


Within the crater rim, large herds of zebra and 
wildebeest graze nearby while sleeping lions laze in 
the sun. Above, on the crater’s ridge, Maasai herd their 
cattle and goats in the green pastures of the highland 
slopes. They live alongside the wildlife as they have for 
almost two centuries.

Open grassland covers most of the crater floor, turning 
yellow with wild flowers in June. The Magadi Soda 
Lake is a great attraction for flamingos and other water 
birds. Also on the crater floor are swamps, providing 
water and habitat for elephant and hippo as well as 
numerous smaller creatures such as frogs, snakes and 
Serval cat. 

The Lerai Forest on the crater floor gets its name from 
the Maasai word for the elegant yellow-barked acacia 
tree. Elephants often graze in the forest shade during 
midday, emerging into the open plains only during the 
cooler mornings and evenings. The Lerai and other 
small forest patches on the crater floor are  
home to leopard, monkey, baboon and antelope such 
as waterbuck and bushbuck. 

Other Craters 
The landscape of Ngorongoro Conservation Area 
has been shaped by volcanic activity caused by the 
formation of the Gregory Rift and the Eyasi Rift, the 
main geological features of the region. During a 
process which ran its course over a period of four 
million years, seven volcanoes were created by the 
lava flows. Some of them collapsed into calderas and 
established what is now called the Crater Highlands. 
Only one of them, Oldonyo Lengai, which lies outside 
the NCA’s boundaries, is still active. Energetic visitors 
must pay a separate fee to climb the steep slopes. The 
view from the top out over Lake Natron is worth the 
effort. Ol Donyo Lengai means “Mountain of God” 
in the Maasai language. It erupted in 2007 for nearly 
nine months, spewing ash over the surrounding area. 
This eruption has changed the mountain’s landscape 
considerably. The hard crust that capped the volcano 
has given way to a deep crater of ash.
Inside the NCA, is the Olmoti Crater at 3,700 metres 
(12,139 feet). Its shallow crater is home to many 
grazing animals. Water flows across the floor where it 
pours through a small but spectacular cleft on the south 
side. It is a favorite route for foot safaris. 

Empakaai Crater, 300 metres (984 feet) deep and 6 km 
(3,7 miles) wide, is dominated by a soda lake which 
occupies nearly half the floor. It supports a variety of 
unique water-bird life. In particular the bright pink 
Lesser flamingo can be seen here in vast numbers. All 
this and superb views can be enjoyed along the 32 km 
(19,9 miles) rim walk.

Other places of interest
Olduvai Gorge
Olduvai Gorge is a canyon about 50 km (31 miles) 
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long and up to 90 m (295 feet) deep running to the 
north-west of Ngorongoro Crater. Thanks to its unique 
geological history, in which layer upon layer of 
volcanic deposits were laid down in orderly sequence 
over a period of almost two million years, it provides 
remarkable documentation of ancient life. This is the 
place where archeologist Mary Leakey discovered the 
hominid remains of a 1.8 million year-old skeleton of 
Australopithecus boisei in 1959, one of the distinct 
links of the human evolutionary chain.
At the small museum, just off the road to Serengeti, 
guided walks down the gorge can be arranged to view 
the excavation sites. 

Gol Mountains
The remote and ecologically fragile Gol Mountains 
are divided by the valley of Angata Kiti which leads to 
the Salei Plains. This is a fascinating area to explore 
by four-wheel-drive vehicle or by foot, and to revel in 
solitude and peace.

Nasera Rock 
This huge monolith stands 80 metres (262,5 feet) high 
and towers over the surrounding short grass plains west 

of the Gol Mountains. There is evidence of prehistoric 
man sheltering here for thousands of years.

Lake Natron
On the Kenyan border and outside the NCA (just 
north of Oldoinyo Lengai), Lake Natron is a 60 km 
(37 miles) long alkaline lake known for the huge 
flocks of flamingos that gather here at the end of the 
rainy season. The area is remote with a desolate, 
otherworldly beauty, and can be a very rewarding, off-
the-beaten track excursion. 

For more information and a video-look, go to:
www.tanzania-safari-channel.com

History

Humans and their distant ancestors have been 
part of Ngorongoro’s landscape for millions 
of years. Visitors now see Olduvai Gorge (also 
known as Oldupai, the Maasai spelling of the 
name) as a dry, shallow canyon draining wet 
season run-off from Lakes Ndutu and Masek to 
the Olbalbal Depression.
However, several million years ago the 
entire area was a vast alkaline lake.
The wildly fluctuating waters of this ancient lake 
formed the definitive sediment layers that have 
yielded a valuable paleoanthropological and 
archaeological record. In the seventy years since 
Louis and Mary Leakey first began searching 
the area for clues to our distant past, more 
than sixty hominid remains have been found, 
belonging to four different hominids, showing 
the gradual increase in brain size and in the 
complexity of their stone tools.
Even older than the remnants at Olduvai Gorge 
are the ones found at Laetoli, where hominid 
footprints are preserved in volcanic rock 3.6 
million years old. 
 
The most numerous and recent inhabitants 
of the Ngorongoro Area are the Maasai. Who 
arrived about 200 years ago. Their strong 
insistence on traditional custom and costume 
interests many visitors. As of today, there are 
approximately 42,000 Maasai pastoralists living 
in Ngorongoro with their cattle, goats and 
sheep. Their presence is the main difference 
between the Ngorongoro Conservation Area and 
Tanzania’s national parks, which do not allow 
human habitation. 
A major ecological survey of the Serengeti 
Reserve in 1959, resulted in the establishment of 
the Ngorongoro Conservation Area.
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