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For Mandie. In a dark and cold universe, There’s a star that is warmer and brighter than all the rest, And I get to snuggle with her.
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Introduction

“Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.”

—On the Origin of Species, Charles Darwin

Published in 1859, On the Origin of Species placed Charles Darwin on the front lines of a battle that continues to this day. That battle is the one over our origin story. The origin of the human race. Did we appear on the earth fully formed as we are now, or did we evolve gradually over time from some long-gone ancestor, an ancestor that wasn’t human in any way, shape, or form?

Darwin hadn’t meant for his book to unleash a firestorm of controversy. What he set out to do was to explain the world and the abundance of species around us. Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection is perhaps the single most incredible idea anyone has had. Ever. Someone who is genuinely ambitious can apply natural selection theories to anything. In more recent years, the theory has explained how ideas propagate throughout our society and culture. Memes and viral videos are perfect examples of this. Selection theories explain how technology has advanced from a slow, steady rate to the leaps and bounds we have seen over the past 100 years. A beautiful representative of this is the first successful flight of a powered glider by the Wright brothers in 1911. Less than 60 years later, humankind was on the moon. In the span of one human lifetime, an unimaginable amount of achievement occurred. If you trace the evolution of flying machines from the Wright brothers to the space shuttle, you will see a history of small, beneficial adaptations in design. These adaptations allowed our desire for flight to progress from the sands of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, to the stars.

What does all of this have to do with Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection? Nothing. And everything.

Without the ability to adapt and survive, we, as a species, would have never seen the light of day.

If you’ve ever wondered what all the fuss was about or how evolution works, then you’ve come to the right place. This book examines how Darwin came up with his revolutionary theory and what it means to the life we see around us, but it doesn’t stop there. Knowledge of a theory only matters when you can apply it. Using Darwin’s theory, we will start from the beginning, the very beginning. From the first microorganism to the oak tree outside of your window.

Darwin’s ideas were considered dangerous when he first published On the Origin of Species more than 160 years ago. Its 150th anniversary was in 2009. Darwin knew his theory would have its detractors, and, as much as it troubled him, he also knew we needed to understand it if we were to move forward.

Darwin wasn’t alone, as you will see in the pages ahead. Others had similar thoughts about life on earth and its origins long before Darwin set foot on HMS Beagle. These pre-Darwinian thinkers considered how the species we see around us came to be, from the smallest of beetles to the longest-necked giraffe. Using microscopes, dissecting knives, specimen jars, and their own intellect, they considered whether each species was cut from whole cloth. They also wondered if they had transformed into their present states from earlier forms.

No matter what beliefs you bring to the table or your current level of understanding, there is something here for everyone. The theory of evolution by natural selection is not threatening, nor is it difficult to understand. It’s so simple you’ll wonder why you never thought of it before.

As all stories require a place to start, we’ll begin this one in a small English town with a girl named Mary.












Part One

The Pre-Darwinians












Chapter One

The Fossil Finder

‌‌There is something fascinating about digging into the earth. Now and then, you may find a piece of the past. A little forgotten glimpse into another person’s or thing’s life. The more distant that past, the better. As a kid, I loved to play in a sandpit near my house. Looking back, it wasn’t a large pit, but to me and my friend Jimmy it was huge. We dug into it for hours, certain that it concealed some forgotten buried treasure. Without the aid of a treasure map, we would think like pirates and pick the spot most likely to give up its secrets. During one of our afternoon digs, I found a flexible gold watchband. How it got there I’ll never know. But it fueled our imaginations for more digs and more afternoons. That sandpit became a place full of ankle-spraining holes thanks to us.


That gold watchband turned out to be the only object we’d ever find. Our digs stopped by the time I was nine. I retired my shovel and bought a plaster of Paris kit. Why? To search for and cast Bigfoot tracks, of course. The designs of young minds.

Had I known about a girl whose excavations predated my own by 164 years, I may have kept digging. She hadn’t been much older than me when she made her first discovery.

She sells seashells on the seashore

The shells she sells are seashells, I’m sure

So if she sells seashells on the seashore

Then I’m sure she sells seashore shells.

—Terry Sullivan, said to be inspired by Mary Anning

In 1811, or 1812, depending on the account you happen to read, Mary Anning, who was twelve at the time, happened upon a fantastic find. She and her little brother had decided to pass the time digging around the cliffs near their home in Lyme Regis. Lyme Regis is a small coastal town on the English Channel. It’s still small today, with a population of not more than four thousand, and it boasts a beautiful set of cliffs made of limestone and shale layers. What can be found in these layers is even more incredible than the vision of the cliffs themselves—as Anning and her brother discovered on that long-ago day.

Anning’s family was no stranger to finding odd things in the cliffs. For years they’d pulled the fossilized remains of shells and tiny creatures from the shale and sold them to tourists. Anning’s father taught her how to clean the things they found, and the family set up a small table near the town’s coach shop to sell their little discoveries. It was the perfect way to supplement the income Anning’s father brought in as a cabinetmaker. The cliffs provided more than enough items for the curious and the collectors.

What Anning and her brother had stumbled upon was a skull. A very large skull. Four feet long with jagged teeth. They first thought they’d found a crocodile. The thing was, the area wasn’t known for its crocodiles. This was England. Might it be something else, Anning wondered? Unknown creatures weren’t a thing yet. The term dinosaur wasn’t a thing yet. It wouldn’t be until the 1840s when biologist and paleontologist Richard Owen coined it, thanks in no small part to Anning’s discoveries. Anning and her brother had pulled something out of the cliff, be it a crocodile or not, and decided there must be more. Anning’s determination set in, so she kept looking. Her efforts paid off. After more digging, she unearthed the skeleton of a large creature never before seen. Not by human eyes, it was assumed. They sold the skeleton to a local collector who eventually sold it to Charles König at the British Museum. König was so taken by the find that he gave it a name. He called it an ichthyosaurus.

As I mentioned, Anning’s family had known there were odd little things to be found in the cliffs. It wasn’t until Anning’s discovery that anyone suspected the cliffs might contain much bigger “odd little things.”

Anning wasn’t close to being done, and she continued to dig, her excitement growing with each new find.

Here, hidden in the cliffs and sediment, were bizarre creatures. While some bore recognizable features, like fins and flippers, others were stranger. Imagine Anning’s surprise when, in 1821, after years of chipping away at it, she extracted an even more astonishing creature. This turned out to be the partial skeleton of a beast with a long neck. It wasn’t a giraffe. She’d clearly found an aquatic creature, so what was it? Anning hadn’t a name for it at the time. Eventually, it would be known as the first discovered plesiosaur. By 1823 she had pulled out another one. This time it was an entire skeleton, with a neck so long it contained thirty-five vertebrae.

Anning was quite the artist and became exceptionally good at sketching and describing the things she found. Her ability to identify, sketch, and display the many creatures she unearthed earned her many admirers, as captured in this excerpt from the diary of Lady Harriet Silvester, whose husband had been the Recorder of the City of London.

The extraordinary thing in this young woman is that she has made herself so thoroughly acquainted with the science that the moment she finds any bones she knows to what tribe they belong. She fixes the bones on a frame with cement and then makes drawings and has them engraved.


—September 17, 1824

It wasn’t only Anning’s sketches and collections that caught people’s attention. It was what it meant. With each find, including that of a winged pterosaur she discovered in 1828, questions were raised that begged for answers. What were these creatures, and what happened to them? Had they gone extinct and, if so, why? To add to the mystery, in 1829, Anning also found one of the first known examples of a Squaloraja fossil. If you’re scratching your head and wondering what that is, so were many scientists at the time. Anning said of her find that it exhibited many of the same characteristics found in both sharks and rays. Could this represent a transitional species? To suggest this was unacceptable. Anning was a Christian, and she knew that her fossils presented a worrying dilemma.

The world was created in seven days, as were all living things. They lived and breathed exactly as they always had. Species didn’t go extinct, nor did they evolve into something else. Anning realized, with growing fascination, that the world was much older, and its creatures more varied, than people thought. Whatever these fossils represented, there must be a suitable explanation. Unfortunately, science hadn’t one to offer. Not yet. That wouldn’t come until years later. Even Georges Cuvier, the respected French naturalist known as the “father of paleontology,” failed to recognize what Anning’s fossils might mean. So troubled was he by the plesiosaurus, he at first claimed it had to be a fake. It would be years before he changed his mind, eventually calling it “the most amazing creature ever discovered.”

Anning’s discoveries were eventually to provide the family with a financial boost. Lt Colonel Thomas James Birch, a frequent customer, held an auction of some of his purchases. This was done solely for the Anning family’s benefit. By 1826 Anning, then twenty-seven, was able to pool all of her resources together, along with auction’s proceeds, to buy a home that served a double purpose as a shop. Anning’s Fossil Depot was born. It would become a frequent stop for curious fossil hunters and geologists.

If you’ve been wondering why Anning was so successful when it came to finding fossils, there are two reasons. One is the cliffs themselves. The layers of shale and limestone are especially useful for fossil preservation. The cliffs are also treacherous and prone to landslides. They are especially so when the cold weather rolls in to form ice. The ice serves as natural wedges within the face of the cliffs. In 1833 a landslide almost ended Anning’s career. It did, unfortunately, end the bone-finding career of her dog Tray.

Perhaps you will laugh when I say that the death of my old faithful dog has quite upset me, the cliff that fell upon him and killed him in a moment before my eyes, and close to my feet . . . it was but a moment between me and the same fate.


—Letter from Mary Anning to  geologist Charlotte Murchison

The second reason for Anning’s success was she was simply very good at what she did. She had an eye for it. Whereas I might look at a cliff and see nothing but rocks, Anning would visualize in its craggy contours any number of creatures. A jutting stone might be the snout of a plesiosaur. A flat piece of slate might reveal a flipper. Perhaps, if you were exceptionally lucky and observant, you might find the head of a pterosaur, as Anning did. She pulled out of the cliffs the fossil of a Dimorphodon macronyx. This pterosaur flew over Europe some 200 million years ago.

There was a problem with all of this, however. Credit. Anning received very little. When it came to professional publications or official reports on findings, her name was rarely mentioned. Scientists—male scientists—would visit Lyme Regis, stop at her store, and purchase one of her fossils. They’d then bring them home, study them, and present papers on “their” find.

To add to the insult, women were not allowed membership to the Geological Society of London, the oldest of its kind globally. That archaic tradition wasn’t obliterated until the doors were opened to women in 1919.

Despite the insult, Anning did maintain friendships with other female scientists, such as Charlotte Murchison, mentioned above. Murchison was a British geologist who collected fossils and spent hours sketching cliffs and other geological features. One can only imagine how many other female geologists might have been remembered by history had the Geological Society opened its doors sooner.

Anning did earn the respect of some of the biologists and paleontologists of her day. England’s brightest minds often visited her shop and asked to be shown the cliffs. William Buckland, geologist, paleontologist, and dean of Westminster, was a frequent visitor. Even Richard Owen is said to have gone on fossil hunting excursions along the cliffs with Anning as a guide. Nevertheless, the lack of mention when it came to her efforts and discoveries caused her to be somewhat wary of her visitors at times, and she often found herself questioning the motives of others.

The world has used me so unkindly, I fear it has made me suspicious of everyone.


—Mary Anning in a letter

And you can’t blame her.

In 1835, Anning lost most of her savings to a bad investment. Seeing her plight, William Buckland stepped in to urge the British Government to offer assistance. She was, after all, a valuable asset to the crown. Much to her joy, and possibly surprise, Buckland’s efforts were successful, and she was awarded a small annual pension. It was enough to keep things relatively stable for the next few years of her life.

By the mid-1840s, things began to slow down for Anning. It wasn’t because the cliffs’ abundance of fossils was drying up, not even close, but Anning’s health had taken a turn for the worse. Anning was diagnosed with breast cancer, a disease she fought against bravely. That battle ended on March 9, 1847. She was forty-seven years old.

The fossils Anning collected are still out there. You can see them in any number of museums. The Natural History Museum in London has displayed her ichthyosaur, pterosaur, and plesiosaur. You can also find some of her discoveries at Oxford University. Her fossils live on, yet Anning remains virtually unknown to the general public. A few years after her death, the Geological Society of London, the same one that would not accept her as a member at the time, gifted a stained glass window to the church in Lyme Regis in Anning’s honor. It is still there today.

In 2010, the Royal Society listed Mary Anning as one of the ten most influential women in the history of science.

Mary Anning’s discoveries around the cliffs of Lyme Regis have survived the ravages of time. She would undoubtedly be happy to know her efforts helped give birth to an appreciation of the creatures that made their home on this planet long before we showed up. These creatures boggled the minds of those who saw their remains and would one day grace the screens of popular culture and Jurassic Park films. One can only imagine the fascination those first few shell discoveries held for Anning as she learned to clean them next to her father. Those fossilized shells were of a different world, and each told a different story. A secret story. I like to think it was the pursuit of those stories that brought Anning back to the cliffs day after day. It was all about the untold tales those fossils revealed. The strange glimpses into another world that time had forgotten. It explains why she spent years painstakingly and meticulously digging away at the cliff to release the plesiosaur from its stony grave. It was the stories of the cliff that attracted Anning. She learned from them. And, in turn, we learned from her.

Accounts of strange creatures that once walked, swam, or flew over the earth continue to capture our imagination. But that’s not all they do. For others, like Anning, they reveal a mystery. Where are these creatures now, and do they still exist, not in their original forms but hidden in the animals we share the world with today? And what does it mean for us as a species? Anning’s fossils tell a story, one we are still learning more about with each passing decade.

That story explains how the world came to be populated by the life we see around us, and it’s a very old story.

Long before Mary Anning and her brother found the ichthyosaur’s skull, those questions were raised, and some answers were offered by other great minds.

Let’s look at a few.












Chapter Two

Aristotle and Design

For in all natural things there is something marvelous.

—Aristotle Posterior Analytics

‌‌Over 2,300 years ago, Aristotle (384–322 BCE) considered the animals. Within each animal, the “Father of Zoology” thought, there is something special. Something worth acknowledging and studying. Each animal has a story to tell. To understand our own story, we must first understand the creatures we share it with. There are secrets to uncover and great truths to unveil, and they can be found in the smallest worm. We only have to look and to ask the right questions. If the questions aren’t entirely obvious yet, they will be. Nature will reveal them to us when we turn our attention to finding the truth. And truth, most philosophers will tell you, isn’t subjective. A thing is true, or it is not.


Aristotle sought to uncover the truth. About everything. If he had his way, no stone would be left unturned. Literally. The Creator had salted the world with the grains of truth, and it was up to us to find them. The answers were all around us.

For twenty years, Aristotle attended Plato’s Academy in Athens and listened to his great teacher’s ideas about the world. One of Plato’s favorite topics was his concept of forms. Forms, according to Plato, are immutable ideals that we recognize on a subconscious level and that exist in a different realm. When we see a horse, we know it to be a horse. But why? How do we know the animal in front of us is a horse? We’ve given it a label, an identifier taught to us at an early age, but how can we recognize a horse every time we see one? According to Plato, what we recognize, on an intuitive level, is the ideal form of a horse. This perfect form is unreachable by the senses. It is imperfectly represented by the material form we see in front of us. I can draw a circle, but it will never be a circle without fault. I may take my time to draw it, but there will be flaws, however small and invisible they might be. My carefully drawn circle symbolizes the perfect circle in Plato’s unreachable realm of ideal forms. You can find forms representing the ideal dog, the ideal chair, and the ideal human in this realm. Plato would tell you forms do not change from one to another, at least as far as species are concerned. There can be no such thing as “transitional” ideal forms. A horse is a horse is a horse.

Aristotle disagreed with his teacher. He refused to contemplate a world that can never be reached by the senses. For him, all that mattered were the senses. It’s all we have. To speak of the ideal sea sponge is one thing. To touch, study, and examine a real sea sponge with your hands, to see it with your eyes, is another thing altogether. What we can see and touch tells us more about why we are here than an unattainable realm of perfect forms ever can.

Nature fascinated Aristotle. So much that he wrapped himself in it. He awoke at sunrise, hastily ate breakfast, went outside, and plunged his hands into the soil and the sea. He wished to see for himself the marvelous creatures the Creator had given us as companions on this world. Understanding them would bring him closer to the truth. Aristotle sought to classify all animals, including man, by placing them upon a complexity ladder. At the very top of this ladder is the Creator, the One who started it all. The Unmoved Mover. At the very bottom of the ladder are rocks. Situated on the rungs between the top and the bottom are plants, animals, and man in order of complexity. Each is classified according to how intricate they are and the function or purpose they serve.

Without purpose, nothing would exist. Rocks, Aristotle would argue, have a purpose. Without them, we would have nothing to stand upon. There would be no earth, no moon, and no heavenly objects. Rocks and minerals form the base of it all. They are the pedestal upon which everything else is displayed. Plants are more complex than rocks but less complicated than animals. Plants do not enjoy motion. They are not mobile, cannot move around, and do not employ the type of digestive system animals have. Plants also do not have blood. Aristotle was quick to point out that bloodless creatures are less complicated than creatures with blood in their veins. Man, according to Aristotle, sits above it all and is positioned right below the Creator. Because of our brains, and our ability to perceive and contemplate the world, we are set apart from everything else. For each unique property, there is a purpose. Our brain allows us to question why we are. It also allows us to discern answers from the truths scattered around us.

We have the Creator, the One at the top of the ladder, to thank for all this. Aristotle proposed a teleological view for the design and presence of structure in nature. Teleological means it is driven by purpose and purpose alone. Nothing is by chance. There is utility and motive in nature.

To find utility and purpose, we only need to look at our reflections in the water. We have eyes so we can see. Our ears enable us to hear. Our hair? It is there to keep our heads warm.

If only the world were that simple.

What Aristotle missed, or what he refused to see, is that we do not need purpose to explain complexity. It has nothing to do with intention. It’s a blind experiment of trial and error. An experiment without an experimenter. This blind experiment accounts for the diversity of species. A seed is planted, and it sprouts off into many branches. The great, tangled branches of life we see today came from a single seed. We are no higher on the chain than any other creature. We are simply different.

Poetry is written in this way. From a single idea springs beautiful prose composed of words available to the poet. No two poems are alike. They evolve as well. A poet’s view of the world is perhaps the most beautiful view of all.

In the next chapter, we will meet such a poet.












Chapter Three

Evolution’s Poet

‌‌Poems come in many shapes and sizes. Not so different from life here on our little planet. Take the poem On the Nature of Things, written by the Roman poet Titus Lucretius in the first century BCE. It contained 7,400 lines of verse that Lucretius split into six self-contained books. I say self-contained because each book focused on a different aspect of nature. Still, when read in its entirety, section by section, a clear argument emerges. In On the Nature of Things, Lucretius seeks to explain everything. You can look at it as one exceptionally long argument. He covers it all, from the tiniest particles of matter and how they move to the nature of time, space, consciousness, mortality, and the arrival of life. The poem is a well-thought-out manifesto for materialism. Materialism offers the viewpoint that everything follows the rules of physics in nature. That is all. There is no wizard behind the curtain or a master designer hidden from view (sorry, Aristotle). Without materialism, many claim, everything would be smoke and mirrors.


We don’t know a lot about Lucretius’s life. Other than being a poet, all we can say with any level of certainty is that he lived in the first century BC and died around 55 BC after an apparent suicide at age forty-four. We don’t know for a fact he committed suicide. The claim that Lucretius died by his own hand came by way of Christian theologian Eusebius Hieronymus, also known as Saint Jerome. Jerome wrote that Lucretius went insane after drinking a love potion. The resulting madness led him to take his own life. We can never know whether this is true. Jerome’s account of Lucretius’s life was presented four centuries after he died. That’s not a very reliable source considering nothing else was written between the years of the poet’s death and Jerome’s sad account.

What else do we know? We know Lucretius was a follower of Epicurus. Epicurus was a Greek philosopher who lived during Aristotle’s time and rejected the idea that God was the one responsible for everything. We also know Lucretius wrote an amazing piece of work—the poem mentioned above called On the Nature of Things. Lastly, we know Lucretius died before completing it.

That’s about it. Lucretius was born. He lived in ancient Rome. He may or may not have been a lovesick poet, and he worked on his magnum opus until the day he shed his material form. You might wonder how we came by this poem if Lucretius died before completing his final draft. Fortunately, there were copies made, and these floated around ancient Rome for a while, until they were lost.

By pure happenstance, Roman scholar Poggio Bracciolini found them again in 1417. His friend Niccolò de Niccoli made a copy, and we have that copy today. It’s in the Laurentian Library in Florence. The very first edition of the work was printed in 1473, and it has remained in print ever since. The third president of the United States, Thomas Jefferson, himself a materialist, owned a few copies in different translations.

Why are we talking about a philosophical work written by a poet over two thousand years ago in a book about evolution? Especially a poet we know very little about?

It’s because of Book Five.

In Book Five, Lucretius sets out to describe how life here on earth came to be. He starts with a contemplation of the earth, which he refers to as the “Mother.” The moment life originated on earth, it happened once, and it will happen no more. Lucretius compares the end of his origin story with that of a woman who has reached menopause and can no longer bear children.

Ever the materialist, Lucretius tells us life appeared in nature because of physical laws and nothing else. Think of the “Mother” not as a designer but as an accidental laboratory.

In the next set of verses, he sets the stage to explain why some creatures born of the earth, in the beginning, are no longer with us.

And in the ages after monsters died,

Perforce there perished many a stock, unable

By propagation to forge a progeny.

For whatsoever creatures thou beholdest

Breathing the breath of life, the same have been

Even from their earliest age preserved alive

By cunning, or by valour, or at least

By speed of foot or wing. And many a stock

Remaineth yet, because of use to man . . .

Did you catch that?

What Lucretius casually threw out there is a mechanism in nature that explains why some creatures are no longer with us. They were not fit to survive.

Remember our friend Aristotle and his ideas about purpose? Aristotle attributed each step, or each modification, to an end goal or a future state. Mankind represents the fruition of those steps, and Aristotle placed us a couple of ladder-rungs below the Creator. Lucretius disagreed. There was no Creator, nor was there a purpose. 

But origin of tongue came long before

Discourse of words, and ears created were

Much earlier than any sound was heard;

And all the members, so meseems, were there

Before they got their use: and therefore, they

Could not be gendered for the sake of use.

Here, Lucretius tells the reader that our ears and tongues were formed long before they had a use. Ears served a purpose at one time, or an earlier form of an ear did, but it was co-opted for hearing. We know this today. Evolutionary and comparative biology have identified many body parts that have seen their uses change over time and between species. This is called exaptation instead of adaptation. There are instances of this with our anatomy and the anatomy of other species with whom we share a common ancestor. One example is our middle finger. You might say we have fingers for the sole purpose of picking things up. Yes, we use them for that now, but our fingers evolved into their shape because they benefited our ancestors. So did a horse’s hoof. The horse’s hoof is our middle finger. Comparative biology has shown us that the horse’s hoof still contains remnants of the missing fingers, and that what we call a hoof is actually an enlarged middle finger. The bone structure of a horse’s forelimb is the same as the bone structure of our forearm. The bones are all there. They have been molded into different shapes over billions of years. It is as Lucretius said. It was all there before they reached their present state of use.

Another modification is our inner ear bones. Those same bones exist in reptiles, but they are part of their jaw. Over time those bones moved back to where our ears are and now have a different use than they originally did.

On The Nature of Things lays out the creation of the universe from a chaos of matter to the formation of our earth and the appearance of living and breathing creatures through natural processes. Those creatures fought for survival. The ones better able to adapt to their environments survived. Those not so good at it perished. Body parts were co-opted and modified by the same natural processes that formed the universe. Shapes changed over time, and those changes gave some creatures an advantage over their competitors.

Evolve and adapt. Like thoughts and ideas. They evolved over grand expanses of time. Ideas survive because there is truth to them.

In the words of Lucretius:

No fact is so obvious that it does not at first produce wonder,

Nor so wonderful that it does not eventually yield to belief.

It would be a few hundred years before another writer saw fit to pick up where Lucretius left off. That man was Benoît de Maillet. Let’s see what he had to say.












Chapter Four

Of Mermaids and Men

‌‌Great ideas aren’t conceived in a vacuum. Think of them like jigsaw puzzles with imperfect pieces. Some fit together better than others. The pieces may appear to be made for each other and are left that way until someone realizes they were forced together. A lot of ideas and arguments are later discovered to have been formed in this manner. It’s lazy puzzle making. Some minds see the picture before all the pieces are in place and then try to tackle it. No matter your approach, the first step is to lift the lid off the box and dump the pieces on the table.


A puzzle-master might tell you the best place to start is with the edges. Those straight lines begin the story. They form the outline. Once we have an outline, it is time for the hard part. The bigger the puzzle, the more complex. The more complex, the greater the chance the eager puzzle-solver will only get so far before quitting—leaving it there for someone else to complete it.

One whose contribution to the puzzle is often forgotten is Benoît de Maillet. Maillet’s contribution to the puzzle is a book. The book is called Telliamed.

In 1692, Maillet lived in Cairo, where he served as a French consul. By all accounts, he did his job well. He was curious about many things. This inquisitiveness took him into areas most men of his stature would have stayed away from. He had duties to perform, which he did during the day. At night he would retreat to his quarters and write. There were letters to be written, letters bound for France, as was his duty, but there were also pages of a book. Pages he preferred to keep hidden during the day.

Why?

It’s because those pages contained observations and ideas some might say were dangerous. The kind of ideas that would have caused Maillet to be stripped of his position and sent back to France.

What was so risky about Maillet’s secret project? Benoît de Maillet felt he had figured out the origins of life. He didn’t stop there, either. He also deduced, or so he thought, how the earth came to be populated.

Maillet started his book in 1697. The ideas that pushed him into completing the first few pages surprised even himself. His curiosity had driven him to those ideas. It led him to books by ancient philosophers. In them, he found novel ways of looking at life and the world around him. The earth itself, the continents and landmasses, appeared to shift and mold themselves into different shapes and forms. Not in any perceptible way either. He came across old and dusty texts that described sea journeys between Alexandria and the islands of Pharos. What struck him was that these journeys were unnecessary. In his time, these landmasses were connected. Why make the trip by sea when you could hop on a camel and journey there by land?






Who can doubt, that from the volatile fish sprung our birds, which raise themselves in the air; and that from those which creep in the sea, arose our terrestrial animals which have neither a disposition to fly, nor the art of raising themselves above the earth?
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