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More praise for Ancient Mysteries
“COMPREHENSIVE . . . James and Thorpe view their subjects  from a middle ground. They are not wide-eyed believers in every  theory that comes to light, nor are they narrow-minded traditionalists. They seek to present explanations that are scientifically plausible,  but in the end it is up to the reader to decide what he or she thinks.”
—Tampa Tribune & Times
“COMPELLING . . . Ancient Mysteries will give you endless enjoyment. . . . A wide-ranging and richly detailed look at parts of our past  that grab the imagination . . . The layout of this book is excellent;  you can read it front to back or pick your way through its thoroughly  cross-referenced pages, with one subject serendipitously leading to  another. Sort of a ‘Choose Your Own Adventure’ book for adults.”
—BookPage
And acclaim for Ancient Inventions

“FASCINATING . . . AMAZING . . . This book should be read by  everyone interested in science or technology.”
—Nature
“ENGROSSING . . . REWARDING . . . IMPRESSIVE . . . It is  impossible not to be astonished.”
—New Scientist
“IT’S CHOCKABLOCK WITH CURIOUS LORE. . . . [James  and Thorpe] have amassed scores of persuasive testimonials of primeval ingenuity.”
—The Boston Globe
“THOROUGHLY RESEARCHED . . . It is doubtful that anyone  could examine [this book] without coming away enlightened in one  of its broadly ranging areas.”
—Library Journal

AUTHOR’S NOTE
Rather than attempting perfect consistency in our spelling of  non-European names, we have used those forms which we  feel will be most familiar to out readers. While we have expressed serious doubts about the conventional dates for the Egyptian  New Kingdom (c. 1550–1070 B.C.) and the Late Bronze Age in the  Old World (see our book Centuries of Darkness, 1991), we have kept to  generally accepted chronology for this book.

INTRODUCTION
After the publication of Ancient Inventions—which we’re  pleased to say was a great success—we were discussing another project when the idea was suggested to us of writing a  book on “Ancient Mysteries”—the unsolved puzzles of lost civilizations and knowledge; the inexplicable monuments and earthworks  built by the ancients; the strange messages conveyed by the world’s great  legends; the riddles of early exploration; and even apparent evidence of  extraterrestrial and paranormal phenomena in ancient times. There  were scores of compelling subjects, yet our initial reaction to the idea  was mixed. The stores are already crammed with books on ancient mysteries, even some with that very title, so why add to the agony?
On reflection, we decided that there was actually an urgent need  for a new book on the subject. Interest is burgeoning, but most books  on ancient mysteries are written by authors with little, if any, background in the fields involved—which range from ancient history and  archaeology to geology and astronomy. Many of these titles, full of  amazing claims about lost civilizations, Atlanteans, extraterrestrial  visitors, and the “secret wisdom” of the ancients, are frankly very  badly researched and can be completely misleading. The authors do  not treat the evidence critically, and deliberately overmystify subjects  in order to convince readers that they are being told some awesome  secret about the past.
On the other side of the coin are the ancient mysteries books written by professional historians and archaeologists. Unfortunately, these  are usually sterile exercises in debunking, written with a closed rather  than an inquiring mind. Their authors easily fall into a lecturing mode,  telling their readers loudly and slowly that such and such is merely   nonsense—a style particularly common in America. Perhaps here the  dividing lines between conventional and unconventional views of the  past have been drawn so sharply because of the battle between evolutionists and “creation scientists” over what should be taught in schools.  Archaeologists have felt themselves under attack, and have sometimes  responded by trying to claim a monopoly on the past. Those adopting  this approach often belittle the interested but “ignorant” layperson,  arguing that discussion should be left to the professionals. Theories  developed by amateurs—or even academics from different fields—are  often rejected wholesale as “fringe” or “cult” archaeology.
Professional archaeologists have also been concerned by the level of  belief in such cult archaeology topics among their own students. To assess  this, two surveys were carried out at Central Connecticut University in 1984 and 1994, with students asked their opinions on a variety of topics,  including religion, the paranormal and controversial fringe theories in archaeology. The surveys showed that 27 percent accepted that Earth had  been visited by extraterrestrials, rising to 31 percent by 1994; the reality of  the curse of Tutankhamun was supported by 12 percent, doubling to 24  percent a decade later, and the existence of the lost continent of Atlantis  was accepted by 29 percent in both surveys. (These figures compare  closely to the answers provided by the general public.) Archaeologists  have agonized over the gullibility and “ignorance” that they perceive  these figures as showing. This is a rather arrogant attitude. For example,  believing that extraterrestrials have visited the world is hardly a sign of ignorance! It all depends on how one reads the question. Astronomers are  increasingly finding evidence that the raw materials necessary for life—  such as water—are to be found in abundance elsewhere in the universe, and with every discovery the statistical likelihood increases that  other technological civilizations exist—even some advanced enough to  make the long trip to our solar system. The real question is whether  there is any sound archaeological evidence for extraterrestrial visitations  in the past. We do not feel there is, but would not call anyone who believed in them “ignorant”—nor, for that matter, people who have a belief in the efficacy of curses, which is as much a cultural judgment as a  scientific one.
Books debunking “cult archaeology” also strongly imply that there  are no ancient mysteries left, the professionals having sorted everything  out nicely. Pat, rather than realistic, answers are freely offered. Discussions of the controversial Vinland Map, for example, are often limited to  the bald statement that examination of the map with a light microscope  in 1974 showed conclusively that it is a fake. This blithely ignores other  scientific examinations carried out subsequently that do not agree with the original findings, ruining the neat story of the honest professionals  triumphing over the rascally hoaxer. The real story of the Vinland Map  is far more complex. Similarly, the immediate response to the seemingly  outrageous claim that the Dogon tribe of Mali have inherited accurate  knowledge of the movements of the stars in the Sirius system, brought  thousands of years ago by space-traveling amphibians, was that the  Dogon must have picked up such knowledge from western missionaries.  The possibility that such supposedly “primitive” groups could have actually taken a detailed interest in the heavens was barely discussed, although   there are indeed other nonwestern observers who appear to have made  remarkable discoveries without the aid of telescopes. Again, the Dogon  question is far more complicated than the skeptics understand, part of  the problem lying with the research methods of the anthropologist who  reported the Dogon beliefs about Sirius.
It is actually completely unreasonable to claim that archaeologists  and historians are agreed on the solutions to most ancient mysteries.  Nothing could be farther from the truth. The drive behind the ancient desire to sculpt and pattern the landscape—producing wonders  like the Nazca lines—still eludes the understanding of archaeologists.  Even major events such as the dramatic collapse of the Maya civilization of Central America remain completely unexplained despite   a century of investigation. As different explanatory trends come and   go, solutions ranging from natural catastrophe to warfare have been  offered—with no sign of a consensus emerging. The recent breakthrough in deciphering the Maya language has laid to rest many long-established misconceptions about Maya society, but we are still no  nearer to agreeing on the cause of its sudden fall.
On the historical side, the very existence, for example, of King  Arthur, famed in British legend, is still hotly disputed, with opinions ranging from the simple assumption that he must have existed to the  equally unfounded assertion that he could not have. Exactly the same  is true of almost all legendary or semi-legendary people, events and  even places, from the Trojan War to the biblical cities of Sodom and  Gomorrah. Disputes rage even over events in well-documented historical times—the identity of Robin Hood, the greatest hero of medieval England, remains a complete mystery, further confused by the  existence of several possible candidates.
In many cases, continuing inability to produce a convincing solution to a given ancient mystery can derive from a narrowness of  approach. Many historians and archaeologists stick rigidly within  their fields of study and are blissfully unaware of anything happening  outside them; for example, they take little, if any, interest in astronomy. Part of the problem is that most academics live and work in  crowded cities where the objects in the night sky are barely visible.  Many ancient historians and classicists lack even a basic grounding in  astronomy, and treat the subject with the same aversion as they do astrology or UFOs. However, one would expect them to keep abreast  of current developments in the field, which have made it quite clear  just how crowded our skies actually are with potentially menacing objects, from comets to asteroids. These mean that ancient legends of   destruction from the sky, such as the devastation of Sodom and Gomorrah, will have to be reexamined with a completely open mind.
While we would ask the professionals to be more open-minded and  self-critical, that is not to say that amateurs in history and archaeology  always get it right. Graham Hancock became world famous for his  book  Fingerprints of the Gods, which presents a case for a lost civilization  in Antarctica having built many of the world’s ancient architectural  wonders, including the Sphinx in Egypt and the city of Tiahuanaco  in Bolivia, some 11,000 years ago. Although Hancock is a professional  journalist, he presents a remarkably one-sided and often outdated view  of the human past, which, in our opinion, denies the true builders the  credit for building these impressive monuments.
In this book we have tried to chart a middle course between the  uncritical enthusiasts and the professional skeptics. Each of the topics  covered steers the reader through the main lines of evidence and most  frequently offered explanations, although these cannot, of course, be  exhaustive. We present our opinions not as fact but as an attempt at a  reasoned conclusion from the material, rather than starting from a  position of acceptance or rejection. We have tried to condense and  present enough evidence on each mystery for readers to judge for  themselves and, we hope, have fun devising their own solutions.
Finally, we have tried to make the scope of this book as wide as  possible. Our definition of “ancient” is very broad and follows that  used in Ancient Inventions, with a cutoff point at A.D. 1492. With  Columbus’s voyage to America and the Renaissance in Europe in full swing, the ancient world can then truly be said to have come to a  close. But we apologize to those readers who find that some of their  favorite ancient mysteries are not covered here, owing to lack of  space. Our choice was a personal one, made from those subjects we  saw as the most significant, intractable, or remarkable of the mysteries  presented by the ancient world.

CHAPTER ONE
LOST LANDS  AND  CATASTROPHES
INTRODUCTION 
On July 16, 1994, a small fragmenting comet known as   Shoemaker-Levy began ripping through the atmosphere of  the planet Jupiter, causing explosions of almost unimaginable intensity. As the second fragment fell there was a blast equivalent  to 250 million tons of TNT—several times more powerful than all   the world’s nuclear arsenals put together. When the third chunk of the  comet struck it created a hole in Jupiter’s atmosphere the size of  the Earth. The full extent of the damage that Shoemaker-Levy inflicted on Jupiter is still being assessed, though one thing is already   
perfectly clear: the long-cherished scientific belief that comets are harmless 
and cannot crash into planets has been dispelled forever.

[image: image]
Noah sacrificing after the  Flood. From an early-19th-century family Bible.
The question immediately arises—could a comet, or cometary  fragment, crash into the Earth? Or has it already done so? In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in the days before Darwin, scientists freely speculated about such matters, wondering whether a comet  might have been responsible for the Great Flood described in the  Bible. While theologians were happy to accept that the Flood was  caused by God directly, scientists were busy researching possible  physical mechanisms. Some, including the great Edmond Halley  (who gave his name to the famous comet), looked beyond the Earth for a trigger. In 1694 he proposed, in a paper to the Royal Society,  that Noah’s Flood was caused by the collision between the Earth and   a comet, which landed in the Caspian Sea and drenched the surrounding lands with water. Others speculated that a watery comet was   responsible.
From the standpoint of pre-Darwinian science, belief in a Great  Flood was entirely reasonable, as such an event seemed to explain  many of the world’s greatest historical enigmas. The rocks that scientists were beginning to examine were full of the fossilized remains of  millions of extinct plants and creatures, and a catastrophic flood could  account for why these life-forms no longer existed and why their remains had been trapped and preserved in sedimentary rock. It seemed  natural, then, to borrow an explanation from the Bible, which told of  the deluge in the time of Noah. Assuming that there had been a real  Flood also provided an economical explanation for why there are so  many similar legends around the world.
Such quaint ideas went completely out of fashion in the early nineteenth century. The relatively new science of geology was maturing, and the naive view that all the world’s rock strata had been laid  down in a single event was seen to be unworkable. It was becoming  clear that there was a whole sequence of layers from different ages,  laid one upon the other, each containing its own life-forms. The  question now was what had created these strata and how long they  took to form. One school of geology was the catastrophists, who expanded the idea of a Great Flood into a whole series of cataclysms—  sometimes of water, sometimes of fire (from volcanic activity). Their  opponents represented a new school of thought—the uniformitarians.  Founded in the 1830s by lawyer Charles Lyell, they set new ground  rules for the debate. Geologists generally agreed that special causes—  such as direct divine intervention—should be excluded from scientific discussion, and Lyell now introduced his principles of “uniformity,”  which attempted to rule out special events as well.
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Charles Darwin (1809–1882),  as lampooned in a  contemporary cartoon.
The law of uniformity states that the “present is the key to the  past”: only the same forces that are visible today were responsible for  shaping the world. On a general level this makes perfect sense. There  is no point assuming that the laws of physics were once different and,  for example, that gravity had no effect a million years ago. On the  other hand, Lyell and his followers excluded the possibility of anything happening in the past that is not observable now: there were no  great deluges, global conflagrations, impacts by comets, or other  major catastrophes for the simple reason that such things do not happen today. (Had they witnessed something like the Shoemaker-Levy  event, they might have thought very differently about comets.) Instead, the uniformitarians argued, the Earth’s strata had been laid  down gradually over millions of years.
It was easy for Lyell and his followers to characterize catastrophism  as smacking of old-time religion, and to present themselves as progressive and scientific. Catastrophist geologists—most of whom were  just as secular in outlook as their opponents—were forced into retreat,  and the triumph of Charles Darwin sealed their fate. When Darwin  published his controversial Origin of Species in 1859, he chose to fit his  theory of evolution into a uniformitarian, gradualist mold. Evolution  as such does not require a gradual path—in fact, the fossil record suggests that all major changes have been very rapid. Yet Darwin, despite  his own observations in South America of the sudden and catastrophic demise of its prehistoric fauna, elected for gradualism. Part of  the reason must have been to be on the “winning side.” The other was  that the uniformitarians, like Darwin, inevitably challenged the literal  truth of the Bible.
By this stage, catastrophism, antievolutionism, and biblical fundamentalism had become nicely muddled—at least in the minds of  Darwinians. When Darwinism won the debate, catastrophism was  thought to have been debunked, along with the stories of Adam and  Eve and Noah’s Flood. Here there was another force at work besides  the desire to develop a rationalist view of the Earth’s history free from  biblical influence. This was the straightforward desire—shared by scientists with the rest of us—to view the Earth as a safe place to live.  This desire was the root cause of a fierce and protracted philosophical  debate that had been raging for over two thousand years. On the one  side was Plato, who used the evidence of myth and legend (as well as  his own gleanings from geology and archaeology) to argue that the   Earth had been subject to periodic catastrophes brought about by  causes outside our world. On the other side was his pupil Aristotle,  who insisted that as the heavens were made of perfect matter they  could present no dangers to the Earth.
Aristotle’s cozy worldview had been steadily eroded since the Middle Ages, but in the eighteenth century it managed to sneak back into  scientific thinking through the work of Sir Isaac Newton. His hidden  agenda was to restore an Aristotelian worldview, in which the world  was protected from catastrophe by Divine Providence. In 1708, when  his star pupil, mathematician William Whiston, published a book arguing that a comet had caused Noah’s Flood, Newton turned on him  and started a campaign to wreck his career.
Newton, Lyell and Darwin made a formidable combination. From  the late nineteenth century onward, catastrophist theories were sidelined, at least in Britain, then the leader of the world’s scientific trends.
Matters were not helped by the stream of books on lost lands and catastrophes that began to pour from the pens of writers on the wilder  fringe of archaeology. The idea of a lost continent in the Atlantic, first  written about by Plato, became a favorite topic, particularly among  those who claimed they had psychic sources of information about   the supercivilization of “Atlantis” (see Edgar Cayce on Atlantis in   Archaeology and the Supernatural ). Not content with one lost  continent, some of these writers invented a partner for Atlantis called  Mu or Lemuria, which began its literary career in the Indian Ocean but  later expanded into the Pacific. Despite numerous claims to the contrary, absolutely nothing about it is based in genuine myth or legend.
The name Mu comes from that of “Queen Moo” of Atlantis,  which Augustus le Plongeon (1826–1908), an eccentric pioneer of  Central American archaeology, mistakenly believed he could read in  the texts of the ancient Maya of Central America. (According to le  Plongeon, the Maya came from Atlantis.) The alternative name  Lemuria came about in the late nineteenth century when the great  German naturalist Ernst Haeckel suggested that a land-bridge stretching across the Indian Ocean from Madagascar to India might explain  the widespread distribution of the small tree-dwelling mammals  called lemurs. An English naturalist, Philip Sclater, soon afterward  coined the name “Lemuria.” There was never any solid evidence for  such a land-bridge—an idea that became redundant after the discovery of continental drift—yet this did not stop occult theorists from  developing Lemuria into the “real” homeland of the human race.
Lemuria was taken to its greatest heights in the writings of Madame   Helena Blavatsky, the eccentric Russian émigré who founded the  Theosophical Society in London in 1875. Theosophy blended the  teachings of Christianity and Buddhism with mystical revelations that  Blavatsky claimed to have received personally from “Secret Masters,”  mysterious guardians of an ancient tradition who lived in hidden  cities in Tibet. The Masters revealed to her the true history of the  Earth, including a succession of strange “races” that had inhabited   the world before our own species emerged. The Third Race, which  had lived on Lemuria, were egg-laying hermaphrodites, sometimes  with four arms and an eye in the back of their heads. According to  some Theosophist writers, these Lemurians evolved into a Fourth  Race, strapping giants up to 15 feet tall who led around pet dinosaurs  on leashes. Lemuria/Mu, like Atlantis, was thought to have been destroyed by earthquakes and sunk beneath the waves.
With enthusiasts like the occultists, catastrophism had little need  for enemies. By the middle of this century the idea of past global upheavals was treated by scientists with abhorrence. It was extremely unfortunate timing for Immanuel Velikovsky, who produced an extreme  catastrophist model for solar system history in 1950 (see The Day the  Sun Stood Still? in Watching the Skies).
Yet catastrophism is now making a serious comeback—because of  the sheer weight of hard evidence in its favor. The geological evidence is, in fact, perfectly clear: all the great epochs in Earth’s history  ended with the complete extermination of vast numbers of life-forms. During the 1960s a trickle, then a steady stream, of scientific  studies began to appear correlating the great extinctions with other  upheavals of nature—including massive changes in climate, dramatic  fluctuations in sea level, peaks of volcanic activity, and even reversals  of the Earth’s magnetic field. Far from being quiet, it now seems that  Earth’s history has been shaped by massive catastrophes, sometimes of  global proportions. Of course gradual processes—of the kind we see  today—have always played their part. The uniformitarians were right  to stress these, but utterly wrong in excluding catastrophes. As put by  Derek Ager, Professor of Geology at the University of Bristol, England, and a pioneer in the renaissance of catastrophist thinking, “the  history of any one part of the earth, like the life of a soldier, consists  of long periods of boredom and short periods of terror.”
So what was behind the great upheavals that had punctuated the Earth’s history? In some cases, such as the massive catastrophe that  ended the Cretaceous period and wiped out the dinosaurs, some 65  million years ago, the answer is quite clear. It is now beyond reasonable doubt that at the end of the Cretaceous the world was struck  with devastating effect by an asteroid.
The first hard evidence came in 1980, when Walter Alvarez, a geologist from the University of California at Berkeley, found anomalous  levels of the rare element iridium in the last Cretaceous layers at Gubbio in northern Italy. Iridium is not found in the Earth’s crust but occurs in abundance in asteroids, meteorites, and comets. By 1984 the  number of Cretaceous sites with similar levels of iridium had already  risen to as many as sixty-six. The search was on for traces of an impact  crater that would clinch the asteroid case. Amazingly a candidate   was soon identified near the Gulf of Mexico, at Chicxulub on the  Yucatán Peninsula. The original size of this crater is hard to determine, but even at the minimum estimate of 110 miles in diameter,  Chicxulub is the biggest impact crater on Earth yet discovered. The  projectile that formed it must have been between 6.5 and 9.5 miles in  size, about the same size as the nucleus of Halley’s comet. When it hit,  the asteroid would have thrown up millions of tons of debris, which  would have rained down over the entire globe. Everything near the  point of impact would have been killed by the shock waves, while the  enormous clouds of dust raised would block out the sun and introduce a sudden and prolonged “winter,” like that which would follow  a nuclear holocaust.
Whether the Chicxulub impact was the sole cause of the death of  the dinosaurs is a moot point. Another, smaller crater has also been identified at Manson, Iowa, and it may well be that the Cretaceous  period ended with a whole series of bombardments, as well as a choking of the Earth’s atmosphere by cometary dust. Yet the evidence for  an extraterrestrial cause is now so strong that there is simply no point  looking for gradualist explanations anymore.
The impact that killed the dinosaurs was certainly not a unique  event. Evidence has been steadily coming to light that all the great extinctions were brought about by outside causes. Anomalous amounts  of iridium have been found in the final layers of other geological  epochs, and have now come into play in the controversy over one of  the greatest of geological mysteries—the Ice Ages. There were several  Ice Ages, but the best investigated was the last, when glacial sheets  covered huge tracts of North America and Europe (110,000–9000  B.C.). On the fringes of this icy world lived our Stone Age ancestors,  hunter-gatherers who competed for existence with a variety of gigantic mammals—including the mammoths, mastodons, saber-toothed  tigers, and giant sloths.
Despite many confident pronouncements in the past, the real cause  of the Ice Ages is still unknown, but recent core drillings into the ancient ice of Greenland have provided dramatic new evidence that may  lead to an answer. It has been shown that the amount of extraterrestrial dust settling on the Earth between 20,000 and 14,000 years ago  was a hundred times the present-day quantity. This dust is especially  rich in iridium, as well as nickel, another element abundant in  comets. In fact, it shows the same exotic chemistry as that left by the  cometary fragment that exploded over Tunguska in 1908 (see The  Day the Sun Stood Still? in Watching the Skies).
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Maximum extent of the ice  sheet over Europe during the last  Ice Age (c. 60,000–10,000 B.C.).
This huge amount of dust was the very cause of the Ice Ages, in  the opinion of two senior British astronomers, Dr. Victor Clube of  Oxford University and Dr. Bill Napier of the Armagh Observatory  (Northern Ireland). They have spent years tracking the asteroids,  comets, meteor streams, and other cosmic debris that surround our  planet. Much of this material seems to be fragments from much larger  “parent” bodies; one in particular has been on an Earth-crossing orbit  for thousands of years as it disintegrated, and now survives partly as  the small body known as Encke’s comet. Clube and Napier are now  developing their theory that the last Ice Age was caused by an early  phase in the breakup of its ancestor, a giant comet they refer to as  “Proto-Encke.” Material from it formed a stream on an earth-crossing  orbit, liberally dusting our planet with the extraterrestrial material  that has been found in the ice cores. The dust would have formed a  screen blocking out the Sun’s rays, and the global drop in temperature  would have caused the Ice Age.
Clube and Napier’s modeling of this “gradual” catastrophe is still  in progress and cannot be properly tested until the iridium levels in   ice layers throughout the Ice Age have been thoroughly examined.  The high levels of iridium from 20,000 to 14,000 years ago correspond to the time of the last Glacial Maximum, when the ice sheets  were at their greatest extent. So does this mean that the extraterrestrial dust caused, or merely aggravated, Ice Age conditions?
And what of the amazing suddenness with which the last Ice Age ended? In 1998 scientists working on ice cores from Greenland announced that just over 11,000 years ago the temperature shot up by 9  to 18 degrees Fahrenheit—at least a third of the total recovery to  today’s warmth—in possibly less than a single decade. “That amount  of heating, coming so quickly, is astounding,” remarked one of the  investigators, Dr. Richard Alley of Pennsylvania State University.  With the change in climate the ice sheets melted and sea levels rose  rapidly. At the same time, the giant animals that flourished during the  Ice Age were all wiped out—by a cause or causes unknown. Was the  rise in temperature itself responsible? This seems unlikely, as it would  have been easy enough for tough, successful animals like mammoths  and saber-toothed tigers simply to migrate to cooler regions. Or were  the giant fauna of the Ice Age hunted to extinction by our Stone Age  people? Again, while hunting might have contributed in a small way,  it seems too far-fetched to imagine that our ancestors were so short of   food or so genocidal that this forms a sensible explanation (see The   First Americans in Voyagers and Discoveries).
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Engraving of mammoth   from Ice Age Europe.
There is also evidence that the Earth’s magnetic field was upset near  the end of the last Ice Age, and the theory has been recently revived  that the North and South Poles themselves moved their positions—  caused by the Earth’s crust slipping over its interior (see Poleshift in this  chapter). Every volcano around the globe would have blown at the  same time, raising immense clouds of dust. Yet this would have tended  to reduce global temperature, perpetuating the Ice Age rather than concluding it. Clube and Napier feel that the close of the Ice Age came  about when the source of the extraterrestrial dusting of the atmosphere  expired, as Proto-Encke finished one stage of its long disintegration.  Again, this cannot be the whole answer—the  ending of a long period  during which the Earth was bombarded with extraterrestrial material  can hardly explain the sheer violence of the events that happened about  11,000 years ago. The end, like the beginning, of the last Ice Age still  remains one of the Earth’s great mysteries. As in so many scientific  areas, the more we learn, the more we realize we do not yet understand.
Evidence is now accumulating to show that global catastrophes  continued to occur beyond the remote epochs of the dinosaurs and  mammoths—and well into the times of the earliest civilizations when  our ancestors began to keep written records and compose the first  epics and religious literature. Reconstructing the history of the super  comet Proto-Encke, Clube and Napier arrived at the startling conclusion that some of its major periods of fragmentation occurred   during the Bronze Ages, when the first civilizations of Egypt and  Mesopotamia (Iraq) were flourishing. While they are not talking  about catastrophes on the scale of that which finished the dinosaurs,  their model predicts that there would have been frequent impacts  from the stream of debris created by Proto-Encke. At certain dates—  for example, about 2000 B.C.—the risk would have been the greatest.
Though historians and archaeologists are tending to drag their feet  on the question of extraterrestrial impacts in ancient times, there  is no shortage of evidence that Clube and Napier’s model is realistic.  Bronze Age texts are chock-full of references to the frightening  prodigies seen in the sky, of “gods” who rained stones, fire, and   poison on the lands.
There is also solid archaeological evidence for almost global upheavals over the same period of time. As long ago as 1948, the eminent  French archaeologist Claude Schaeffer detected a pattern in the destructions of ancient Near Eastern sites. At every ancient city he   examined he found three main breaks in culture—at the ends of  the Early, Middle, and Late Bronze Ages, about 2300, 1500, and 1200  B.C. respectively. Schaeffer had some doubts about what caused the last  upheaval, but was convinced that the Early and Middle Bronze Age  civilizations of the Near East had been literally shaken to the ground  by earthquakes. At the time Schaeffer published, geologists doubted  that such widespread tectonic upheavals were possible, so archaeologists could safely ignore his theory. Yet knowledge has moved on. In  the opinion of geologist Amos Nur, Professor of Geophysics and Earth  Sciences at Stanford University, upheavals of the scale that Schaeffer  envisaged were not only possible but likely to have happened.
The perplexing thing is that the breaks in civilization that Schaeffer  highlighted were also accompanied by dramatic changes in climate.  There is now ample evidence that, at the end of the Late Bronze Age  in the Mediterranean, cities suffered both earthquakes and drought,  due to a sudden shift to a hotter, drier climate. Even more devastating  was the climate change that occurred about 2300 B.C., at the end of  the Early Bronze Age. In Egypt, the level of the Nile dropped dramatically, bringing to an end the age of the great pyramid builders.  (See How Were the Pyramids Built? in Architectural Wonders).  To the west of Egypt the effects were even worse. Though it is still  little known, the Saharan region of North Africa was once home to  peoples who for thousands of years lived, raised cattle, and grew crops in a comparatively lush, green environment. Today we know them  mainly through the unique rock paintings they left, such as those at  Tassili (800 miles south of Algiers), which were accidentally discovered by a French soldier in 1933. In a landscape where barely a plant  or an insect now survives, there are hundreds upon hundreds of such  paintings—depicting elephants, hippopotami, rhinoceroses, ostriches,  giraffes, antelopes, cows, and sheep as well as people working, hunting and worshiping—silent witnesses to an irretrievably lost world.  About 2300 B.C. the catastrophe struck, rivers and inland lakes dried  up, and with it the culture of the rock painters shriveled and eventually died. The Sahara Desert as we know it was largely formed from  this event.
An extraterrestrial cause—such as meteorite impacts—could explain both the earthquakes and the climate change at the end of the  Early Bronze Age. This extraordinary possibility means that a new  look at some of the ancient legends of sky-borne disasters—such as  those preserved in the Bible—is timely. Is there any truth, after all, in  the much-derided story of the lost cities of Sodom and Gomorrah?
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The “Martian god” from  Tassili. Not an alien, but  someone wearing a tribal   mask, as similar scenes show.
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From a time when the Sahara  was green—rock painting from  Tin Tazarift near Tassili  showing people herding cattle.
And what of the greatest catastrophe legend of all, the worldwide  story of a Great Flood? The Flood story still remains one of the most  baffling, unsolved mysteries of our distant past. Only biblical fundamentalists accept the story in the completely literal sense that the entire world was covered by a single deluge, from which Noah and his  family were the sole survivors. Despite the best efforts of creationist  scientists, they have never been able to agree among themselves on a  model that can explain the Earth’s strata in terms of the Flood, let  alone produce one that is convincing to secular scientists.
Atlantologists, of course, have tried to explain the origin of the  Flood legends by the sinking of Atlantis—survivors fled to different  parts of the globe, bringing with them similar versions of the same  events. But the theory is only credible if we accept the existence of a  lost Atlantic continent.
The longest-standing explanation of the Flood legends is that the  story spread from the ancient Near East, having grown from a real but  localized event, which struck some of the earliest cities of southern  Mesopotamia. In 1928 British archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley was  excavating the Sumerian city of Ur when, underneath a city dating to  c. 3500 B.C., he came across a thick layer of “clean water-laid mud.”  Somewhat puzzled, he continued digging and eight feet farther down  he found flint implements and pottery again—remains of an earlier  phase of the city before the mud was laid down. It was Woolley’s wife  who voiced their suspicions about the cause of the mysterious sediment layer: “Well, of course, it’s the Flood.”
It seemed easy enough to deduce that a great flood had swept across  southern Mesopotamia, and that from there the story had spread,  giving rise to different but closely related versions around the Near  East and Eastern Mediterranean. Small details changed, such as the  name of the hero who survived the Flood, known in Mesopotamia as  Utnapishtim—the Hebrews called him Noah, while the Greeks remembered the Flood of Deucalion. Woolley’s “Flood level” at Ur is  still frequently cited as if the mystery were completely solved. Yet matters are not quite so simple. The flood discovered by Woolley doesn’t  seem to have been that important, as it caused no real break in culture  at Ur. Nor was it that extensive. There is no trace of the same mud  level at other cities, even at Ubaid, a mere twenty miles away. Other  cities have evidence of equally great floods. For example, another British archaeologist, Sir Max Mallowan (the husband of Agatha Christie),  identified a slightly later sediment layer at another Sumerian city, Kish,  as traces of the Flood. Yet Mallowan’s candidate suffers from the same  problems as Woolley’s—it was extremely localized and not that disastrous. In fact, flood levels are common at Mesopotamian sites. The  twin rivers, Tigris and Euphrates, around which Mesopotamian civilization grew, were an ever-present danger, as well as a blessing, and  there are many textual references to massive local floods. Yet the ancient Mesopotamians, rather like the people who live today in the tornado belt of Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas and Nebraska, seem to have  taken such disasters in their stride. It is hard to believe that such local  floods could have inspired the myth of a universal deluge.
Unconvinced by the Mesopotamian theory, biblical scholar John  Bright argued in 1942 that the Flood legend must date much earlier  than the fourth millennium B.C., possibly reflecting a real catastrophe  of much greater dimensions “taking place far back in the Stone Age.”  In the last couple of years a fascinating new theory proposed by two   American geologists would seem to fit the bill. Ever since the end of  the Ice Age the world’s sea levels have been rising, usually gradually,  but sometimes in fits and starts. Bill Ryan and Walt Pitman, marine  geologists at the Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory in New York,  have proposed that a catastrophic episode around 7000 B.C. completely transformed the Black Sea. During the Ice Age it seems that  sea levels were so low that the Black Sea, surrounded as it is by the  Balkans, southern Russia, and Turkey, was like a gigantic freshwater  lake, unconnected with the salty Mediterranean. Separating the two  seas was a plug of sediment where the Bosphorus Straits now lie.  Ryan and Pitman argue that as the level of the Mediterranean rose,  the pressure of the water on this plug would have reached a critical  point, with the sea bursting through about 7000 B.C. With this sudden  onrush, all the coasts of the Black Sea would have been swamped and  their inhabitants driven farther afield. If some migrated southward to  Mesopotamia, they could have preserved memories of this catastrophe as the legend of the Great Flood.
Ryan and Pitman’s new theory has much to recommend it. Both  the biblical and Babylonian traditions locate the place of refuge of the  Flood survivors in the mountains to the north of Mesopotamia  (Ararat), the high ground just to the south of the Black Sea coast. But  while it is intriguing, their theory doesn’t quite reach to the heart   of the Flood problem—which is why there are so many similarities to  the Flood legends globally. (Only Africa seems to lack many examples.)
One of John Bright’s reasons for challenging the old Mesopotamian theory was that native Americans have flood legends strikingly similar to those of the Bible and the Sumerians. He felt that  these could have spread only by diffusion, at the time that the  Amerindians were thought to have crossed the Bering Strait from Asia  into the New World—a migration now dated to at least 10,000 B.C.,  or possibly several thousand years before that (see The First Americansin Voyagers and Discoveries). Pushing the date for a common origin of the world’s Flood legends so many thousands of years  back begins to feel uncomfortable, yet brings us, strangely enough, to  a time when there was widespread flooding. The rapid melting of the  ice sheets and dramatic rise in sea levels at the end of the Ice Age,  about 9000 B.C., might have inspired legends of a global Flood.
But matters are complicated further by the kind of similarities that  exist between Old and New World Flood legends. Many of the common elements—such as the hero building an “ark” in which he   rescues his family and animals—might be explained as “logical” developments. If two peoples shared a belief that the whole world was  once flooded, they might deduce that the survivors had been saved by  building an enormous boat. Much more difficult to explain are curious similarities of small detail. Just as the first act of Noah after the  deluge was to plant vines, make wine, and become leglessly drunk  (Genesis 9:20–21), so did the Maya of Central America believe that  the “four hundred” sons who survived the Flood (in their case by  turning into fish) set about brewing pulque: they became so drunk that  they ascended to heaven to become the constellation Pleiades.  Strangely enough the Pleiades crop up again in an extrabiblical Hebrew tradition: a medieval rabbinical text states that the deluge was  caused when God removed two stars from the Pleiades, forming holes  through which the waters of the firmament rushed. Conceivably the  recurrence of the Pleiades in both Old and New World Flood traditions might have its roots in astronomical reality—if, for example,  floods had been caused in both areas by a comet or meteorite seen to  have approached the Earth from the direction of that constellation.  Yet no such natural explanation could explain why the culture heroes  who survived the Mayan and biblical floods were both associated with  alcohol. A possible solution—the spread of stories by diffusion in pre-Columbian times—seems unlikely given the lack of other evidence  for such contacts (see Introduction to  Voyagers and Discoveries).  Or were these tales brought by the Amerindians when they arrived in  the New World? In this case, their diffusion would predate the end of  the Ice Age and we no longer have a natural event that could plausibly  explain their origin.
So at present the conundrum of the world’s Flood stories remains unsolved, even in catastrophist terms. In other respects the new  school of catastrophism has gone from strength to strength. Clube and  Napier have been joined by other British astronomers and scientists   in developing a new school of thought known as “coherent catastrophism,” which can tie in a vast range of data from the death of the  dinosaurs to the mysterious explosion that took place over Tunguska,  Siberia, in 1908. (See The Day the Sun Stood Still? in Watching  the Skies). The new catastrophism that is emerging is quite different  from all earlier approaches. It invokes only agents and forces that can  be detected—the meteorites, asteroids and cometary fragments are  there for all to see. It doesn’t need to rearrange the solar system, as  proposed in the bold model of planetary catastrophism expounded   by Immanuel Velikovsky in the 1950s. And while it is fully accepted  that whole civilizations—such as that which was once developing in    a green Sahara—can be wiped out by catastrophes, the idea of losing whole continents is no longer thought plausible. Even the most  speculative writers, these days, shy away from the task of plunging a  whole continent beneath the waves—though by identifying Antarctica as the homeland of a lost civilization, some have recently introduced a novel way of making a continent “disappear,” by putting one  under ice.
Catastrophism has clearly won the day, yet it shouldn’t be turned  into a catchall explanation for every puzzling change in history. The  Mayan civilization of Central America mysteriously disappeared in  the ninth century A.D. and many archaeologists have readily suggested  catastrophic causes, such as massive floods and hurricanes. The Maya  themselves strongly believed in a system of World Ages, each ended  by fire or flood. Yet their own demise seems to have been due to a catastrophe of a different sort. Ironically enough, a major factor in their  downfall was their own paranoid fears of cosmic disaster.
The Maya may have been wrong in dreading a natural catastrophe,  but we would do well to follow their lead in being cautious. Reversing Lyell’s dogma that the “present is the key to the past,” we should  now begin to see the past as the key to the present—and future. The  collapse of so many ancient civilizations and cultures from natural disasters should surely give us pause for thought.
Two decades ago some scientists were arrogantly predicting the impending arrival of a new Ice Age—despite global warming. (One  British scientist, with fantastic carelessness, predicted both effects in  consecutive radio interviews within two days.) Researching the causes  of the last Ice Age is not an academic exercise of interest only to geologists; it is research that will provide vital evidence for our continued  existence. Until we know what causes ice ages, we cannot honestly  understand the history of our planet’s climate. Sea levels and global  temperature seem to have been steadily rising since the last Ice Age.  Why? It would be best to arm ourselves with some answers to these  questions so that we can assess how seriously our own misbehavior is  contributing to the problems.

ATLANTIS—LOST AND FOUND? 
The very name Atlantis has a romantic, magical ring to it. It conjures  an indelible image of a continent, once home to a high civilization of  unimaginable antiquity, but now lost beneath the waves of the Atlantic. As an icon, Atlantis is as potent and as lasting as any in western  civilization—from the Holy Grail to the idea of a Superman—and it  has inspired mystics, philosophers, and writers for well over two thousand years.
The most familiar images of Atlantis are those from science fiction,  developed by dozens of authors since the time of Jules Verne. In  Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea (1869), Verne’s hero Pierre Arronax is taken on an undersea walk by Captain Nemo, who shows  him crumbling ruins and rows of mighty columns like Greek temples,  festooned with a thick mantle of seaweed. Arronax is agog at the signs  of this high civilization, older than any known to history. The scene,  naturally, is the bottom of the Atlantic, traditional resting place of the  lost continent.
It is a strangely poignant image. The idea that there were people  like us, almost another human race, who developed a civilization before time began, has a strong romantic appeal. Moreover, millions  have accepted the reality of Atlantis almost as an article of faith. The  claims of supposed nonfiction writers are no less fantastic than those  of Verne and his successors. Literally hundreds of books have been  written claiming to reconstruct Atlantean civilization from scraps of  information drawn from mythology, archaeology, and geology. The  general line is that Atlantis was completely destroyed in a massive catastrophe about 12,000 years ago, at the time the mammoths died and  the last great Ice Age ended. It is argued to have been the grand-mother of all civilizations, with the apparently ancient cultures of  Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Central America as mere offshoots. Its civilization is thought to have been as advanced as, or even more advanced than, our own. The Atlanteans were either wiped out by a  natural upheaval—such as an asteroid impact or massive shift in the  Earth’s crust—or even destroyed themselves by madcap experiments  with “cosmic” energies.
It has often been argued, or assumed, that the Atlanteans had an  awesome, though rather occult, grasp of technology. Using the mysterious properties of crystals, they dabbled with forces best left alone  and succeeded in wiping themselves out in a nuclear holocaust. These  ideas have been seriously suggested in a number of works, mainly by  those who claim to be able to derive information on Atlantis by psychic means (see Edgar Cayce on Atlantis in Archaeology and  the Supernatural).
Plato’s Atlantis
Before examining the many and varied theories about Atlantis, we  need to go back to the beginning and see where the idea of this lost  supercontinent came from in the first place.
Most people have an idea that Atlantis has something to do with  Greek myth and legend, but that is only partly correct. The origin of  the Atlantis story lies in the ancient Greek world, but it is not strictly  speaking a myth or legend like the stories of Jason and the Argonauts,  of Theseus and the Minotaur or of the Trojan War (see Introduction  to Legendary History). Such tales were the common property of  the ancient Greek people, related and shaped over the centuries by  poets, playwrights and storytellers. People disagreed on details, but  the stories were generally agreed on, part of a shared heritage going  back to the Bronze Age. The Atlantis story is a different case entirely,  as we basically have the word of only one person, the Athenian philosopher Plato (429–347 B.C.). Other Greek authors later discussed Atlantis,  but their ideas are clearly derivative.
When Plato described Atlantis, in two of his short dialogues, he  was not relying on the usual Greek traditions. He claimed to have  a special source—his distant relative, the politician and poet Solon   (c. 615–535 B.C.). Solon had traveled widely throughout the Mediterranean, and one of his ports of call was Egypt. Already famous as a  wise man, Solon was able to interview the priests of the city of Sais in  the Egyptian Delta. According to Plato, Solon asked them about “old  things,” the most ancient matters that their records included, and the  priests replied with a quite incredible tale.
First they laughed at the stories Solon presented as the oldest  memories of the Greeks, chiding him: “Solon, Solon, all you Greeks  are children.” The priests boasted that Egyptian history went back  thousands of years before that of the present Greek civilization: their institutions had begun no less than eight thousand years ago, and they  had memories of events that took place even earlier. Nine thousand  years ago (i.e., 9570 B.C.), they claimed, there was already a great city  at Athens that the present Greeks barely remembered—if at all—  because of intervening catastrophes. At that remote period Athens  was ruled by an ideal society of warriors who had no love of riches,  but lived a simple, communal lifestyle. The Athenians had successfully  led the resistance of the peoples of Europe against the invasion of a  tyrannical regime—the combined forces of the empire of Atlantis.
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Plato (c. 429–347 B.C.),
the creator of Atlantis.
A Roman portrait following a
Greek original.

Atlantis was an island continent that lay westward beyond the Pillars of Heracles (the Straits of Gibraltar). It was ruled by a coalition of  kings descended from the sea god Poseidon. The chief king was descended from Poseidon’s oldest son, Atlas, who gave his name both to  the island and the surrounding Atlantic Ocean. Once the Atlanteans  had been almost godlike in their purity of heart, but as the divine  blood in them faded they became corrupt and greedy. They already  ruled a vast empire, stretching as far as central Italy in Europe and to  the borders of Egypt in Africa, but now they decided to enslave the  rest of the Mediterranean world as well. They invaded, but the Athenians, though deserted by their allies, managed to defeat them.
Just as the war was ending, the gods held a council and decided   to punish the Atlanteans for their overweening pride. “There were  earthquakes and floods of extraordinary violence,” wrote Plato, “and  in a single dreadful day and night . . . the island of Atlantis disappeared  into the depths of the sea.” During the same catastrophe, the Athenian army, which was still on campaign, was swallowed up by the earth.
Plato’s account in the Critias includes a detailed description of Atlantean society. The island was a paradise blessed with every natural  resource: plenty of fresh water, an abundance of metal ores, luxuriant  vegetation producing everything from food to perfumes, and herds   of animals including elephants. Anything the island might lack was  drawn from its overseas empire. As a result, the kings of Atlantis “had  such an amount of wealth as was never before possessed by kings and  potentates, and is not likely ever to be seen again.”
Each of the kings had his own royal city, but the grandest, the capital of Atlantis, was the royal metropolis ruled over by the descendants  of Atlas. Poseidon himself had founded it, carving out a series of concentric rings of water to surround and protect the site. Successive  kings embellished the city, digging a great subterranean channel  through the rings of land to join the circular canals and connect them  to the nearby sea. They built huge bridges over the canals and defensive walls around each of the rings of land, encasing them in metal:  the outermost glittered with bronze, the next with tin, and the innermost with orichalcum, an unknown metal “which sparkled like fire.” In  the outer sections of the city they built a harbor, warehouses, barracks, racetracks, groves, and temples, and on the central island a  palace complex that was a wonderland. The main temple (to Poseidon  and his wife, the nymph Cleito) was coated with silver and pinnacles  of gold; its roof was made of solid ivory decorated with precious metals. It was three times the size of the Parthenon in Athens. Inside were  images of the first kings and queens of Atlantis and a solid gold statue of Poseidon, which nearly touched the roof, itself some 300 feet  high. (For comparison, New York’s Statue of Liberty is 151 feet high,  standing on a 155-foot pedestal.)
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Plan of the Royal  Metropolis   of Athens, following  Plato’s description.  (Bottom right) The  wider setting of the  city—the outskirts   were surrounded by an  enormous circuit wall  enclosing houses and a  harbor on the coast of  the Atlantic Ocean.
There is nothing in Plato’s account to support the worst excesses of  some popular books about Atlantis—no trace of flying machines and  ray-guns, no priests with weird psychic powers, nor any dark hints  that the Atlanteans were dabbling with dangerous cosmic forces. All  the same, much of what Plato describes—such as the advanced engineering achievements and an unsurpassable level of material wealth—  must have read like science fiction at the time his dialogues were  written (about 360–350 B.C.). The sheer scale of everything he said  about Atlantis is staggering, from the size of the continent and the  grandeur of its buildings to the enormous timescale involved. Egyptian civilization claimed to be the oldest in the Mediterranean world,  and the Greeks respected it for its hoary antiquity. Yet Atlantis was  supposed to have been even older than Egypt.
Plato’s account seemed so far-fetched that the philosopher Aristotle (384–322 B.C.), an ex-pupil, simply dismissed it out of hand as  sheer invention. Against this we have the repeated assertion, put by  Plato in the mouth of Critias (who relates the Atlantis tale in the  Timaeus and  Critias), that the story is “literally true.” Critias was a relative of Plato, in fact his great-grandfather. The story was supposed to  have been handed down through the family from their distant relative Solon, who was said to have been composing an epic about Atlantis  before his death. For Plato to lie he would have had to implicate two  of his eminent relatives in the forgery, which, even though they were  safely out of the way, seems unlikely.
We are therefore left with a riddle that has baffled scholars ever  since Plato wrote: could his story really have been a complete fabrication, or did some historical reality lie behind it?
An Atlantic Continent?
The most obvious test is to look for remains of Atlantis where Plato  says they should be. If we are to take him literally, we should find evidence of Atlantean civilization around the fringes of the Atlantic  Ocean, including the Americas, which he implies were connected to  Atlantis by a chain of islands.
That this evidence is there, for all to see, was the argument of  Ignatius Donnelly (1832–1901), an eccentric American politician and writer who, with his book on Atlantis published in 1882, singlehandedly resurrected the subject from the doldrums, where it had  languished since Renaissance times. Donnelly listed dozens of parallels between the pre-Columbian civilizations of the Old and New  Worlds, ranging from the construction of pyramids and mummification to similarities in myth and shared symbols such as the cross.  These, he argued, needed an explanation, and Atlantis provided it. In  Donnelly’s view all ancient civilization was an “inheritance”: “as ‘all  roads lead to Rome,’ ” so all the “converging lines of civilisation lead  to Atlantis.”
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The Atlantean continent, as  reconstructed by Ignatius  Donnelly (1882) from deep-sea  soundings. He implies it was  once connected to South  America by a ridge of land.
An uncritical scholar, Donnelly threw into the pot every conceivable parallel he could find, tending to rely on their cumulative effect.  Some of his parallels are extremely weak: to note, for example, that  the art of painting “was known on both sides of the Atlantic” says absolutely nothing. Nor does one need an Atlantic continent to explain  why the Sun was worshiped in both Peru and Egypt. Other parallels  are more intriguing, such as the practice of mummification, though  the methods used in South America and Egypt were very different.
Others, such as the supposed similarity between the Old and New  World pyramids, are simply unworkable. The Egyptian examples are  true pyramids, coming to a point at the top. Those in Central America  are not really pyramids at all, as they are flat-topped, to support temple  buildings in which worshipers would be raised nearer the heavens.  Egyptian pyramid building began about 2700 B.C. and continued in  Egypt and Sudan into Roman times. Most Mesoamerican “pyramids”  are almost modern by contrast. The great temple at Tenochtitlan was  completed as recently as A.D. 1487. The earliest known Mesoamerican “pyramids,” those at Teotihuacan and nearby Cuicuilco, compare  well in size to the Great Pyramid of Cheops at Giza, and can be dated  by radiocarbon to the last few centuries B.C. So while there is some  overlap in the pyramid-building ages of Mesoamerica and Africa,  their dates hardly suggest a common origin in Atlantis more than  eleven thousand years ago.
Such problems are merrily glossed over in dozens of books by traditional “Atlantologists” who follow Donnelly in linking the pyramids with Atlantis. A moment’s reflection on geography is enough to  show another major weakness in their case. If the art of pyramid  building originated in Atlantis, we might expect to find the earliest  examples in western Europe and northwest Africa, where, of course,  there are no pyramids or pyramidlike structures at all. The earliest  stone buildings of Europe are the chambered tombs and other stone  monuments (including stone circles) of the megalith builders (see  Megalithic Astronomers in  Watching the Skies). The megalithic  civilization of prehistoric Europe was definitely an Atlantic seaboard  culture, and its blossoming, about 4500 B.C., is indeed something of a  mystery. Not surprisingly, Atlantologists have drawn on the megaliths   as evidence for their case, but the problem is that there is nothing to  match them on the other side of the Atlantic. Despite claims that  there are megalithic buildings in North America, none has been  shown to be genuinely prehistoric, and it should be manifestly obvious that there are no American equivalents of the chambered tombs  or of the stone rings at Stonehenge, Avebury, and Carnac. Loose  claims have been repeatedly made about the discovery of mysterious  “megalithic” ruins in the waters of Bimini in the Bahamas, but they  always fall through under close inspection (see Edgar Cayce on Atlantisin Archaeology and the Supernatural).
Even if we were to reduce Plato’s date for Atlantis to match the age  of megalith building (4500 B.C. onward) or pyramid building (2700  B.C. onward), the existence of these monuments in themselves says  nothing about an Atlantic continent. In short, there is simply no archaeological evidence of such a transatlantic connection. If civilization had really been diffused from a center in the Atlantic, then we  would expect at least to find similar pottery and tool types on both  sides of the ocean. We do not.
This is not to sweep aside all similarities between the ancient civilizations of the Old and New Worlds. Donnelly, for example, was right  to stress that pre-Columbian cultures on both sides of the Atlantic  have strikingly similar myths about a Great Flood. Yet there are many  explanations possible other than the sinking of an Atlantic continent  (see Introduction to this chapter). And if any of the transatlantic  parallels were genuine, which is highly doubtful, it would be far more  economical to imagine that they came about through early sea voyages than to invoke the existence of an unknown continent. That  there are undiscovered centers of civilization, missing pieces in the  jigsaw of prehistory, seems a certainty. Yet nothing in the pattern of  archaeological evidence points to one of these “missing pieces” being  in the Atlantic.
From the standpoint of geology, the case for a lost continent of Atlantis is just as weak. Until the early twentieth century many geologists were happy to countenance the idea that a sizable land-bridge  had once existed between Europe and North America, partly to account for similarities in the prehistoric flora and fauna on both sides  of the Atlantic. Though they usually dated its disappearance hundreds  of thousands of years before the sinking of Plato’s continent (c. 9600  B.C.), some geologists speculated that it endured much later and gave  rise to the Atlantis legend. This was the opinion of the eminent  French geologist Louis de Launay, as published in 1921. Yet a massive   revolution in geological thinking was already under way that would  completely scotch the possibility of a real Atlantis.
In 1915 the German meteorologist Alfred Wegener published his  theory of “continental drift.” Wegener had noticed that if you cut out  the continents from a map, the pieces can be roughly fitted together  like a jigsaw puzzle. He concluded that all the world’s continents had  once been joined in a single landmass, which had fragmented and  then slowly drifted apart. At first Wegener was laughed at, but by  1950 his theory was being treated seriously. In the 1960s, through the  sheer weight of evidence, the theory of continental drift (now better  known as the plate tectonics theory) became geological orthodoxy.  By then scientists had discovered that the Earth’s crust is not of uniform thickness and composition, as was hitherto believed. The crust  at the bottom of the oceans is about 4 miles in thickness. The continental crust effectively sits on top of this, and on average is about 20  miles thick. The two kinds of crust are different—for example, the  oceanic crust lacks the layer of granite beneath the continents. So the formation of continents could no longer be seen in terms of landmasses simply moving up or down, but was now explained by the  continental crust shifting over the oceanic.
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Profile of the Mid-Atlantic  Ridge, as revealed by the   deep-sea soundings of H.M.S.  Challenger and the U.S. ship  Dolphin in the 1870s. As  presented by Donnelly (1882),  the findings seemed to be clear  evidence of a sunken Atlantic  continent.
Key evidence in support of continental drift comes from the mid-Atlantic, where a long swath of undersea volcanoes runs down the  center of the ocean. This Mid-Atlantic Ridge, as it is known, was  seen by Atlantologists, from Donnelly onward, as the remains of the  central mountains of Atlantis. Geologists now recognize this unstable   ridge not as the remains of an old continent but as much younger material, formed by magma welling up through faults in the crust. As this  magma spreads outward from the ridge, it pushes away the plates   on either side, moving the Americas and Europe/Africa ever farther  apart. This picture has been confirmed by study of the old magnetism  (palaeomagnetism) trapped in the rocks either side of the Ridge.  Every few million years the polarity of the Earth’s magnetic field has  changed, magnetic north becoming south and vice versa. When  molten rocks cool down they preserve a “signature” of the Earth’s  magnetism at the time. Significantly, the same sequence of magnetic  signatures is found in the rocks on both sides of the Mid-Atlantic  Ridge. This is convincing evidence for sea-floor spreading, continental drift, and the relative youth of the Atlantic ocean bed. Finally,  if the plate tectonics theory is correct, when we join together the  American and European/African landmasses as they once would have  been, there is no space left in the middle for another continent.
Strictly speaking plate tectonics is still only a theoretical model. Yet  it is one supported by hundreds of individual pieces of research and  evidence, and the traditional Atlantologists have yet to propose an  equally good model that can explain them. Nor have they been able  to explain the lack of continental-type crust at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.
All things considered, the possibility that there was ever a “missing”  continent in the Atlantic, capable of supporting an advanced civilization during the Ice Age, is vanishingly small. Recent attempts to relocate Atlantis in Antarctica—involving a shift in the Earth’s crust that  brought the continent from a temperate climate into the freezing regions of the South Pole about 10,000 years ago—are equally dubious  (see Poleshift in this chapter). In short there is no evidence that Atlantis ever existed as a “lost continent,” other than a literal and highly  uncritical reading of Plato. Without Plato’s writings the idea of a  missing continent would probably never have been suggested.
The Explosion of Thera
The shift in geological thinking in the 1960s finally turned scholars off Atlantis as a subject for serious research. Plato’s reputation itself  had taken a nosedive in the years preceding the Second World War.  Unfortunately some of his political pronouncements were adopted by  the National Socialist party in Germany, and the reaction from the  West, even more unfortunately, was to denounce Plato as an enemy of   democracy. The mid–twentieth century was also a notoriously conservative period in the history of science. Any ideas that smacked   of catastrophism were unwelcome. In the Timaeus and Critias, our  sources for the Atlantis story, Plato expounded his theory of how the  world had been periodically decimated by cataclysms
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