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Preface
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After presenting my work on the Mystery Stone from the Shenandoah at the Middle Atlantic Archaeological Conference this year, I talked for a lengthy period to a retired archaeologist. This professional doubted Indigenous involvement with this stone but has been generous in engaging me with several successive emails. He suggested I write a book on the philosophic and anthropological aspects of my work, as my study raised questions to him beyond the strictly scientific. The title he suggested was Philosopher Stone from the Lower Shenandoah. 

This journey started more than twenty years ago, while on a silent retreat at the Holy Cross Abbey near Berryville, Virginia. Originally from Alabama, with acres of woods beyond my backyard, I liked to wander and explore. So, I ventured out of the guest house one afternoon to explore the fields and shoreline of the Shenandoah River. As I was returning, I came upon a pile of stones and picked up one with intriguing designs. The strong thought came to my mind: “This is my gift to you.” I didn’t know who the my was from, but I sensed a spiritual source. At this early point, I also perceived the outlines of a human form, which looked skeletal, but I had no further idea as to its potential meaning. 

I had come to this find with a symbolic attunement. For many years, I taught a course on Indigenous symbolism from around the world. In addition, I had a vision quest experience as a young adult, in which I was immersed in a symbolic realm for several weeks. Last, I have done considerable analysis of my own dreams and led groups on dream analysis. Symbols are a natural involvement for me, and the stone, after detailed inspection, offered no shortage of them.

In sharing my study, I have come to realize that as persons attempt to read the stone, the stone also reads us. Reality is a dialogical interchange. For me, the Stone served as a portal, leading me to the symbols of the Indigenous world and opening up a seemingly inexhaustible current of meaning. Even on my way to a coffee shop to start this book as I recalled the Stone, I felt my body as embedded with a skeleton, a “bone awareness” from my study. To be conscious of one’s skeleton in a physical and spiritual sense is but one gift of this Stone. There are many, and I invite you to take a philosophic and anthropological journey of how a humble stone can become our teacher. 
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Chapter One

It Isn’t Even a Hypothesis
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The first expert I showed the actual stone at the archaeological conference, who was familiar with Indigenous finds in the Shenandoah River, believed the markings resulted from differential wear. She had thumbed through my book Mystery Stone from the Shenandoah, which presented evidence for potential Indigenous involvement and remarked, “It isn’t even a hypothesis.”

I was flabbergasted, for in my understanding of science, one may raise any hypothesis. It can be disproved and shown to be false, but offering a hypothesis cannot be invalid. In a book Jules Verne raised the possibility of a journey to the center of the earth. It can now be shown to be scientifically impossible, but it was not invalid for Jules Verne to have offered this hypothesis and to have elaborated upon it.

The point of a hypothesis is to open a door. To say we can’t try to open one is contrary to the first step of the scientific method. We are led to suspect there are nonscientific reasons for a summary dismissal.

In human history, persons hypothesized the earth is round, the earth rotates around the sun, that huge land masses shift on tectonic plates, and that prehistoric persons made imagery in deep caves. All of these seemed far-fetched at the time and were summarily dismissed. But the scientific method allows for such hypotheses. It also allows us, once we consider the evidence, to reject or accept the hypothesis.   

So, what would be a reason for an expert to dismiss even the possibility of a hypothesis? For lack of a better word, I would suggest that experts find themselves prone to a territorial and colonial attitude. The expert, having established a workable frame for the evidence he or she has considered to date, tends to reject evidence that doesn’t fit into an identified pattern. Part of this tendency for the expert to not be open to a one of a kind that is not part of a larger archaeological find. 

This reminds me of photographic shoots, in which I have taken 500 to 1,000 photos. There may be one in that collection which is classic, which can be missed, if you are hasty and do not look carefully, or do not consider a view offered by another person.

In the case of stones with possible petroglyphs, experts find themselves wearied by persons presenting them with possible finds, which they tend to automatically dismiss. However, it is not every day that a person presents a find, who has taught about the symbolism of Indigenous cultures for many years, has written a 280-page book on a single stone, and presented his findings at an archaeological conference. This might invite the expert to be cautious, to ask further questions, and to read a few pages of the work. But experts are trained to doubt singular finds without context of like finds, which is no doubt heightened when the find is presented by a non-archaeologist. It is dismissed a priori, and thus the comment, “It is not even a hypothesis,” is telling. But given the history of science, is it not possible that one in a hundred or a thousand of such finds are significant? Are not gems missed?

We have taken the first step in our journey. We conclude it is valid to make a hypothesis about something, particularly something studied in great detail in which considerable evidence is offered.

Without careful consideration of the evidence, a dismissal becomes more of a statement of faith, faith in our constructs, faith in our expertise, and faith that we know the boundaries of the possible.






We are ready to take a philosophic journey but also a scientific one. For philosophy is philosophy about something. In this case it is about the Stone and our philosophy as we consider this stone with markings. The nature and patterning of the markings are relevant, for they, along with the stone, are the cause for wonder that leads us on a journey.

At this point in my research, I have no overwhelming desire to convince the reader as to the origins of these markings. I can say, however, that for myself, the more I studied, the more I became convinced. But this question is but one of many the stone raises. And its value does not depend upon whether Indigenous humans purposively marked this stone hundreds of years ago. Rather, its value is that it becomes a portal to exploration and the discovery of a meaningful world view different from ours.   
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