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            "In the beginning there was only Mbombo… He was enormous — large enough to contain within himself everything that would eventually exist."
— Kuba Creation Tradition (as recorded by Jan Vansina)
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Preface: The Giants the World Forgot
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There is a map that no atlas contains. It traces the distribution of a specific kind of story — a story about enormous beings who were here before us, who shaped the land, created humanity, and then departed, were defeated, or dissolved into the very landscape they had made. Draw a line connecting the cultures that tell this story, and you will find it runs everywhere: through the limestone plateaus of Botswana, across the red-dust savannas of Zimbabwe, deep into the rainforests of the Congo Basin, out across the oceans to the reefs of Kiribati and the volcanic highlands of New Zealand, and across the ancient continent of Australia, where the oldest continuous culture on earth has been telling versions of this story for at least sixty-five thousand years.

This book is about the southern half of that map — the half that receives perhaps a tenth of the scholarly and popular attention devoted to the giants of the north. The Nephilim of the Hebrew Bible, the Titans of Greek mythology, the Norse frost-giants, the Vedic Asuras: these are the giants of Western consciousness, the ones that appear in bestselling alternative history books, in fantasy literature, in theological controversies from Augustine to the present. They are richly documented and richly debated. The giants of Africa, Australia, and Oceania are another matter. In most Western accounts, they are absent.

That absence is itself a subject of this book, and we will return to it in the closing chapters. But first, we go to the giants themselves. We will stand at the Matsieng Footprints site in Botswana, where a one-legged giant is said to have emerged from a waterhole with the first animals and people, leaving impressions in stone that are still visited for rain-making rituals today (Mgadla & Campbell, 1989). We will travel with Makoma, the iron-hammered hero of the Sena people of Zimbabwe, as he battles elemental giants whose bodies are made of mountain, flame, and river (Werner, 1933). We will visit the ruins of Harlaa in eastern Ethiopia, where local people say the massive stone structures could only have been built by giants, and where recent archaeological excavations have revealed a cosmopolitan medieval trading city whose sophistication surprised even the excavators (Insoll, 2017). We will enter the creation story of the Kuba people of the Congo, in which a vast white giant named Mbombo, alone in the primordial darkness, vomits up the sun, the moon, the stars, the land, and eventually all living things (Vansina, 1978).

From Africa we will travel to Australia, where the Dreamtime traditions of dozens of Aboriginal nations describe colossal ancestral beings who walked across the land before the current world existed, shaping the landscape through their presence and actions (Berndt & Berndt, 1989). We will examine the traditions of dangerous, disease-bearing giants called Papinijuwari and the cannibal giant Thardid Jimbo, and ask whether any of these traditions preserve memories of actual large animals — the megafauna of Pleistocene Australia, creatures like the Diprotodon and the giant monitor lizard Megalania, which shared the continent with the earliest Australians for tens of thousands of years (Johnson, 2006). We will also examine the remarkable evidence that Aboriginal oral traditions can preserve accurate information about events more than seven thousand years in the past, raising the possibility that the deepest layers of the giant traditions preserve something genuinely ancient (Nunn & Reid, 2016).

Finally, we cross the Pacific, where the giant traditions of Kiribati, Polynesia, Melanesia, and the Maori of New Zealand add their voices to a global chorus. We will meet Auriaria, the red-haired giant chieftain of Kiribati, and his beloved Nei Tituaabine, whose death transforms her body into the island's sustaining trees (Grimble, 1989). We will examine the massive stone platforms of Micronesia and the moai of Easter Island as expressions of a tradition that attributes extraordinary construction to extraordinary builders. And we will ask, in the synthesis chapters that close the book, what all of these traditions share, what they might preserve, and why the giants of the Global South have been so thoroughly overlooked.

A word on method and honesty. This book is written in the tradition of serious alternative history: it takes indigenous oral traditions seriously as evidence, seeks convergences between mythology and archaeology, and asks questions that mainstream scholarship has not always been willing to ask. But it does so with a commitment to accuracy that distinguishes the best of this genre from the worst. The citations in this book refer to real scholars and real published sources. The archaeological discoveries described are documented in peer-reviewed literature. Where the evidence is speculative, that speculation is clearly marked. Where mainstream science and indigenous tradition conflict, both positions are represented fairly. The giants of Africa, Australia, and Oceania deserve a serious investigation, not a credulous one.

They have been waiting long enough.

— ★ —

PART ONE

The African Titans
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Chapter 1: Matsieng and the Birth of Humanity
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Botswana's Giant Footprints

Approximately thirty kilometers northeast of Gaborone, the capital of Botswana, a flat slab of reddish-brown sandstone sits in an otherwise unremarkable stretch of open savanna. To pass it casually would be to miss one of the most remarkable sacred sites in southern Africa. On the surface of this ancient rock, over one hundred engravings record the prints of giant feet, the prints of human feet of ordinary size, and the tracks of animals — cattle, horses, antelope, and dogs. The giant prints are unmistakable. They are two, three, sometimes four times the size of the human prints around them, rendered with detail that makes them immediately legible as footprints, yet belonging to a being far beyond ordinary human scale (Mgadla & Campbell, 1989).

This is the Matsieng Footprints site, one of Botswana's four recognized sacred creation sites. The story that accompanies it belongs to multiple peoples — the San, the Kgalagadi, and the Tswana — and in its various tellings describes the same event: a giant being named Matsieng emerged from a waterhole at this spot, followed first by animals and then by the first people. The rock, at the time of this emergence, was soft enough for their footprints to sink into its surface. Then it hardened, preserving the impressions of creation itself. The site is still used today for rain-making rituals, demonstrating the continuity of sacred practice that has persisted through colonialism, Christianity, and modernity (Tlou & Campbell, 1984).

Matsieng: The One-Legged Creator

In the oldest versions of the Matsieng tradition, the giant is described as
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