception essential for judging the exact distance to the next branch
before leaping. The opposable thumb allows precise gripping and object manipulation
that no other mammal group can quite match. Large brains allowed for better learning
and more flexible responses to complex, ever-changing environments. Primates are,
above all else, arboreal animals, animals shaped by the demands and opportunities of
life in the trees.

Over millions of years, primates diversified into many forms. Some grew larger and more
social. About 15 to 20 million years ago, the apes appeared, larger, tailless primates
with notably bigger brains and more complex behavior. From the ape lineage, several
branches eventually diverged. One became gorillas. One became chimpanzees. One
became humans. But it is crucial to understand that humans did not descend from
chimpanzees. Instead, humans and chimpanzees share a common ancestor, a primate
that lived about 6 to 7 million years ago, whose descendants eventually split into two
separate lineages that evolved in very different directions.

Understanding our primate heritage is not about diminishment. It is about connection.
The opposable thumbs that let you hold a pencil, the forward-facing eyes that let you
read these words, the large and curious brain that wonders about the world, these are
primate gifts, refined over millions of years of evolution, shaped by the demands of a life
in the trees long before anyone walked on the ground.
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