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    Dedication:
To Robert Ripley (December 25, 1890 – May 26, 1949), the legendary explorer, cartoonist, and collector of the strange and unbelievable. Through Believe It or Not!, he opened the eyes of millions to the world's wonders, oddities, and hidden truths. May this book carry forward that spirit — shining light on the forgotten mysteries and extraordinary realities that still await discovery.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
"The sea is everything. It covers seven-tenths of the globe. Its breath is pure and healthy. It is an immense desert where man is never lonely, for he feels life stirring on all sides."
— Captain Nemo (James Mason), 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea (Disney, 1954)

      

    


PROLOGUE: THE FORGOTTEN ORIGINS


The Pacific is not an empty space between civilizations. It is the oldest highway on earth, and the people who sailed it without compass or chart were not primitive. They were the finest navigators the world has ever produced.


— Ben Finney, Voyage of Rediscovery: A Cultural Odyssey Through Polynesia (1994)

The Pacific as Cradle of Forgotten Gods

Stand at the edge of the ocean at night, on a beach in Vanuatu or the Solomon Islands or the Big Island of Hawaii, and look out at the water. The Pacific covers more than thirty percent of the earth’s surface. It is larger than all the landmasses of the planet combined. At its deepest point, the Challenger Deep in the Mariana Trench, it descends nearly eleven kilometers below the surface — deeper than Everest is tall. It is the oldest ocean, the largest ocean, and in the imagination of Western civilization, it has been for most of recorded history the emptiest ocean: a vast blue void between the known worlds of Asia and the Americas, populated only by scattered island peoples who were, the standard account maintained, isolated from one another and from the great civilizations of the continent-dwellers.

That account is wrong. The evidence that it is wrong has been accumulating for decades, arriving from disciplines as different as population genetics, comparative linguistics, satellite oceanography, and paleoanthropology. The Pacific was not an empty space. It was a highway — the oldest long-distance highway in human history — and the peoples who traveled it, in vessels of their own construction without chart or compass or GPS, were navigators of extraordinary sophistication, carriers of cultural and biological information across distances that dwarf the Mediterranean voyages that Western historiography has always treated as the gold standard of ancient seamanship.

This book is about what that highway carried. Not just the people — though the people are remarkable enough — but the ideas, the genes, the organisms, the myths, and, if the fringe theorists have any portion of the truth, perhaps the memories of something older still: a world that existed before the ocean took it, in the long drowning that began at the end of the last ice age and did not stop until the sea was where it is today, and the coasts and river mouths and fertile lowlands of an earlier Pacific world were under forty, sixty, a hundred meters of blue water.

The lost world of Sundaland. The megalithic mysteries of Nan Madol and Easter Island. The strange genetics of the Ainu and the Negrito peoples of Southeast Asia. The fossil bones of Homo floresiensis, the Hobbit, who lived on Flores Island long enough to have met the first modern humans who arrived from the north. The sweet potato that carried the fingerprints of pre-Columbian contact from South America to Polynesia. The red-haired giants of Melanesian oral tradition. The squid gods of the deep. The star ancestors who came from the sky.

None of these things, taken individually, is sufficient to overturn the mainstream account of Pacific prehistory. Together, they constitute something that deserves more serious attention than the consensus has been willing to give them: a pattern of anomalies pointing toward a deeper, more complex, more connected human past in the Pacific than the textbooks currently acknowledge.

Sterling’s Personal Journey from Ozarks to Oceania

I came to the Pacific the way I come to most things: sideways, through a door I wasn’t looking for.

My previous work — Stones, Bones and Forgotten Voyagers and Pillars of the First Peoples — traced an ancestry stream from the Caucasus mountains through the Eurasian steppes into the Americas, following the genetic and archaeological evidence for a pre-Columbian population in the Ozark highlands of Arkansas that did not fit the standard single-migration model of New World prehistory. That work took me deep into the literature of ancient DNA, into the archaeology of the ancient Near East, into the comparative mythology of proto-Indo-European speakers and the star traditions of people who built their sacred sites in alignment with heavens they understood with a precision that modern astronomy is only beginning to appreciate.

The Pacific entered that story through a side door: the Ainu of Hokkaido, the easternmost edge of the Eurasian genetic story, who carry in their genomes an ancient lineage that connects them — faintly but measurably — to the same deep Eurasian ancestry pool that I had been tracking across the steppe. When I followed that thread east, toward the Pacific, I found that the door I had opened led not into a tidy extension of the story I had been telling, but into a vast and largely unmapped territory of its own: a Pacific prehistory full of anomalies, contested evidence, extraordinary oral traditions, and fringe claims that ranged from the almost certainly true to the almost certainly invented, with a large and genuinely interesting middle ground that the mainstream had not yet adequately addressed.

This book is the result of following that thread. It is not the final word. It is, I hope, a useful map of the territory: an honest accounting of what the evidence shows, what it doesn’t show, and where the interesting questions lie.

Methodology: Science, Myth, and the Fringe

This book draws on three categories of evidence, and it is important to be clear about what each category contributes and what its limitations are.

The first category is peer-reviewed science: ancient DNA studies, paleoclimatology, paleoanthropology, archaeology, and linguistics. The studies cited throughout are real, their findings are accurately represented, and where I have had to simplify complex genetic or geological arguments for a general audience, I have tried to do so without distorting their conclusions. Citations follow APA format throughout, and a full reference list is provided at the back.

The second category is oral tradition: the mythologies, cosmologies, and historical narratives of Pacific Islander peoples, Aboriginal Australians, and the Indigenous communities of Southeast Asia. I treat these traditions with the seriousness they deserve. The work of researchers like Kelly (2015) on memory encoding in oral cultures, and the studies by Hamacher and Norris (2009) documenting the extraordinary accuracy of Aboriginal Australian oral traditions over geological timescales, have established beyond reasonable doubt that oral traditions can preserve accurate information about real events across periods far longer than literate historiography has been willing to credit. The myths in this book are not decorative. They are data.

The third category is speculative — what I call the fringe, meaning the body of literature produced by researchers like Graham Hancock, Thor Heyerdahl, Erich von Däniken, and their many predecessors and successors, who have proposed interpretations of the archaeological and mythological record that the mainstream rejects. I include this material not because I endorse all of it — I do not — but because the history of science is full of examples of fringe ideas that turned out to be correct, and the fringe literature on the Pacific has a better batting average than its critics generally acknowledge. Heyerdahl was right about trans-Pacific contact, even if wrong about its direction and scale. The oral traditions that fringe writers have long cited as evidence of pre-scientific sophisticated knowledge have turned out, in several documented cases, to be exactly that.

The honest approach, it seems to me, is to present all three categories, to label them clearly, and to let the reader make her own assessment of where the balance of evidence lies.

The land, the stones, the bones, the stars, and the gods remember. The question is whether we are willing to listen.
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CHAPTER ONE: SUNDALAND AND THE FLOODED CONTINENT
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Sea levels during the last glacial maximum were 120 to 130 meters lower than today. The continental shelves of Southeast Asia were dry land, forming a subcontinent we call Sundaland — an area larger than modern India, now drowned beneath the South China Sea and the Java Sea.


— Robert Oppenheimer, Eden in the East: The Drowned Continent of Southeast Asia (1998)

The Last Glacial Maximum and the Sunda Shelf

To understand what was lost, you have to understand what existed. During the Last Glacial Maximum, which peaked approximately 26,000 to 20,000 years ago, so much of the earth’s water was locked in continental ice sheets that global sea levels were approximately 120 to 130 meters lower than they are today (Clark et al., 2009). The implications of that single fact are staggering, and they are still, in many respects, inadequately absorbed by mainstream discussions of human prehistory.

The Sunda Shelf — the shallow continental shelf underlying what is now the South China Sea, the Java Sea, and much of the waters between the modern islands of Sumatra, Java, Borneo, and the Malay Peninsula — was, during the Last Glacial Maximum, dry land. Not marginal coastal land, not tidal flat, but a continuous subcontinent of rivers, forests, lakes, and plains stretching across an area larger than India. The modern islands of Sumatra, Java, Borneo, and the Malay Peninsula were not islands at all; they were the highland margins of a lowland continent that has no name in the history books because it went under the water before history, in the conventional sense, had begun.

Researchers have named it Sundaland — a term coined by the geologist van Bemmelen in 1949 and later popularized by Stephen Oppenheimer in his 1998 synthesis Eden in the East. Sundaland at its maximum extent was not just large; it was extraordinarily productive. The rivers draining into it from the surrounding highlands would have created the kind of fertile lowland environment — rich in fish, game, wild plants, and agricultural potential — that tends to support dense human populations. The people who lived there during the height of the last glaciation were not peripheral — they were, by all available evidence, among the most numerous and most complex hunter-gatherer populations of their time.

Then the ice began to melt.

The Meltwater Pulses and the Great Drowning

The deglaciation that followed the Last Glacial Maximum was not a gradual, linear process. It was punctuated by catastrophic episodes of rapid melting — meltwater pulses — during which sea levels rose not slowly but in surges, with global sea level rising by several meters within decades or centuries. The two best-documented of these events are Meltwater Pulse 1A, dated to approximately 14,600 years ago, during which sea levels are estimated to have risen by 10 to 20 meters in less than 500 years, and Meltwater Pulse 1B, dated to approximately 11,500 years ago (Fairbanks, 1989; Deschamps et al., 2012).

For the people of Sundaland, these meltwater pulses were not abstractions. They were catastrophes. A sea level rise of 10 meters in 500 years means that coastlines moved inland at rates that would have been perceptible within a human lifetime — rivers backing up and flooding, marshes spreading across former farmland, low-lying settlements going under, entire communities driven from places where their ancestors had lived for generations. Over the full course of deglaciation, from approximately 20,000 to 7,000 years ago, the Sunda Shelf lost something on the order of 1.8 million square kilometers of land area — an area larger than the combined territories of France, Spain, Germany, and the United Kingdom (Sathiamurthy & Voris, 2006).

Kim et al. (2023), publishing in Communications Biology, analyzed the population genetic consequences of these flooding events using genomic data from contemporary Southeast Asian populations, including Negrito groups such as the Aeta of the Philippines and the Kensiu of Malaysia, alongside Austronesian-speaking populations across the region. Their findings confirmed that population splits and genetic divergences in the region correlate closely with the timing of major sea level rise events, particularly the flooding of the Sunda Shelf. The genetic evidence is consistent with a scenario in which once-contiguous hunter-gatherer populations on the Sunda plain were fragmented into island-dwelling isolates as the rising sea divided the landscape around them, producing the complex mosaic of genetic diversity in contemporary Southeast Asian and Pacific populations.

This matters for the argument of this book in a fundamental way. The genetic diversity of the Pacific — the Negrito isolates of the Philippines and Malaysia with their ancient Jomon-related ancestry, the Melanesian populations with their deep Aboriginal Australian connections, the Austronesian speakers who spread across the Pacific in the last three thousand years carrying a genetic and cultural package assembled on the coast of China and Taiwan — all of this diversity has its roots in the Sundaland world that the sea consumed. The Pacific was not peopled from a void; it was peopled from a drowned continent.

Genetic Evidence of Population Splits

The genetic record of the flooding is written in the genomes of living people with extraordinary precision. Nagle et al. (2017), analyzing the genomes of Aboriginal Australians and Papuan New Guineans alongside other Southeast Asian populations, found evidence for multiple ancient population splits that are consistent with the flooding chronology. The divergence between Aboriginal Australian populations and Papuan populations, in particular, appears to postdate the formation of the Sunda and Sahul shelves as connected landmasses and to predate the full drowning of the Torres Strait, the shallow seaway between modern Australia and New Guinea.

The Negrito populations of Southeast Asia — the Aeta and Agta of the Philippines, the Orang Asli of Malaysia, the Andamanese — represent, in genetic terms, some of the deepest-rooting lineages in the region. They are not descended from recent migrants; they are the genetic survivors of the pre-flooding Sunda world, isolated on their respective islands or upland refugia as the sea rose around them and cut them off from the populations that would later give rise to the Austronesian expansion (Jinam et al., 2012). Their genomes carry the memory of a world that has been under water for seven thousand years.

The Austronesian expansion itself — the extraordinary outward movement of people from Taiwan beginning approximately five thousand years ago that eventually populated Madagascar to the west and Easter Island to the east, the largest maritime
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