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All right, first things first. Atlantis never existed. Nope. Uh uh. No way. Totally, fabricated. It’s a story made up by Plato.

And it’s obviously a story made up by Plato. You can read it for yourself. Plato tells the story in the form of a dialogue. He runs across an old pal, and they have a discussion. In the course of the discussion, Plato mentions Atlantis. What is Atlantis?

Plato then explains that it is an old and well known story that everybody knows, except that no one knows it. Plato then says he got the story from Solon father of Athens, so you know it must be true, even though no one has heard of it and Solon didn’t mention it to anyone else. Then Plato says it’s totally a real story, because he got it from the Egyptians, who know practically everyone, so it must be true. Plato then goes into a detailed and rather fanciful description of Atlantis, its geography, flora and fauna, and the fact that they worship all the same gods that the Greeks do, so all that detail makes it totally true, plus having the same gods - because the Gods are totally real. If he’d said the Atlanteans worshiped their own pagan gods, well, you’d know it was put on, because those gods are fake.. He describes the government of Atlantis, which turns out to be the same as Plato’s ideal state, so that’s got to be true. Then he said that the Atlanteans made war on Athens, which is why all the Athenians know about it and so do the Egyptians so it must be totally true, even if no one else remembers it. The gods destroyed Atlantis, because Athens was so rocking. The end!

Look, anyone who has read a post-Arthur Conan Doyle story recognizes what’s going on. Before you get into the story, there’s this elaborate dog and pony show about finding the manuscript in an old chest of drawers, or some beggar passing you a mysterious key, all of which is designed to gin up a provenance for the story that goes beyond ‘I just made it up now.’

The Greeks didn’t even care one way or the other. They weren’t big on little details of whether something was true or not. Atlantis didn’t really become a thing until the modern day, when people got obsessed and started looking for it all over the place. News flash, there are lots of buried cities, lost civilizations, extinct cultures, and they’re fascinating and should be explored. But calling them Atlantis is a bit much.

So this whole thing is a thought experiment. We’re going to create Atlantis, as realistically as we can get away with.

Return to Atlantis
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WHERE WOULD WE PUT A LOST CONTINENT?

First problem is, where do we put it? In the Atlantic obviously. It’s Atlantis, after all. So let’s find a map of the Atlantic Ocean sea floor and start there. Preferably you want a topographic map, to give you a sense of how high or how low.

The trouble is, it’s actually pretty flat. There’s no actual suitable sunken land mass in the Atlantic that would serve the purpose. Back in the ice age when sea levels were a lot lower, there was a lot more land exposed, but this was just continental shelf. 

But there’s no actual sunken continents out there, no mini-continents, no micro-continents, no continental fragments. We have them in the Indian and Pacific Oceans, but not here. There are islands and island clusters, but mostly, they’re just sea mountains, not sunken or rising continents.

What we have to work with is the mid-Atlantic ridge. This is a chain of mountains that runs north to south, right down the middle of the Atlantic sea floor, like a giant zipper. The Atlantic Ridge is formed by the continental drift of North and South America going west, and Europe and Africa drifting east. As the sea floor widens, a trench opens up in the center, and magma builds up forming chains of mountains along the trench.

All of this is taking place very deep below us. The Atlantic Ocean floor is 4000 to 6000 meters down. In standard, that’s 13,000 to 19,000 feet deep. The mountains tips of the ridge are pretty tall, averaging about 2500 to 3000 meters deep, only 6,000 to 8000 feet.

And there, right around the longitudes of Spain, beginning around Gibraltar, and stretching up to southern Ireland, on the one side, and northern New England, on the other, is one particular section of the Mid-Atlantic ridge that spreads out into a sort of skinny triangle, and actually rises high up. On the topographic maps, it looks like a big island, only 1500 to 2000 meters deep, about 5000 to 6500 feet. Only a mile under water, give or take. There’s our Atlantis!

Of course, that’s still under a mile of water. And we can’t just remove a mile of water from the Atlantic, so we need to lift it up further. That’s not out of the question. After all, this ‘Atlantis’ has already uplifted thousands of feet from the Ocean floor as part of the ridge. Iceland is another example of volcanic uplift, the Kerguelen plateau in the Indian Ocean is a Texas sized uplift region which was above water for seventy million years. Places like the Galapagos, the Azores and Hawaii are products of local volcanism and volcanic uplift. And of course, Atlantis is already uplifted well above the Ocean floor, and above the rest of the Mid-Atlantic ridge.

So, how do we get Atlantis to rise up a little more? 

Where and when does this Atlantis come from? I'm going to bet on the possibly the late Miocene, but more likely the Pliocene Era, because geologically, there were some interesting things happening with Pliocene tectonics. There were two big changes that occurred, which might make for an arguable impact on the Atlantic.

The first thing is the largest fender bender in the history of the world. India, or technically the Indian continental plate, which has been racing recklessly north, collides with Asia. The force of that collision (in slow moving geological terms) is so intense that it literally piles up the Himalayas. This is between 10 and 2.5 million years ago. In a sense, it’s still going on today. Even more than that, Asia is pushed slightly north. Even now, the collision is still going on, India is still plowing north into Asia, and Asia's still forced north as well as moving in its own lateral direction. 

Now, here's the thing. The Atlantic is an opening ocean. The Americas and Europe are still pulling away from each other. Most of the movement seems to be America going west. But I believe that Europe is somewhat moving east. The Urals (sic) are the mountain range produced by the European plate bumping uglies with the Asian plates.

So India hits Asia, altering its movement a bit, how does that affect Europe? Europe's eastward momentum meets a divergent sheering force. You get mountains of course. But you also get obstruction, maybe the European plate's progress halts, hiccups or reverses a bit. But the European plate is pretty heavy. So the underlying inertia transfers to someplace lighter and weaker, the oceanic floor. Until, of course, that underlying geological shockwave, or the inertia of impact, runs up against the mid-Atlantic ridge, where the Ocean floor is actually spreading and it has nowhere to go. It's now pushing against a countervailing force, the spreading of the ridge.

What happens then? Up it goes. A section of the mid-Atlantic ridge is forced way up as a result of the Indian/Asian plate collision and breaks the surface.

Now, it’s possible I've gotten this slightly wrong, and Europe is moving some other direction. South maybe, or North, or even West. I don't thing that really matters. The Ural Mountains show that the European plate and Asian plate are in some degree of conflict or tension, and that a relatively minor change in orientation of the Asian plate, will have repercussions on the European plate, which will in turn have repercussions.

We're still in the realm of real world geology here. I'm speculating a bit far afield, but I believe that I'm loosely within our understanding of plate tectonics. The advantage of this is that real world geology applies to the rest of the continental plate tectonics, and we don't have to worry about any of that stuff butterfly stuff. At least, not at this point.

Instead, the single leap we are making, is that the stress forces of the Asia/India collision would eventually reach a point of relative weakness in the ocean floor crush, and produce an uplift region. This isn't even all that unreasonable, since this seems to be what produced Iceland and Kerguelen, neither of which, as I understand it, are derived from continental plates.

So the change may be something as subtle as a magma current moving a few degrees in the upper mantle or lower crust, which produces no other discernible real world effect.

Is it just India?

Nope, there's something else interesting going on about 3 million years ago in the Pliocene: North and South America join up. Why does this happen? Well, there's a shift in the Caribbean tectonic plate. The plate apparently moves east, or fails to move west as quickly as North and South America. As a result there's joining.

Now, what's interesting about that? Well, it seems to me that the Caribbean plate is moving or pressured in an easterly direction, so it’s likely that there's underlying stress that extend to and pushes up against the mid-Atlantic ridge. 

The joining of the plate and squeezing between North and South America is probably exerting pressure against the plate, as seen in mountain formations and uplifts, producing Mexican and Central American mountain ranges on one side, and the Caribbean Antilles and big islands on the other. I'd think some of that pressure would also transfer and potentially express against the mid-Atlantic ridge, at which point, it has nowhere to go.

Result? Uplift. So add them together, the Caribbean Plate movement/North and South America Joining, and the India/Asia plate collision are both putting pressure on different sides of the mid-Atlantic ridge. The result is basically uplift pressure, and the attempt of one side of the ridge to slide over the other side of the ridge.

But where the two sets of opposing forces overlap, where the uplift force is coming from two different directions, and neither side can slide over the other side, there's nowhere to go but up, and you get....

Atlantis. It's pretty fair sized. Eyeballing it, probably about the size of Spain or France. Let's call it a quarter of a million square miles.

And in pretty much roughly the right place, hopefully.

How's that sound?

Okay, so we've got a mechanism for Atlantis, and we've even got a time frame for Atlantis to happen. Roughly 2.5 to 4 million years ago. Let's say 3 to 3.5 million give or take a hundred thousand years or so.

Of course, this Atlantis is not stable. It's basically an uplift region of the Mid-Atlantic ridge, produced by the stress from two continental plates. It's probably going to sink again. But that will probably take another few million years. (For the record, I'm not a geologist. A real geologist, or seismologist, or tectonicologist would kick my ass six ways from Sunday. But I do believe that there's enough open and unanswered questions in planetary geology, and enough built in uncertainty, that this theory's got at least some seat of the pants arguability). Okay, so what next?

Well, for my next trick, we're going to fill Atlantis with stuff.

Return to Atlantis
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FLORA AND FAUNA, POPULATING THE CONTINENT WITH LIFE

Now here's the thing: Mid-Atlantic ridge uplift, only three million years old, left to its own devices, we're not going to get much, biologically speaking. The Atlantis uplift isn't a real continent, it’s not a tectonic plate, and it hasn't ever been part of a continent.

Which means that there's very little in the way of opportunities for life to spread to it. On the rest of the earth, all our biology, our suites of plants and animals come from the joining and separation of continents, and the critters moving back and forth. You can't do that across 1500 miles of empty ocean. Atlantis may end up a pretty barren place. The only plants will be the ones that arrive in the guts of birds, are carried by wind, or are hardy enough to survive drifting across the ocean, that's going to be thin.

The really impressive biological laboratories, like New Zealand and Madagascar, started off with a good repertoire of flora, and then they had fifty million years of isolation or better. We don't got that, so the plants are going to be relatively non-diverse, probably lots of empty and unexploited plant niches.

Probably relatively poor soils because of the biological under productivity. It takes a lot to make good soils - decades or centuries of vegetation growing, dying and decomposing, and the right kinds of bacteria helping the process along, along with worms, annelids, insects, etc., none of which have an easy route. 

As for animals. Well, maybe a bunch of insect species that come over as a result of windstorms or hurricanes, surviving the float on pieces of debris. That might evolve into possibly some super-sized cockroaches. You'll get Birds and Bats, they can fly over. It's a long way, and most species won't make it. But you might get long distance types making it and settling in - at best, you'd get a flightless pigeon the size of a turkey, or a flightless goose. Maybe a few lizards survive the float to drift over and that's about it. 

Pretty much nothing in the fields of domesticable plant or animal species. Atlantis will be a relatively empty, impoverished and barren place.

Well, that's no fun at all.

The only way around that, is that sometime in Atlantis geological history, we have to connect it up with another land mass. Good News: Candidates are Africa, South America, North America and Europe! Bad news? None of them are especially close, and most of them are far enough off that we can write them off completely.

Ahh, but, if we go to the topographic map, or Google Earth, and poke around the vicinity of Spain (offshore), what do we find? We find a whole bunch of off again, on again, seamounts and ridges going this way and that, but definitely heading.... towards the Mid-Atlantic ridge. Heading, in fact, towards the place where we'd be expecting our Atlantis to make an appearance, three or four million years ago. But clearly, these are geologically active regions, at least somewhat vulnerable to stress.

Let's say that in our altered timeline, the forces that produce the Mid-Atlantic uplift that produce Atlantis, probably act on these already geologically active and uplifted regions. And as Atlantis rises, so too do the uplift regions extend to connect to Atlantis. So, we've got a land bridge! From Spain!

Now, the good news, or maybe the bad news, is that the land bridge probably doesn't last. It's most likely the result of the tectonic stresses that are produced by the India/Asia collision. 

The trouble is, that those stresses culminate are eventually released, as ridge climbs over ridge, or as Atlantis rises. So even as Atlantis is rising, the land bridge connecting it to the Eurafrican mainland is probably sinking.

Now, geologically, this is probably happening pretty fast. Within a few hundred thousand years. In biology terms, that’s pretty slow. More than long enough for life forms, both plant and animal, to colonize their way onto the land bridge, and to grow all along it, even into the rising Atlantis.

What this means is that it’s a one-time colonization event. The land bridge is relatively brief, and it’s to a 'still rising' pseudo-continent. There's no two way exchange, there's no continuing colonization. Everyone has bought a one way ticket, and once they arrive, that's it, there's no more passages into Atlantis. Not until Man comes along.

So, what makes it to Atlantis? And what's it like now in our present day?

Well, basically, 3 million years isn't a really really long time to evolve radically, particularly when your population is confined to a relatively small pseudo-continent. Evolution is a factor of mutations. Mutations occur at a steady rate in a given population. You want mutations to occur faster, then you need a larger population - more population, more mutations occurring. You get more population by giving them more territory. 

The other side of the coin is that if the land mass is fairly small - say instead of Asia or Africa, you just have a land mass the size of Spain, then it only sustains a relatively small population, which means fewer mutations occur. That means a much slower rate of change.

Evolution in Atlantis, with its quarter of a million square miles, is going to be relatively poky compared to an Island Continent of three to eight million square miles - Australia, South America and North America in its day. Or compared to the new world (North and South America) of 15 million square miles. Or EurAsiAfica of 40 million square miles.

On the other hand, in EurAsiAfrica, the threats to species will be coming from environmental conditions, and new competing plants and animals evolving in a series of habitats and biomes running over 35 million square miles. That's a lot of room for new species to evolve, and once they evolve to spread fast and become game changers somewhere else. In that much territory, it’s easy for a new kind of grass, for instance, to evolve somewhere, spread like wildfire all over the place, cause the extinction of some lines of herbivores and trigger the evolution of new kinds of herbivores. 

In Atlantis, you're not going to have new species showing up from the far corner of Asia. Instead, you get isolation and stability, instead of rapid replacement, existing species have more opportunity to adapt to changing conditions, or to simply reduce or alter their range. There'll be lots of local specialization, but very little of the revolutionary tug of war, which drives species into extinction.

So Atlantis becomes a sort of lost world of Pliocene flora and fauna, stuff that goes extinct back in EurAsiAfrica. You'll probably get some indigenous fine tuning - evolution doesn't stop entirely. But your plants and animals will basically resemble what was living in Europe and Africa three million years ago. Stuff. 

So what do we have? Well, the Pliocene are the glory days of elephants. Poke around, and you'll find all sorts of Elephants and Elephant-cousins. There's the classical mammoth, found in North Africa, it might have been in the right place at the right time to make it to Atlantis. Maybe Mastodons. Perhaps Deinotheres, which were basically elephants with the tusks on the lower jaws. 

Gomphotheres, a shovel tusked elephant, about the size of an Indian Elephant. Inhabited swamps and semi-aquatic habitats across Africa Europe and Asia. A likely land bridge traveler. The Gomphotheres were very successful, made it into North America, and may have survived in South America as late as 400CE. My take on it is that they were likely competing for habitat with the Hippos, but were also dedicated marshland creatures. Hippos probably won't make it to Atlantis, so the small marsh elephantoids might have the place to themselves. 

I dunno, the notion of Atlantis as the last stand of the various elephant lines Appeals to me. They really were in full bloom in the Pliocene, and they got hit pretty hard through the Pleistocene, until by our time, there were only a couple of species left. But here, they'd survive. It might be interesting to see how broadly the elephant lines radiate with open niches and reduced competition. Perhaps we'd see a really slender gracile elephant, a kind of stick figure that takes the niche of Giraffes. Or potentially, small horse or cow sized fast running grazers. Evolution will be slow, but there might be some empty spaces to fill.

Chalicotheres, sort of crosses between gorillas and horses, with short hind legs, long fore legs, knuckle walking, and long claws. Morphologically, and possibly via habitat, they remind me a lot of the American sloths. They survived in Africa up until 2 million years ago, forest dwellers. I see them as solitary forest giants, sort of giant sloths/giant pandas/forest elephants. Their great claws and ability to rear up on hind legs would make them formidable.

If you want more conventional animals, then Psolea was a Roman nosed gazelle, which appears to have frequented Morocco and the Atlas Mountains in northern Africa, close enough to maybe make it across the land bridge. Lived up till 2.5 million years ago. It might have been the source of an adaptive radiation, so all the Atlantean gazelles might have had huge honkers. The Pliocene also have deer not too different from modern forms. Possibly, Libralcis, a big Pliocene deer that was native to France. Might have made it over the land bridge. Megaloceras, is another deer candidate. Want to go pack to more normal looking critters. There’s a potentially domesticable cattle species that is in the right place at the right time.

What else? Cows and Antelopes are pretty likely. Hoofed ungulates were catching on back then. No giraffes by the way. Camels are coming into Asia from North America, they won't make it. Horses are a big maybe, I don't know what their range was. 

Rodents, definitely. Cats definitely, including Scimitar Cats (not quite saber toothed), dagger tooth cats and actual saber tooths. Hyenas definitely. 

Bears and Canines? They seem to have emigrated from North America during the Miocene, and by the Pliocene had spread widely. The famous Cave Bear, definitely found in Spain, goes back to the early Pleistocene, which suggests his ancestors had found their way already. There was also the bearlike Agriotherium. 

Giraffes, while evolving, didn’t seem to have made it into northern Africa or Europe. Rhinos favored Asia and North America, but seem to have been pretty sparse on the ground. My impression is that they didn’t really hit their stride until the Pleistocene. Hippos also seem like a long shot, at best.

But it could get interesting. We can't necessarily assume that every single species makes it over. There may be gaps, and gaps mean vacant niches that the existing species that do make it over can exploit. I've speculated about Elephants perhaps moving into Hippo and Giraffe niches. But there may be other gaps that show up. For instance, if there's gaps in the Predator niches, then primates might move into some of them. In which case, Atlantis has killer apes or monkeys. There was actually one species of giant baboon, Dinopithecus, that was in North Africa, and could have made it over to become a successful killer monkey. Or maybe not. Something to think about.

We’ve definitely got successful lines of apes. Pliothecus was a sort of gibbon-like tree ape known from both Africa and Europe. It was likely in Spain and a good land bridge candidate. We also got apes. Apes and Monkeys. The Pliocene was the big golden age of speciation for Apes. There were maybe two hundred species worldwide, as opposed to the current handful (Gorillas, Chimps, Bonobos, Orangs, Gibbons and Humans). Apes and Monkeys ranged up into Southern Europe, were in Spain, so they probably made it over to Atlantis. 

Want to have some fun? We might be looking at the loose time period where Australopithecus was getting into Homo Erectus. Now, Australopithecus doesn't seem to have ranged widely, but rather, stuck to his corner of Africa. On the other hand, Homo Erectus moves around quite a bit, and got all the way through Asia into Sundaland, but he seems a little late. It's barely possible that some intermediate species, like Paranthropus or Homo Habilis might well have made it into Atlantis before the land bridge sank.

Hominids were evolving pretty fast around that time, so we might well have seen some hominid speciation and new hominids in Atlantis - giants, trolls, goblins, dwarves, ogres, who knows. Or we might have a range of ape-men. Or we might have a parallel hominid, an Atlantean parallel human. That's a bit of a leap, since the Atlantean hominids are unlikely to evolve rapidly. But who knows... Perhaps the first local animal the Atlanteans domesticate are their own ancestors? Ape men? Or maybe they're just mysterious strange critters inhabiting the forests. Or powerful giant savages for the Colosseum.

Potentially, what we're going to see are the Eur-Asia-African species that are most prevalent in the region of Spain and North Africa crossing over on the land bridge. So it’s going to be a snapshot of that area. A modern visitor to Atlantis would probably tend to see Atlantean fauna as resembling Africa, with some odd additions from Europe. But it’s really genuinely archaic stuff.

Do you want Dragons in Atlantis? Well, there are a couple of ‘gavial’ type (long narrow snouted fish eaters) crocodilians in the Pliocene that went up to 60 feet long. The only problem is that the two known giant species are in South America, in the Andes region, and India. But it’s possible that a population of the South American giants got trapped in the Caribbean at the time of contact, and eventually wound up in Atlantis. And if you want bizarre, one of the big South American crocodilians (about 30 feet) went to filter feeding, developing baleen plates instead of teeth. 

Generally though, you won’t get much fauna and minimal flora from North or South America. It’s just too far, there’s no possibility of a land bridge. The Supercrocs might be a slim exception to the rule. But that’s pretty much it. More likely, Atlantean Supercrocs would be a parallel development, if they existed at all.
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