
South Africa has benefited from the recommendation of both Johanson and Leaky that Lee should go to South Africa, and it

was during this time that Lee undertook doctoral studies with Prof Phillip Tobias. Lee worked on the development of the

clavicle (collar bone) and shoulder girdle in early hominids.

Himla shared with the audience how she first engaged with Lee some thirty years ago. Judith Masters, who was a

postdoctoral fellow working with Prof Trefor Jenkins in the Division of Human Genetics at Wits, was asked by Trefor to mentor

colleagues in the department and to expose those of them working on PhD’s in molecular genetics to other disciplines. Judith

acceded to this request and graciously hosted both Lee and Himla for tea one weekend at her home which provided an

opportunity for stimulating and interesting discussions, which ended with Lee inviting the others to visit his field site at

Gladysville, close to Krugersdorp in the western part of Gauteng. A few months later, Lee announced the discovery of two

hominid teeth from this site – a discovery made 48 years following the last discovery in the country. The intervening years for

Lee, though not easy, was followed with the amazing discoveries we have heard him speak about to becoming an award-

winning researcher, explorer, author, and speaker who in a recent publication by Prof Marina Joubert from Stellenbosch

University, featured as the number one science communicator rated by journalists in the country. He certainly lived up to this

accolade as he shared with the audience how he and his team turned a “depressing time” during the COVID-19 pandemic

to adapt to a “new normal”.

According to Lee, this “new normal” meant that travelling was not possible which disrupted the way scientists visited the

country to work on specimens from local sites; field researchers who often work in confined spaces could not do so under the

restricted regulations imposed by government like social distancing. For a field researcher who must work in restrictive

cramped spaces like caves, these restrictions posed several challenges.

“We all took a system shock. What could be do?” asked Lee. There is nothing like a challenge to bring out the best in Lee.

Instead of complaining – he convinced the university to support him in running a series of webinar-based lectures. During this

time, participants (records of over 750,000 views) were treated to viewing and learning about material not usually accessed

from the fossil hominid vault. He then stepped up a gear and used a suite of technological tools to bring material from caves

to the surface for processing (following COVID regulations). This afforded local people job opportunities, young local

researchers to capitalise on the opportunities to work with the specimens and to engage with scientists around the world to

further development of their careers. Lee used these difficult times to create opportunities.

His riveting talk was also an inspiration. Many of us are feeling the downside of having to cope with the COVID pandemic; his

enthusiastic approach to life in general is a game changer. He has also opened a new museum at Malapa and would

encourage all to visit the museum and engage with the rich fossil heritage in our country that brings us closer to

understanding our place in this universe. For these, and other things he has managed to achieve as a scientist, ASSAf was

proud to present Lee with the prestigious ASSAf Gold Medal for Science for Society in 2018.

If you missed the webinar, you are welcome to watch this interview from this link.

Lee, we await the arrival of the virtual reality journey into your world of discoveries and continue to inspire us all.

In conversation with Prof Lee Berger “Discovery in a time of pestilence –

lessons for the future from exploration during the pandemic”

“No one’s ever made a discovery by surging behind a wave. I was always pushing boundaries” –

poignant words by Prof Lee Berger who joined Prof Himla Soodyall (ASSAf EO) for a sensational

conversation on “Discovery in a time of pestilence – lessons for the future from exploration during the

pandemic” on 14 September 2021. It would seem that August and September have been lucky months

for Lee and his team; on 10th September this year his team celebrated the 6th anniversary of the

announcement of the Dinaledi Chamber and Homo naledi; 13 years ago on 15th August his son, 9 year

old Mathew surprised his father by saying “Dad, I found a fossil” close to the Malapa Cave, which

eventually led to the discovery of Australopithecus sediba. This fossil has made the cover page of

Sciencemagazine three times – in 2010, 2011 and 2013.

Speaking from the deck of his apartment overlooking Johannesburg, Lee Berger, presently the Phillip

Tobias Chair in Human Evolution and Head of the Centre for the Exploration of the Deep Human Journey

at Wits, responded to some personal questions posed to him by Himla during their conversation. A few

events in Lee’s life made him change his career choice of wanting to become a lawyer to his current

occupation.

After reading the book “Lucy: the beginnings of humankind” by Donald Johanson, Lee was inspired to

take courses in anthropology, archaeology, and geology. He subsequently engages with Johanson

which resulted in him joining Richard Leakey, a world-renowned palaeontologist who has discovered

many fossils in East Africa, at Koobi in Kenya. Low and behold – he discovers a fossilised femur on the first

day in the field, a feat many in the discipline spend a lifetime trying to accomplish!

https://youtu.be/LCARMTH01_Y

