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"He did well, too, in citing the opinion of Plato, 'that the tradition concerning the Island of Atlantis might be received as something more than a mere fiction...'"
— Strabo, Geography (referring to Plato's account of Atlantis)

      

    


Author's Note

A word, before we begin, about what kind of book this is — because I owe you that honesty up front, and because it will save us both a good deal of trouble later.

This is a work of speculation. It is not a textbook, and I am not a credentialed academic, and I make no pretense of being one. What I am is an investigator — a tracker by my first training, a lifelong hunter of the strange and the buried and the officially forgotten — and this book is the record of a trail I have followed across many years and half a world, from the flood-carved hollows of the Ozarks to the cold gray water of the Black Sea. Along that trail I have found things that the guardians of the respectable past would prefer we not talk about, and I have decided to talk about them anyway.

But speculation is not the same as fantasy, and I have tried, at every step of this book, to keep the difference clear and to keep faith with you about it. The foundation of these pages is real. The geology of the Black Sea flood, the archaeology of the steppe, the revolution in ancient DNA, the reconstruction of the mother tongue and the comparative study of myth — all of it is genuine science and genuine scholarship, produced by serious people whose names I cite and whose work you can check. Upon that solid foundation I have built a structure of interpretation and inference that those same scholars would not, in most cases, endorse. And wherever I have left the firm ground of established evidence and leapt out onto the thin ice of my own conjecture, I have tried to tell you plainly that I was leaping, so that you always know which is which. I consider that a matter of honor. A man who dresses his guesses up as facts is not an investigator; he is a confidence trickster, and I hope I am not that.

You will find me, in these pages, hard on the academic establishment. I want to say clearly that my quarrel is with a paradigm and with the timidity that defends it, not with the many fine scholars whose work I build upon and admire. When I rail against the orthodoxy, I am railing against a habit of mind — a reflexive flinch from catastrophe, a professional fear of the word Atlantis, an enforced silence around questions that deserve to be asked. I am not accusing any individual of bad faith. I am accusing a culture of a failure of nerve.

One last thing. This book touches, in places, on the deep symbolic inheritance of the Indo-European peoples, including the ancient solar sign that the twentieth century so grievously defiled. I address that matter directly in the text, and I will only say here what I say there: the symbol is seven thousand years old, its ancient meaning was light and life and the turning sun, and I repudiate utterly the modern evil that stole it. Do not confuse the two. And do not let anyone use the crimes of the last century to forbid honest inquiry into the deep past.

Come to the water. Let me show you what's under it.

◆ ◈ ◆
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Preface
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I did not set out to write a book about Atlantis. No respectable investigator ever does; the word is a professional death sentence, and I knew it. I set out, years ago, to chase something else entirely — the giants and the lost races and the strange stones that have occupied most of my working life — and it was only by following those older trails that I stumbled, almost against my will, onto this one.

It happened by way of the flood stories. Wherever I went, chasing the buried mysteries of the deep past, I kept running into the same strange thing: a memory, carried by peoples who could never have spoken to one another, of a great water that came and swallowed the world. I found it in the Ozark hollows where I make my home, in the mouths of settlers whose ancestors had carried it across an ocean. I found it in the oldest texts of the Near East, in the sacred literature of India, in the myths of Greece and the sagas of the North. It was everywhere, this drowning-memory, and the more of it I found the less I could believe the tidy academic explanation that it was all coincidence — a hundred separate peoples independently remembering a hundred separate rivers. The stories agreed too well. They remembered the same catastrophe: sudden, total, permanent, marine. They remembered, I became convinced, one flood.

And once I believed that, I could not rest until I had found it. This book is the record of that search — of where the trail led, and what I found at the end of it, and what I think it means for who we are. It ranges across a great deal of country: geology and archaeology, genetics and linguistics, comparative mythology and the sacred poetry of the ancient world. I have tried to make all of it accessible, to carry you along the trail as a companion rather than a student, and to be honest with you at every turn about where the ground is solid and where I am asking you to leap with me over a gap.

I cannot prove every step of what follows. I want to say that plainly, here at the threshold, so that no one can accuse me of having hidden it. What I can do is lay the evidence before you as I have found it, connect it as I believe it truly connects, and show you a picture of our own deep origins that is stranger, darker, and I think truer than the comfortable story we have been told. Whether you accept that picture in the end is for you to decide. All I ask is that you come down to the water with me, and look.

◆ ◈ ◆

Prologue
The Drowning

Begin at the end of a world.

It is a morning in the spring, seven and a half thousand years ago, on the shore of a sea that is not yet a sea. The water is fresh; you could drink it, and the people do. It stretches away to the south so far that the opposite shore is only a rumor at the bottom of the sky, and along its northern edge, where the land lies low and black and fertile, the villages stand among their fields and their drying nets, smoke rising straight into the still air. There are cattle in the water-meadows. There are boats drawn up on the shingle. A child is singing somewhere among the reed houses, tunelessly and forever. It is, by every sign the people know how to read, an ordinary day.

It is the last ordinary day their world will ever have.

Far to the south, at the narrow throat of land where the fresh water ends and the dry hills begin, a barrier of stone that has held since the beginning of the world is failing. Beyond it stands the salt sea, the outer ocean, risen across ten thousand years of melting ice until its surface towers hundreds of feet above the freshwater basin, held back by that single wall of rock. And on this morning, the wall gives way. The ocean finds the top of it, and begins to pour over, and begins to cut — and once it starts to cut, it cannot be stopped. A trickle becomes a torrent becomes a cataract, a mountain-high wall of salt water thundering down into the basin with the force of two hundred Niagaras, and it will not cease for months, and when it is done the fresh sea will be a salt one, hundreds of feet deeper, and the fertile black lowland with all its villages and fields and graves will lie drowned forever beneath the cold and lightless deep.

The old man on the shore feels it first in his teeth.

Not a sound — a pressure, a vibration coming up through the wet stones and into the soles of his feet, settling in the roots of his teeth. Then it becomes a roar, low and immense and unending, rolling in from the south. The animals know before the people do; the cattle bawl and pull at their tethers, the birds go up off the marshes in wheeling clouds and do not come down. And the old man turns toward the sound, toward the churning southern horizon, and sees the strange low light beginning to shine there on the water — the brightness that the survivors will remember, and their poets will sing, for seven thousand years.

The water is coming. It will take everything: the fields, the houses, the graves of the grandparents, the only world these people have ever known. Some of them will read the signs and gather their children and their seed grain and their boats and flee for the high ground, up and outward, north onto the endless grass and south into the sheltering hills. Most will wait one day too long, trusting that the water will stop as it has always stopped, and they will drown. The ones who run will carry the memory out with them — the drowning, the loss, the terror of the rising water — and they will hand it down, grandmother to grandchild, across three hundred generations, until it reaches a landlocked man in the Ozark hills who dreams of dark water climbing and does not know why.

He is reading this sentence. So, most likely, are you.

We are the children of the ones who ran. This is the story of what they lost, and where they went, and what they carried out of the drowning world — down all the long generations — to us.

Come down to the water. It is time.
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Chapter 1
Rediscovering Atlantis in the Black Sea
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You Greeks are never anything but children, and there is not an old man among you... you have no belief rooted in old tradition and no knowledge hoary with age.

— An Egyptian priest to Solon, in Plato, Timaeus

The old man felt it in his teeth before he heard it.

He was standing on the shingle at the edge of the great lake, where his people had stood for longer than anyone could count winters — a broad, sweet-water sea so wide that the far shore was only a rumor, a blue idea at the bottom of the sky. Behind him the smoke of the morning fires went up straight in the still air. Nets were drying on their frames. A child was singing somewhere among the reed houses, the way children do, tunelessly and forever. It was, by every sign the old man had been taught to read, an ordinary day.

Then the ground hummed. Not a sound at first — a pressure, a vibration that came up through the wet stones and into the soles of his feet and settled, buzzing, in the roots of his teeth. He had felt the earth shake before. This was not that. This did not stop. It grew, minute by minute, a low and building roar rolling in from the south, from the narrow throat of land where the lake had always ended and the dry hills began — the place, the elders said, that the gods had shut against the outer ocean at the beginning of the world.

The gods, that morning, were opening it.

I have stood on the deck of a research vessel in those same waters, seven and a half thousand years later, watching a sonar screen paint the drowned country in ghostly greens and grays, and I will tell you plainly what most of my colleagues in the respectable disciplines will not: that man was real. His village was real. And the wall of water that came for him that morning — a torrent that geologists now estimate poured through the Bosphorus with something like two hundred times the force of Niagara Falls — did not merely drown a shoreline. It drowned a world. It ended one age of the human story and, in the same convulsion, gave violent birth to another. The people who ran from that flood, and the people their grandchildren became, would carry their language, their gods, their broken memory of a lost homeland across half the planet. We call their descendants the Indo-Europeans. We are, most of us reading this book, among them.

This is the story of the flood that made us. And it is a story that the guardians of the accepted past would very much prefer you did not hear.

◆ ◈ ◆

Let me tell you how I came to it, because I have learned not to trust a man who hands you a grand theory and pretends he arrived at it from nowhere, floating free of his own life. Theories have addresses. Mine has one, and it is a long way from the Black Sea.

I grew up in the Ozark highlands, in a country of hollows and sinkholes and cold springs that come boiling up out of solid rock as if the stone itself were weeping. It is a landscape written by water. Every bluff in my part of the world is a page in a book about floods — layers of pale limestone laid down grain by grain at the bottom of a vanished sea, then lifted, cracked, and gnawed hollow by the patient rivers until the whole plateau became a sponge of caves and underground streams. As a boy I tracked deer through those hollows and learned, without knowing I was learning it, the first rule of the investigator's craft: that the ground remembers. Water leaves a record. Catastrophe leaves a deeper one. You have only to know how to read it, and to be stubborn enough to keep reading after the respectable people have told you there is nothing on the page.

The Ozarks are full of flood stories. The old settlers told them; the people who were here before the settlers told older ones. And when I began, years ago, to chase the giants and the lost races and the buried mysteries that have occupied most of my working life, I kept running into the same strange thing, over and over, in cultures that could never have spoken to one another: a memory of the water that came and swallowed the world. It is not a rare story. It is the most common story our species owns. Nearly every people on earth, from the Hebrews to the Hopi, from the Babylonians to the Aboriginal Australians, keeps some version of the same broken recollection — the deluge, the handful of survivors, the vessel, the mountain, the covenant with a chastened world made new.

The learned explanation for this is a shrug. Rivers flood, they say. People live near water. Of course every culture has a flood myth; it is a coincidence of the human condition, nothing more. And I remember the exact afternoon, standing in a limestone hollow with the water running out of the hillside at my feet, when I stopped believing that shrug. Because the flood myths are not vague. They agree on details no coincidence should produce. They remember a specific catastrophe — sudden, not seasonal; total, not local; a rising of the sea against the land that came without warning and did not recede. That is not a memory of a river cresting its banks in the spring. That is a memory of something that happened once, to someone, and was never, ever forgotten.

The question that has driven me across oceans and into archives and out onto the cold gray water of the Black Sea is a simple one. What if it is not a myth at all? What if it is testimony?

◆ ◈ ◆

Here is the thesis of this book, laid out plainly so that you know exactly what I am claiming and can hold my feet to the fire for it in the chapters to come.

Around 5600 BCE — the date is contested, and we will fight about it honestly before this book is done — the basin now filled by the Black Sea was not a sea at all. It was an enormous freshwater lake, its surface lying perhaps five hundred feet below the level of the world ocean, cut off from the rising Mediterranean by a natural dam of stone at the Bosphorus. Around that lake, on land that is now sunk in cold and lightless brine, lay some of the most fertile country in the ancient world: well-watered, temperate, sheltered, a garden basin at the crossroads of Europe and Asia. And on that lost lowland, I will argue, a people flourished — farmers and fishers and traders and builders — who had gone further, and gathered themselves into something grander and more organized, than the orthodox story of the Neolithic will allow us to imagine.

This was the true Atlantis. Not a mid-Atlantic continent, not a Mediterranean island, but a drowned cradle in the heart of Eurasia. Plato, we will see, remembered it better than he knew.

And then the ocean broke through the dam. The Mediterranean, swollen by the melting of the last great ice sheets, rose and rose until it topped the barrier at the Bosphorus and began to cut down through it, and once it started it could not be stopped. The salt sea came howling down into the freshwater basin in a cataract that ran for months, perhaps for years, drowning the fertile lowlands a horrifying mile or more a day, driving the lake's people up and out ahead of the rising water in every direction — into Anatolia, into the Balkans, and, most fatefully of all, up onto the vast grasslands of the Pontic-Caspian steppe to the north.

There, I will argue, the trauma and the scattering did their slow, generational work. Not overnight — I make no such foolish claim, and I will not insult you by pretending the flood and the great migrations were the same week's news. Between the drowning of the homeland and the thunder of Yamnaya wagons rolling out to conquer a continent, there lie some thousands of years. But a catalyst need not be a trigger. A wound to a people can take twenty generations to become a war-cry. The flood lit a long, slow fuse — a memory of paradise lost, a hunger for open land, a restlessness bred into the bone of the refugees' descendants — and when it finally reached the powder, around five thousand years ago, it blew the Indo-European languages and peoples clear across the known world, from Ireland to India. The words in your mouth as you read this sentence are the smoke of that explosion.

That is the case. Every chapter that follows is a plank in it.

◆ ◈ ◆

Now, about my colleagues.

I want to be fair to the orthodoxy, because fairness is a weapon and I intend to use it. The mainstream account of Indo-European origins is not stupid. It is, in its way, magnificent — a century and a half of patient linguistic reconstruction, of pot-typologies and burial catalogs, and now of the genuinely revolutionary science of ancient DNA, which in the last decade has confirmed beyond serious doubt that a population boiling up out of the Pontic-Caspian steppe around 3000 BCE did indeed sweep across Europe and Asia and remake its bloodlines. On that much, the establishment and I agree. Where we part company is on the why, and on the before.

Ask a credentialed prehistorian what set the steppe peoples in motion and you will get talk of climate cycles, of the horse and the wheel, of pastoral economics — all true, all real, and all, to my ear, curiously bloodless. It is the answer of a discipline that has trained itself to flinch from catastrophe, that treats the word flood as an embarrassment and the word Atlantis as a professional death sentence. There is a reason for that flinch, and it is not entirely to the establishment's discredit — the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were full of cranks and worse who used "lost civilizations" and "master races from the north" to peddle poison, and any serious scholar is right to be wary of that ground. We will walk it carefully, and I will show you exactly where the honest inquiry ends and the ugliness begins, because I have no more use for that ugliness
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