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Kariandusi –  
a site in Kenya’s Rift Valley 

Kariandusi was one of the first early archaeological sites to be discovered in East 
Africa, which is now famed as a cradle of human origins.  The sites lie on the 
eastern side of the Gregory Rift Valley, about 120 km NNW of Nairobi, and about 
2 km to the east side of Lake Elmenteita. 

 

From Kariandusi you can look across the width of the Rift Valley.  The Nakuru-
Elmenteita basin is  flanked by Menengai volcano on the north, and by the 
volcanic pile of Mount Eburru on the south – visible from Kariandusi. 

 

Much geological evidence shows that at times in the past this basin has been 
occupied by large lakes, sometimes reaching levels hundreds of metres higher 
than the present Lakes Nakuru and Elmenteita.   Lying at a height of  about 1880 
m (nearly 6200 ft, the Kariandusi sites would have been near the side of one of 
these former lakes.  Impressive scarps of the Rift wall rise less than one 
kilometre behind the sites, continuing as the Bahati Escarpment to the north, 
and the Gilgil Escarpment further south.  The scarps behind rise to 2250 m (7400 
ft) less than 3 km from the sites.   



Close to the sites the scarps of the Rift Valley wall are dissected by the valley of 
the Kariandusi River, which has a relatively short course, fed partly by waters 
from Coles' Hot Springs, only 2 km from the sites.  The river runs down to Lake 
Elmenteita, passing through a deep gorge, where it has cut through an 
accumulation of sediments.  The diatomite quarry cuts through older versions of 
the gorge which have been filled by sediments.  The geologist GJH McCall 
observed that like other rivers in the area the Kariandusi River tapers through 
water loss underground.   The deposits containing the Acheulean handaxes are 
best exposed in a side gorge on the left bank of the Kariandusi River, which 
reaches within about 150 m of the old Nairobi-Nakuru main road.  Under present 
conditions, water flows in this side gorge only rarely. 
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The early history 
Kariandusi is possibly the first 
early stone age Acheulean site to 
have been found in situ in Kenya.   
The diatomite deposits at 
Kariandusi were already known in 
the early years of the 20th 
century, but the archaeological 
sites were discovered only when 
Louis Leakey explored this part of 
the Rift Valley in his  Second 
Expedition in 1928-29.    
Leakey records that the site was 
discovered by team-members Dr. 
J. Solomon and Miss E. Kitson.   
Investigations were soon carried 
out, and a series of hand-axes was 
described and pictured in Leakey’s 
first book, The Stone Age Cultures 
of Kenya Colony (Leakey 1931). 
 
J. Solomon gave the first  
geological discussion (in Leakey 
1931, p.256), and included a 
section drawing showing the 
Pleistocene sediments.  He 
labelled them as containing 
Acheulean and 'Aurignacian and 
Mousterian' artefacts respectively.  
We now label those later phases 
as Middle Stone and Later Stone 
Age, but they are not prominently 
represented on the site.   
 
By 1936 Leakey could say that  
'We now have a collection of over 
two thousand specimens 
excavated from an area barely 10 
feet square ....'  These probably 
came from an area at the front of 
the Upper Site, where there is an 
open area. 
 
 



Later developments and the first 
pamphlet guide... 

Shortly after the Second World War, new 
excavations were carried out at the Kariandusi 
Acheulean site in preparation for the First Pan-
African Congress of Prehistory, held at Nairobi in 
1947.  The delegates made an excursion visit to the 
sites,  so they are mentioned in the pre-publication 
papers and guide of the tours issued to delegates.   
They did not feature in the Proceedings of the 
Congress (published by Louis Leakey and Sonia 
Cole in 1952).  Attention had passed to Olorgesailie 
and Olduvai.  But in an act of great foresight and 
importance the excavations of 1946-7 were 
preserved as a museum exhibit, and make up some 
of the remains that you can see today. 

 
The first visitors’ guide to Kariandusi was prepared  
by Dr Merrick Posnansky in the 1950s.  He was first 
warden of the Olorgesailie site, and talked of his 
early work during the EAQUA conference in Kenya  
in 2013. 



 

Dr Merrick Posnasky is introduced by Dr 

Julius Lejju at the EAQUA conference in 2013 

 

 

Top and left: the text of the original  

Kariandusi Museum pamphlet 

Above: the statue of Dr Louis Leakey at the  

National Museums in Nairobi 



The Upper Site 

The Main or Upper Site is the area 
investigated in detail by Louis 
Leakey in 1929-1931 and in 
1946/47.  It is in this area that stone 
tools were first observed.  The site 
lies on the right side of the side 
gorge, in which there are good 
exposures of the upper diatomite 
and of the overlying pumice gravels.   
Stone tools were visible in this 
section.  Artefacts from the earlier 
excavations were lifted at the time; 
those which are left in situ on the 
are in place within the 1947-47 
excavations.  These excavations, an 
extension of the area previously 
investigated, cut right across the 
top of a spur which juts out into the 
side gorge. 
  
 

Since the long section of the excavations is very well preserved, 
it has been was possible to draw and level it long after the original 
excavation. The section has a long main face, with short faces angled back at 
each end. 
   
It can be seen that the artefact horizon occurs in the upper pumice beds,  
about 3m above the top of the upper diatomite, and that in long section  
it runs approximately parallel with the upper surface of the diatomite, so 
conforming with the general dip (slope) of the sediments.   The angled face 
of the section at the western end shows the artefact horizon dropping away 
more steeply, towards the deeper part of the channel structure at the edge 
of which it lies.  This part of the section provides a better cross-section of the 
sedimentary structure. 
 
 
Some fossil bones were preserved on 
the surface of the Upper Site.  They are 
marked by white arrows.  They are 
chiefly dense and heavy parts of the 
skeleton, which survived the abrasion 
of being carried in a stream. They 
include a tooth of the early horse 
Equus olduwensis. 
 



Who made the tools at Kariandusi?  

The many handaxes and other stone tools at Kariandusi belonged to a tradition 
which was made for more than a million years.  Its maker were certainly Homo 
erectus.  None of their fossil remains have been found at the site, but part of a 
skull from Olorgesailie, to the south, and mandibles (jaws) from Kapthurin to the 
north, are of a similar age, and the nearest evidence of this species.  Homo erectus 
is also well known from Olduvai Gorge, and from Lake Turkana.   

Above left: Homo erectus 
From East Turkana 
 
Above right: the hominin 
frontal from Olorgesailie 
 
Left: a reconstruction of 
butchery by Homo erectus  
At Kariandusi 



Acheulean  
handaxes 
Handaxes are by far the best known 
tools of the Acheulean, occurring in 
hundreds and thousands around 
the world.  Typically they are 
carefully worked stone tools which 
are relatively long and narrow and 
they average about 15 cm in length.   
 
Handaxes were probably general 
purpose tools, and were well-suited 
to use in butchery of animals.   
Kariandusi is well known for its 
handaxes of the volcanic glass 
obsidian, but there are also many 
made of lava 

Top: two obsidian 

Handaxes from 

Kariandus 

 

Below: lava handaxes 

from the early investigations, 

stored in Nairobi 



Geology, Chronology, and the Rift Valley 

Kariandusi lies on the east side of the Rift Valley, facing across Lake 
Elmenteita and the rift valley floor.  The western wall of the rift, the Mau 
escarpment, is visible some 35 km away.     
 
In the present day the basin contains the small lakes of Elmenteita, just 3 km 
from the sites, and out of site beyond Lion Hill, Lake Nakuru.  Geologists have 
been fascinated with the history of the lakes since their first investigations a 
century ago.  They noted the diatomite, the strikingly white deposits which 
are an indicator of large and deep lakes in the past, around a million years 
ago.  Diatomite is made up of the skeletons of countless algae, single-celled 
organisms.   
 
 
 
 

In 1960 the scientists Evernden and Curtis applied the Potassium-Argon 
dating technique to volcanic tuffs (ashes) at Kariandusi, producing a result of 
about a million years for the archaeological sites.  This age was regarded as 
much too old at the time, but has proved to be correct, as was confirmed in 
2014 by Durkee and Brown, who found traces of the same volcanic eruptions 
on the sites of Olorgesailie and Isinya. 
 
The diatomite indicates the presence of large, stable, lakes about one million 
years ago.  Other research shows that a large high lake existed from about 
12,000 – 9,000 years ago, and probably at many other times in the past.   
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Diatomite and Kariandusi 

Diatomite is a deposit made up 
from the skeletons of billions of 
single celled organisms – algae or 
phytoplankton.  It is about 85% 
pure silica, the material which 
makes up quartz sand.  Diatomite 
has been mined at Kariandusi since 
a survey mapped the deposits In 
1950.   
 
Diatomite is used as a filteraid, as a 
cleaning agent, for example for 
stainless steel, and as an 
insecticide.  It is odourless, non-
toxic and soft to the touch.  But for 
insects the sharp edges of the fossil 
siliceous microskeletons are lethal.    
 
The industry has seen a phase of 
expansion in recent years.  A new 
headquarters and large processing 
sheds are now visible from the 
museum site. 

Above: the stairway 

down into the side 

gorge.  Thin layers of 

grey volcanic ash  

(tuff) are visible in the 

side wall.  The ash fell 

through the lake water 

and interrupted the 

build-up of diatomite. 

 

Centre: recent 

quarrying of diatomite 

for road material has 

exposed further layers 

of volcanic ash  

 

 

Right: the large 

processing sheds of the 

diatomite industry. 



The Lower Site 

In 1974 new finds of handaxes were made in an area on the opposite side of the 
side gorge from the original Leakey site, further downslope towards the diatomite 
quarry and the Kariandusi River.   Thy were discovered during the stripping of 
overburden for an extension of the diatomite quarry, and fortunately were 
reported to the museums by the manager of the quarry.   Excavations directed by 
John Gowlett were made to investigate this occurrence, and it was preserved in an 
additional museum display.  The finds include hundreds of handaxes found in a 
jumble at the edge of a channel which had filled with gravel.  The site is likely to be 
of approximately the same age as the other occurrences, but there is very little 
obsidian among the tools: they are made almost entirely from local trachyte lava.  
As well as the handaxes there are numbers of large stone flakes which resulted 
from the manufacturing process.  

Above: the view across towards Lake 

Elmenteita before the lower site 

building was constructed.  The 

original buildings of the diatomite 

quarry can also be seen.  

 

Right: the drainage ditch which led to 

the discovery of handaxes and other 

tools 



 

The Lower Site 

 

Above: construction of the onsite 

Museum building during the 1974 

excavations 

 

Right:  A fine cleaver of lava among 

some of the many handaxes 

Left: an excavator works carefully 

With the digging tool usually 

preferred to a trowel on most East 

African sites. 

 

Such tools are readily prepared from 

A short length of acacia wood and a 

long nails which is hammered to have 

a chisel end.   



The museum buildings and displays 

 
The guides’ hut is one of the oldest 
buildings on the site and has its own 
value. 

In 2003 the National Museums 
built a new display building at 
Kariandusi.  It has space for 
exhibiting tools and casts of 
fossil hominins, and also 
contains diorama paintings 
made by a Kenyan artist. 
 
 
 
Another site building is a large 
wooden hut which was 
transported from Gilgil in 
1974.  It is typical of a design 
once used for temporary 
government buildings or 
barracks and still has a useful 
life for housing displays. 



Kariandusi as Visitor Centre 

 

The Kariandusi Museum is much-visited 
by school parties, as well as by foreign 
tourists.  Two hours drive north of 
Nairobi, it is close to the A104 Nairobi-
Nakuru road, and is fully accessible to 
coaches.  School visits are made from all 
directions, but with good parking and 
picnicking facilities, there is always space 
for all.   
 
The sites are close to the World Heritage 
locations of Lakes Elmenteita, Nakuru and 
Bogoria and their National Parks 



Outreach education for schools is an important activity of the National 
Museums of Kenya.  Plans are afoot to expand and to update the exhibits at 
Kariandusi so that students can get the fullest impression of life in the Rift 
Valley in the times of our early ancestors. 
 
 
 
 
This guide was produced for the Kariandusi Museum working group, with 
the aid of National Museums of Kenya and the British Academy’s Links and 
Mobility project.  Photographs copyright ©JAJ Gowlett/National Museums 
of Kenya unless otherwise indicated. 
 
F.K.Manthi, J. Kibii, E.Ndiema, C.Ogola, S.Rucina, J.A.J. Gowlett 
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