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There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

— William Shakespeare, Hamlet


Let me tell you what this book is, and what it is not, before you spend a single evening with it — because the subject invites confusion, and I would rather clear it up on the first page than be misunderstood on the last.

This is a work of entertainment. It is speculation, folklore, and imagination, written to be enjoyed. It is not archaeology. It is not scholarship. It is not even what the bookstores like to call alternative archaeology — a label I would gently decline, because it still carries the word archaeology, and archaeology is a rigorous science that this book neither practices nor pretends to. What you are holding is one long, wandering what if: a guided walk through the strange and beautiful stories of a single American mountain range, offered in the spirit of a tale told around a fire rather than a report filed from a trench.

I say this plainly because the cover invites the opposite assumption. Put the words crystal skulls and UFOs on a book and a certain kind of reader will decide the author has already made up his mind and is only here to sell it. Another kind of reader will roll their eyes before the ink is dry. I understand both reactions; I have felt both myself, standing on a quartz-veined ridge above a hollow in the Arkansas Ozarks, watching a light that would not behave the way lights are supposed to behave. This book is written for the space between those two readers — for the person who knows perfectly well that a story need not be proven to be worth telling, and who enjoys turning a mystery over in the hand without any urgent need to break it open.

So let me set the ground rules, because a good what if still owes you honesty about its ingredients.

I have woven real, peer-reviewed material all through these pages, and I have worked to keep it balanced and clearly labeled. When I tell you the Ouachita Mountains hold some of the finest quartz crystal on the planet, you can take that to the bank; the geology is settled, and I point you to it. When I tell you the Osage divided their world between the people of the sky and the people of the earth, I am drawing on the ethnographic record, not inventing convenient mysticism. That much is solid ground, and I will always try to show you where it ends. But the moment I ask whether the land itself remembers something we have forgotten, you will know — because I will tell you — that the words what if have taken over the heavy lifting. The facts in this book are real. The lines I draw between them are, for the most part, play. I will never dress a guess up as a discovery, and I ask only that you never mistake one for the other, because I have tried never to let you.

A particular word about folklore, because it matters. Much of what fills these chapters — the spook lights and the river monsters, the phantom airships, the sacred stones, the traditions of the region's first peoples — is folklore and legend, not excavation. Folklore is a genuine and precious thing, but it is not archaeology; at its most rigorous it belongs to cultural anthropology, the study of the stories people tell and of why they tell them. I treat these traditions with respect and with care, and most especially those of the indigenous nations, whose beliefs are living heritage and not raw material for anyone's theory. I record them here as stories held by human beings — not as facts pulled from the ground — and I ask you to receive them in the same spirit.

I have no illusions about how a book like this will be read in certain quarters. There are careful writers whose work is to patrol the border between real archaeology and its imitations — Jason Colavito prominent among them — and I want to be clear that I do not disagree with him on a number of his points; where our views align, in this book and elsewhere, I have said so and given him his due, including on the Mound Builder myth, which he and I both reject. Skepticism of that kind has its place, and I have no quarrel with it. Still, it would not surprise me to see this volume filed someday under bad archaeology by F.K. Sterling, and if that day comes I will not argue, because the charge would rest on a misunderstanding: this was never archaeology, good or bad. Judged as archaeology it fails, and cheerfully so. Judged as what it actually is — a work of speculation and story, built to delight and to stir a little wonder — I hope it does rather better.

What I am up to is simple. Three threads run through these hills: the crystals, the old sacred-stone traditions, and the long, stubborn record of things seen in the sky. I want to lay them on one table, not to prove they are connected, but to enjoy the possibility that they might be glancing at each other — and to invite you to enjoy it with me. Maybe the pattern is real. Maybe it is only the mind's most ancient habit, the finding of faces in the dark. I lean toward wonder and away from certainty, and I will tell you, again and again and out loud, whenever I am only guessing.

If you finish this book disagreeing with every possibility I raise, yet glad you spent the evenings raising them; if it sends you out onto a dark hillside to look up, or into a library to read further, or into a good long argument with a friend — then it has done precisely what I built it to do. It is not here to convince you of anything. It is here for your enjoyment, and to leave a door standing ajar for your own imagination to walk through.

Turn the page, then, and let us begin where every good mystery begins — with an object that nobody can quite explain.

— F.K. Sterling, Eureka Springs, Arkansas
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The whole face of the country is one continued bed of rock.

— Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, on his 1818–1819 journey through the Ozark interior


The first time the Ozarks frightened me, I was not afraid of anything I could name.

I had climbed a bluff on a gray November afternoon, the kind of light that flattens the world and makes the bare oaks look like nerves against the sky. Below me the hollow held its breath. There was a vein of white quartz running through the exposed rock at my feet, bright as a scar, and when I put my hand on it the stone was colder than it had any right to be. Nothing happened. No light, no voice, no visitation. And yet I stood up with the distinct and unwelcome sense that I was being considered.

I have never fully shaken it.

People who live in these mountains know the feeling and mostly keep quiet about it. The Ozarks are old — older than the Rockies, older than the Alps, a worn-down remnant of ranges that were tall when the world was young. Time here is not an abstraction. It is written in the folded rock, in the caves that riddle the limestone like the chambers of a lung, in the crystal that grows in the dark and comes out of the ground looking like frozen light. And time, I have come to believe, does not leave a place unmarked.

This book grew out of a single question that would not let me sleep. Why here?

Why should this particular corner of the continent — these creased and cave-shot hills straddling Arkansas and Missouri — hold such an extraordinary concentration of clear quartz, and also such a long history of the strange? Why do the old newspapers of the region fill up, decade after decade, with reports of lights over the ridges, of things that pace cars on empty highways, of shapes that come and go over the same lonely hollows? Why did the Osage, who knew this land before us, build a whole cosmology around the traffic between sky and earth? And why does a lump of silicon dioxide — common quartz, the second most abundant mineral in the crust — show up at the center of humanity's spiritual life on nearly every continent, doing the same job everywhere: opening a door?

I am not the first to notice these things. But I may be among the first to insist on looking at all of them at once, in one region, on one table, and asking whether the pattern is real or whether I am simply a man who lives in a beautiful and lonely place and has too much time to wonder.

You will decide. That is the point of a book like this. I will bring you the geology and the history and the testimony, the solid and the shaky both, clearly labeled, and I will show you where I think the lines connect. The rest is yours.

Come up onto the bluff with me. Put your hand on the cold vein of quartz. And let us begin.
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Crystal is only to be found in places where the winter snow freezes with the greatest intensity.

— Pliny the Elder, Natural History (Book 37), first century A.D.


Pliny was wrong about the crystal, and gloriously so.

The Romans believed that rock crystal — our clear quartz — was ice that had frozen so hard, in mountains so cold, that it could never thaw again. It is a beautiful mistake. It tells us that even the most practical civilization the ancient world produced looked at a piece of transparent stone and reached instinctively for the language of the impossible. Not glass. Not mineral. Something between water and light, caught and held forever.

We know better now, and yet the instinct survives. Walk into any shop that sells crystals for healing and you will find quartz at the center of the display, and you will find people — sober, employed, skeptical people — who have quietly come to feel that the stone does something. Science shrugs. Folklore nods. And in between the two, largely unexamined, lies the subject of this book.

Let me tell you plainly what I am claiming and what I am not.

I am not claiming that ancient Ozark peoples carved crystal skulls. They did not, so far as any evidence shows, and the famous skulls that have made the phrase a household word are, as we will see, products of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I am not claiming that flying saucers land on quartz deposits, or that the Osage were in radio contact with other worlds, or that I have found the lost technology of Atlantis in a cave near Jasper. If that is the book you were hoping for, I am about to disappoint you, and I would rather do it now.

Here is what I am claiming. Three phenomena converge in these mountains with a persistence that deserves explanation. First, the geology: the Ouachita and Ozark uplands hold quartz of world-class clarity and abundance, formed by processes I will describe. Second, the human record: the Native nations of this region, the Osage foremost among them, wove sacred stone and sky-descended knowledge into the deep structure of their spiritual life, and they were far from alone in the wider world. Third, the anomalous record: from indigenous oral tradition through frontier newspapers to the flying-saucer age and into our own time, this region has produced an unbroken stream of reports of lights, craft, and contact.

Three drawers. One table. My question is whether anything connects them, and if so, what.

There are three honest possibilities, and I will hold all of them open to the last chapter.

The first is coincidence. Quartz is common, the sky is large, human beings see patterns in noise, and a beautiful old landscape breeds beautiful old stories. This is the null hypothesis, and it is strong. I will not pretend otherwise.

The second is psychological and cultural. Perhaps quartz genuinely affects the human nervous system, or the human imagination, in ways we have not measured — through its real and remarkable physical properties, or simply through its arresting beauty — and perhaps that effect, repeated across ten thousand years and a thousand cultures, is enough to explain why the same stone keeps ending up at the doorway to the other world, no visitors required.

The third is the possibility that makes the first two nervous. That the traditions are pointing at something real. That the land, the stone, and the strangeness are not three subjects but one, and that our ancestors — indigenous and otherwise — were describing, in the only language they had, an actual feature of the world that we have filed away as superstition because it does not fit.

I lean, some days, toward the second. On other days, standing on the bluff with my hand on the cold quartz, I am not so sure. What I ask of you is only this: that you follow the pattern with me before you close the drawer.

We begin with an object that should not disturb anyone. It is modern. Its maker is known. Every detail of its manufacture can be accounted for. And yet, once you have held its story in your hands, I think you will find, as I did, that it opens a door you did not know was there.
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And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.

— The Gospel of John, 1:5 (King James Version)


It took Jarex Schmidt four years to carve a human skull out of a single flawless Arkansas crystal, and by his own account the crystal did most of the deciding.

I have handled a great many stones in the writing of this book, and I have talked to a great many people who make their living from them — miners, cutters, dealers, dreamers. But I had never, until Schmidt's skull, held an object that seemed to hold me back. Let me try to describe it, and let me be careful, because this is the one place in the book where I want you to trust my eyes before you trust my arguments.

Picture a piece of quartz the size of a large grapefruit, so clear that it has almost no color at all — not the milky white of common vein quartz, not the smoky brown that the region also produces, but the rarer thing, water-clear, the clarity that mineralogists call optical grade because you could grind it into a lens. Now picture that clarity carved into the shape of a human cranium: the dome of the skull, the deep orbits of the eyes, the arch of the cheekbones, the parting teeth. Where an ordinary carving would show tool marks and cloudiness, this one showed almost nothing. The light went in and did not come straight back out. It moved. Shift the skull a few degrees in your hands and a flare would travel across the interior like weather, like something turning over in its sleep.

Schmidt is not a mystic. He is a craftsman, and a very good one, and he will tell you without a trace of drama that a crystal skull is one of the hardest things a carver can attempt. Quartz sits at seven on the hardness scale; it laughs at ordinary steel. It also fractures along hidden planes, so that a stone can look perfect and then, under the wheel, reveal a flaw that runs like a fault line through everything you have done. Four years, he told me. Four years of diamond abrasive and water and patience, of learning where this particular crystal wanted to break and where it did not, of removing everything that was not a skull.

And here is the detail that has stayed with me. He did not, he said, feel that he had made a face. He felt that he had uncovered one.

I want to be exact about what I am and am not saying. I am not saying the skull is ancient. It is not. I watched a modern man make it in a modern shop, and I could name the machines. I am not saying it is haunted, or charged, or a receiver for cosmic broadcasts. I have no instrument that could detect such a thing, and neither does anyone else, whatever they sell you. The claims I could prove about this object are entirely mundane. It is silicon dioxide, quarried in Arkansas, shaped by hand over four years, and it is beautiful.

But something happened in the making of it, and it is the reason this book exists.

Somewhere in those four years, an ordinary and educated man came to feel — against everything he believed about his own trade — that the stone had a form inside it and he was merely the instrument of its release. That is not a scientific statement. It is a very old statement. It is, almost word for word, what shamans on five continents have said about the crystals they used to see into other worlds. It is what the Australian clever-men said of the quartz they claimed was solidified light, pressed into their bodies by beings from the sky. It is what a certain kind of experience does to a certain kind of person when a certain kind of stone is involved, and it has been doing it for a very long time.

So the skull is modern. Fine. Set that aside. The real artifact here is not the object but the reaction it provokes — a reaction so consistent across cultures and centuries that it starts to look less like superstition and more like data.

That is the door. Schmidt's skull is the key that happens to fit our particular lock, here in the quartz heart of America, where the crystals grow clear and the lights cross the ridges and an old
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