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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  THE AZTECS ‘AS EVIL AS NAZIS’




  In 2009 the British Museum in London staged an exhibition entitled ‘Moctezuma: Aztec Ruler’ which did not go down at all well in some

  quarters. Critics felt aggrieved that the ruler’s name had been changed from Montezuma to Moctezuma, the former spelling having been ‘in satisfactory use’ for 500 years. But

  beyond that, these critics found the quality of Aztec craftsmanship to be poor, no better than bric-à-brac to be found in London’s Portobello Road, a popular antiques bazaar.

  The art critic of the London Evening Standard found that, compared with the achievements of Donatello and Ghiberti (i.e., broadly contemporary European artists), the Aztec material

  ‘was pretty feeble stuff’, that there was ‘no art’ in the ‘barbarism of the Aztec world’, that many of the masks were of the ‘utmost hideousness’,

  gruesome and grotesque fetishes of a cruel culture. The London Mail on Sunday was equally forthright. In an article headlined, ‘BRITISH MUSEUM ARTEFACTS “AS EVIL AS NAZI LAMPSHADES MADE FROM HUMAN SKIN”,’ Philip Hensher, a writer listed as one of

  the 100 most influential people in Britain, wrote: ‘If there is a more revoltingly inhumane and despicable society known to history than the Aztecs, I really don’t care to know about

  it.’ On top of the moral and aesthetic ugliness of the Aztecs, this critic concluded that ‘It is difficult to imagine a museum display that gives off such an overwhelming sense of human

  evil as this one.’




  Strong words, but there are other ways of looking at the civilisations of the New World. In two recent books, for example, the authors stress the ways in which the ancient Americans outstripped

  their Old World counterparts. Gordon Brotherston, in his The Book of the Fourth World, describes the Mesoamerican calendar as ‘demanding greater chronometric

  sophistication than the West was at first capable of’. Charles Mann, in his excellent book, 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus, points out not only that the

  Mesoamerican 365-day calendar was more accurate than its contemporaries in Europe, but that the population of Tiwanaku (in ancient Bolivia) reached 115,000 in AD 1000,

  five centuries ahead of Paris, that Wampanoag Indian families were more loving than the families of the English invaders, that Indians were cleaner than the British or French they came into

  contact with, that Indian moccasins were ‘so much more comfortable and waterproof’ than mouldering English boots, that the Aztec empire was bigger by far than any European state, and

  that Tenochtitlán had botanical gardens when none existed in Europe.




  Such ad hoc individual comparisons, though interesting enough on the face of it, may or may not mean anything in the long run. After all, there is no getting away from the fact that it was the

  Europeans who sailed westward and ‘discovered’ the Americas and not the other way round. There is also no getting away from the fact that, over the last thirty years, a body of

  knowledge has built up which does indeed confirm that, in some significant respects, the ancient New World was very different from the Old World.




  The most telling of these differences falls in the realm of organised violence. In research for this book, I counted twenty-nine titles published in the last thirty years – one a year

  – devoted to human sacrifice, cannibalism and other forms of ritual violence. Here, for example, are the titles published since the millennium: The Taphonomy of Cannibalism, 2000;

  Ritual Sacrifice in Ancient Peru, 2001; Victims of Human Sacrifice in Multiple Tombs of the Ancient Maya, 2003; Cenotes, espacios sagrados y la práctica del sacrificio

  humano en Yucatán, 2004; Human Sacrifice, Militarism and Rulership, 2005; Human Sacrifice for Cosmic Order and Regeneration, 2005; Meanings of Human Companion Sacrifice

  in Classic Maya Society, 2006; Sacrificio, tratamiento ritual del cuerpo humano en la Antigua sociedad maya, 2006; Procedures in Human Heart Extraction and Ritual Meaning, 2006;

  New Perspectives on Human Sacrifice and Ritual Body Treatment in Ancient Maya Society, 2007; The Taking and Displaying of Human Body Parts as Trophies by Amerindians, 2007; Bonds

  of Blood: Gender, Lifecycle and Sacrifice in Aztec Culture, 2008; Los Origines de Sacrificio Humano en Mesoamerica Formativo, 2008; Walled Settlements,

  Buffer Zones and Human Decapitation in the Acari Valley, Peru, 2009; Blood and Beauty: Organised Violence in the Art and Archaeology of Mesoamerica and Central America, 2009. Jane

  E. Buikstra, an expert on Mayan mortuary techniques, has calculated that the number of scholarly papers on Mayan ritual violence has grown from about two a year before 1960 to fourteen a year in

  the 1990s, a rate of publication that continued at least until 2011. On top of this, research into ritual violence in pre-Columbian North America has also grown. According to John W. Verano,

  professor of anthropology at Tulane University in New Orleans, each year brings a significant new discovery. Again, it is not so much the level of violence that fascinates researchers, so much as

  its organised nature and the specific forms of brutality that existed, and different New World attitudes and practices in regard to the associated pain.




  It was an awareness of these seemingly strange yet significant differences between the hemispheres, and a desire to make sense of the context, that sparked the idea for this book. Initially, my

  ideas were worked out in discussion with Rebecca Wilson, my editor at Weidenfeld & Nicolson in London, but they have since benefited greatly from the energies of Alan Samson, publisher at

  W&N. I would also like to thank the indexer Helen Smith, and the following specialist scholars – archaeologists, anthropologists, geographers – for their input, some of whom have

  read all or parts of the typescript, and have corrected errors and made suggestions for improvements: Ash Amin, Anne Baring, Ian Barnes, Peter Bellwood, Brian Fagan, Susan Keech McIntosh, Chris

  Scarre, Kathy Tubb, Tony Wilkinson and Sijia Wang. Needless to say, such errors and omissions as remain are the sole responsibility of the author.




  I would also like to thank the staffs of several research libraries: The Haddon Library of Archaeology and Anthropology, in the University of Cambridge; the Institute of Archaeology Library, in

  the University of London; the London Library, St James’s Square, London; the Library of the School of Oriental and African Studies, also in the University of London.




  From time to time, instead of repeating the phrases ‘Old World’/‘New World’, I have varied the wording and employed ‘western’/‘eastern’ hemisphere

  or ‘the Americas’/‘Eurasia’. This is simply for the sake of variety (and, occasionally, strict accuracy), and nothing ideological is implied by this

  usage.




  I have sometimes used BC to date sites, or events, and sometimes BP (before the present). This respects the wishes of the researchers whose work

  is being discussed.




  This is a book that concentrates on the differences between Old World and New World peoples. This is not to deny that there are also many similarities between the civilisations

  that existed in both hemispheres before the Europeans ‘discovered’ America. In fact, investigation of these similarities has thus far been the chief interest of archaeologists. For

  readers who wish to explore these similarities, they are referred to an appendix available online at www.orionbooks.co.uk/thegreatdivide.
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  Map 1: Human migration, 125,000–15,000 BC
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  Map 2: The extent of the major old world ancient civilisations
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  Map 3: The natural distribution of the plough, wheeled transport and major food products before AD 1500. Note the minimal overlap between the spread of

  tubers and roots on the one hand, and cereals on the other
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  Map 4: The distribution of certain natural and cultural features discussed in the text
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  Map 5: Siberian/Alaskan settlements, the outline of the Bering Landbridge, and the distribution of the Kelp Forests around the Pacific rim




  [image: ]




  Map 6: The distribution of the world’s major language families
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  Map 7: Natural features of the Pacific rim and South Asia, discussed in the text
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  Map 8: Worldwide distribution of tectonic plates and earthquake activity
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  Map 9: The maximum wind speed (in mph) achievable by hurricanes over the course of an average year
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  Map 10: Origin points of tropical cyclones over a thirty-year period




  





  INTRODUCTION




  15000 BC–AD 1500




  A UNIQUE PERIOD IN HUMAN HISTORY




  Just after sunset, on Thursday, 11 October 1492, Christopher Columbus, in his ship the Santa María, was – by his own

  calculations, set out in his journal – some 896 leagues (or, roughly, 3,000 miles) west of the Canary Islands and on the verge of reaching, as he thought, Cipangu, or Japan. So far it had not

  been a difficult voyage, though the rudder of one of the two accompanying ships, the Niña (the other was the Pinta), had come adrift twice, causing delays, which more than one

  sceptic has put down to sabotage on the part of those in the crew who were reluctant to sail into the unknown. By the same token, the fact that Columbus calculated one distance travelled each day,

  but gave the men a smaller figure, has been attributed to his need to pretend that they were less distant from Spain than in fact they were. This ‘subterfuge’ is now generally

  discounted: a medieval league was the distance a ship could sail in one hour – say seven to twelve miles – and Italian leagues (Columbus was Genoese) were smaller than Spanish ones. The

  Spanish figures would have meant more to his men than the Italian variety.




  Nonetheless, Columbus was anxious to reach land. His expedition had experienced several days without much wind, causing the men to doubt whether they could, in such circumstances, expect ever to

  return home.




  In his journal as early as Sunday, 16 September – nearly a month before – they had been keenly interpreting signs that they were near land. On that day they encountered some

  ‘deep green seaweed which (so it seemed to him) had only recently been torn from land’.1 They saw a good deal more weed as the days passed. At

  other times the sea water seemed less salty, as if they were nearing the mouth of a large fresh-water river; they saw large flocks of birds flying west (as if towards land),

  plus gannets and terns, species which ‘sleep on land and in the morning fly out to sea to look for food and do not go further than 20 leagues’. At still other times they saw birds,

  including ducks, which they took to be river birds; or else it rained with a kind of ‘drizzle without wind, which is a sure sign of land’.2 The

  smaller ships were faster than Columbus’s own and, during the day, they often became separated. (The Spanish monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, had offered a lifelong pension to the first man

  to spot land.) But the three ships were instructed to keep together at sunrise and sunset, ‘because at those times the atmosphere was such as to allow them to see

  furthest’.3 In fact, land had been ‘spotted’ twice before but each time it proved illusory.




  On 11 October, however, the crew of the Pinta encountered a stalk and a twig and fished out from the sea another stick, ‘carved with iron by the looks of it, and a piece of cane and

  other vegetation that grows on land, and a small plank’.4




  They sailed on as the sun set that day and, at around ten in the evening, Columbus himself claimed to have seen a light. According to Bartolomé de las Casas, the sympathetic historian

  whose father travelled with Columbus on his second voyage, Rodrigo Sánches de Segovia, whom the king and queen had sent as comptroller, did not agree with Columbus though other crew members

  did. Later scholars have calculated that if Columbus did see a light, it must have been some sort of fire but it would have to have been a very large fire, because the Santa

  María, we now know, was then some 50 miles off land.




  In fact, the first undisputed sighting of land took place in darkness, at two o’clock the next morning, Friday, 12 October, the identification being made by a sailor whose name was given

  by Las Casas, in his summary of Columbus’s Journal, as Rodrigo de Triana. But since this name does not appear in the crew lists, scholars have concluded he must have been Juan

  Rodríguez Bermejo, a native of the town of Molinos.5 The land was about two leagues – fifteen to twenty miles – away.




  Columbus ordered his men to ‘lay to’ that night, taking down some of the sails, waiting for dawn. The next morning the captains of the three ships – Columbus, Martin Alonso

  Pinzón and his brother, Vicente Yáñez – went ashore in a small armed boat, accompanied by the comptroller, and they together witnessed Columbus

  claim the island in the name of the King and Queen of Spain. He called it San Salvador.




  Soon, however, many islanders gathered round. ‘In order to win their good will,’ Columbus wrote in his journal that night, ‘because I could see that they were a people who

  could more easily be won over and converted to our holy faith by kindness than by force, I gave some of them red hats and glass beads that they put round their necks, and many other things of

  little value, with which they were very pleased and became so friendly that it was a wonder to see. Afterwards they swam out to the ships’ boats where we were and brought parrots and balls of

  cotton thread and spears and many other things, and they bartered with us for other things which we gave them, like glass beads and hawks’ bells. In fact they took and gave everything they

  had with good will, but it seemed to me that they were a people who were very poor in everything. They go as naked as their mothers bore them, even the women, though I only saw one girl, and she

  was very young.’ After describing the people (now known to be Tainos) physically, and how they painted their bodies, Columbus went on, ‘They do not carry arms and do not know of them

  because I showed them some swords and they grasped them by the blade and cut themselves out of ignorance. They have no iron: their spears are just shafts without a metal tip, and some have a fish

  tooth at the end.’




  This date – 12 October 1492, and this encounter, between an Italian acting under royal Spanish auspices, and a people now known to have spread north from South America,

  near the Orinoco River in Venezuela – comprise an event of almost unrivalled importance in world history: the first meeting between the Old World and the New. Yet Columbus’s

  Journal, this part of it certainly, is a relatively tame document and even allowing for the fact that Spanish wasn’t his first (or even his second) language, it is not hard to see why.

  Columbus himself had no real idea of what he had discovered, or its significance. This is underlined by the fact that, even today, we don’t know where, exactly, this island was, or is. We

  know that it was in what are now called the Bahamas, and we know that the native name for the Bahamas was Lucayas. We also know that the native name for that particular island was Guanahaní

  but nothing more. Many islands in the Bahamas and the Turks and Caicos group fit Columbus’s description and, in all, some nine locations have been suggested. The most

  likely, according to modern scholars, are Watlings Island or Samana Cay.




  Columbus and his crew were relieved to reach land, not least for the fact that they could take on fresh water. But he moved on quickly, the following day, on the afternoon of Sunday, 14 October.

  At that time it was not yet a legal requirement in Spain for ships’ captains to keep a log (that only happened in 1575), so we are perhaps fortunate in having anything at all in

  Columbus’s hand. But his style is very repetitive, his observations are very general and, as Barry Ife has observed, the admiral’s first aim seems to have been to make everything

  familiar – he constantly compared the terrain he had discovered with rivers and landscapes in Seville or Andalusia, rather than specifying what was new or exotic (though he did this later).

  ‘Columbus’s response to the natural beauty of the islands is undoubtedly genuine, but it is also strategic. Each island is the most beautiful that eyes have ever seen. The trees are

  green, straight and tall, fragrant and full of singing birds. The rivers are deep, the harbours wide, wide enough to embrace all the ships of Christendom . . . what Columbus describes is not so

  much what he saw, as the sense of wonder with which he saw it.’6




  There is, therefore, hidden in Columbus’s account, a sense in which he was disappointed in what he found on the far side of the Atlantic. This may seem strange to us, who are the

  beneficiaries or the victims of his achievement, but Columbus’s disappointment relates – of course – to the well-known fact that, to the end of his life, he maintained ‘that

  he had reached the “Indies” he had set out to find. He had landed on islands close to Cipangu (Japan), and on the mainland of Cathay (China).’7




  This insistence shows that all manner of historical forces were represented by Columbus, whether he knew it or not. In the first place, his voyages were the culmination in a mammoth series of

  navigational triumphs that had begun centuries earlier. Some of these voyages had been much longer than Columbus’s, and no less hazardous. In some ways, they collectively represent

  humankind’s most astounding characteristic: intellectual curiosity. Man’s medieval ventures into the unknown are, save for space travel, simply impossible for us to share and therefore

  separate us from Columbus’s time in a fundamental way.




  Low-key as Columbus’s landfall was, however, as the world now knows it eventually sparked a stampede across the Atlantic, a tide that still continues to an extent

  and changed forever the very shape of our world, with momentous consequences, both brilliant and catastrophic. It is not always recognised, however, that Columbus’s discovery, whatever else

  it did, also marked the end – or the beginning of the end – of a particular phase in history, a singular set of circumstances that have only been appreciated – can only have been

  fully understood – in recent years, owing to discoveries in several fields of learning. That unique period in history had begun, very roughly speaking, more than 16,000 years previously.




  THE GREATEST NATURAL EXPERIMENT IN HISTORY




  Until Columbus’s landfall on San Salvador, from approximately 15000 BC, when ancient peoples first entered the Americas, until roughly AD 1500, to speak in round numbers, there were two entirely separate populations on earth, one in the New World, one in the Old, each unaware of the other. This is a period of

  history that has never been regarded as an epoch in its own right before, but a moment’s thought will show how unusual it was, and how deserving of inquiry.




  These separate populations were faced with different environments, different weather, different landscapes, different vegetation, different animals. Nature in the two hemispheres, as we

  shall show, was very different. For more than sixteen thousand years – between 600 and 800 generations – these two populations, originally so similar, adapted to their environments,

  developing different survival strategies, different customs, different languages, different religions and, ultimately, different civilisations. For all of this time the world was divided in a

  unique – an unprecedented – way, but when Columbus set foot on Guanahaní, therefore, and, without knowing it, he began a process whereby this unique parallel development was

  eventually brought to an end.




  And this is the purpose of The Great Divide, to resurrect and recreate, to examine and investigate that parallel development, to observe the similarities and contrast the differences

  between the Old World populations and the New World populations, to see where the comparisons and the contrasts lead.




  In a sense the parallel development of these two populations was the greatest natural experiment the world has seen. Not a tidy experiment of course, in the laboratory

  sense, but a fascinating exercise in comparison nonetheless, a unique opportunity to see how nature and human nature interact, to explain ourselves to ourselves. It is a project not carried out

  before.




  The territories under scrutiny – entire hemispheres – are the greatest entities on Earth, along with the oceans, and some purists may be sceptical that the comparison involves too

  many variables to be meaningful. But I think the evidence is plentiful enough to enable us to draw some very fruitful conclusions about the important and long-term differences between the Old World

  and the New which explain – as well as describe – the markedly different trajectories of civilisation in the two hemispheres.




  For perfectly understandable reasons, archaeologists and anthropologists have in general looked at the similarities between different civilisations across the world, sharing the view that

  such comparisons will, more than anything else, reveal fundamentals about human nature, human society, and the way humankind has developed over the last 10,000 years, since the end of the Ice Age.

  While not denying that those parallels exist, or that they are important, this book takes the obverse approach and looks at the differences between the two hemispheres, on the grounds that

  these are just as instructive, perhaps more so, and that they have been relatively neglected. These differences also throw an important sidelight on what, ultimately, it means to be human.




  The book is divided into three. Part One describes how the first Americans reached the New World, what was special about their journey, how their experiences distinguished them from the peoples

  they left behind in Eurasia. Part Two describes the important and systematic ways in which the two hemispheres differed (and differ) – in geography, climate, their flora and fauna and the

  interaction between these separate elements. In some ways, this is the most surprising section of the book, that something as fundamental as Nature should vary so much between the two

  hemispheres. Part Three is a narrative, two narratives in fact, entwined around each other, as we follow the different trajectories as people in the two hemispheres both evolved great – but

  in some ways very different – civilisations.




  Broadly speaking, The Great Divide seeks to show that the physical world which early people inhabited – the landscape, the vegetation, the non-human animal

  life, plus the dominant features of the climate, of latitude and the relation of the land to the sea – determined the ideology of humans, their beliefs, their religious practices,

  their social structure, their commercial and industrial activities, and that, in turn, ideology, once it had emerged and cohered, determined the further characteristic interaction between humans

  and the environment. It may be true, as the socio-biologists and geneticists say, that there is only one human nature. But the very different environments across the world created some very

  different ideas that early peoples had about human nature. And, as this book seeks to show, that was in many ways more important.




  Our story will show that each hemisphere depended on, and was determined by, three very different phenomena. Vast stretches of the Old World fell under the influence of the Asian monsoon, the

  seasonal rainy period that extended from the eastern Mediterranean to China, which supported two-thirds of the world’s farmers and which has, for reasons we shall explore, been gradually

  weakening in strength for the past 8,000 years. This meant that fertility was the main preoccupation of religion in the Old World. Second, the existence of domesticated mammals

  exerted another all-important influence over the course of ancient history in the Old World, in particular the nature and extent of inter-societal competition and warfare. In the New World

  in contrast, the dominant influences were extreme – violent – weather, and, third, the much wider availability, variety and greater abundance of hallucinogenic plants. Together, these

  factors meant that religion, ideology, took on a far more vivid, intense and apocalyptic tone in the Americas.




  The Great Divide attempts quite an ambitious synthesis of what, to begin with, may appear to be very different disciplines: cosmology and climatology, geology and palaeontology, mythology

  and botany, archaeology and volcanology.




  It also makes use of one of the great breakthroughs in modern scholarship that has occurred since the Second World War – namely, the understanding of the newly deciphered scripts of the

  four main Mesoamerican civilisations – the Aztec, Mixtec, Zapotec and Mayan. Although only four Mayan books escaped the Spanish flames during the Conquest, other books or codices, produced

  jointly by Spanish clerics and Native Americans, and now countless inscriptions on stone stelae, altars and flights of stone steps, and other monuments and sculptures, are

  understood to such effect that the last thirty years have seen a massive explosion in knowledge and understanding of pre-Columbian life in the New World.




  The Great Divide uses this recent scholarship to formulate a systematic comparison between ancient history in the two hemispheres, and in doing so we shall see that there were very

  different trajectories as between Eurasia and the Americas. Despite these different paths, both hemispheres developed similar features, but it is the differences that are our concern here,

  in this book. They tell us just as much about human nature – and maybe more – as the similarities do.




  In examining these trajectories jointly, we shall not only see what happened – when and where the civilisations began to diverge – but why.




  





  • Part One •




  HOW THE FIRST AMERICANS DIFFERED FROM OLD WORLD PEOPLES




  





  • 1 •




  FROM AFRICA TO ALASKA: THE GREAT JOURNEY AS REVEALED IN THE GENES, LANGUAGE AND THE STONES




  If our ‘experiment’ of comparing developments in the New World with those in the Old is to have as much meaning as possible, then we

  need to be as clear in our minds as we can be as to what extent the people in the two hemispheres were similar in the beginning. Or, failing that, we need to know how they differed. Clearly, this

  is not an easy task – we are talking of a time of at least 15,000 years ago and, in much of the material in this and the next chapter, a lot longer ago than that. But, although the time depth

  is daunting, and the material of such a nature that we need to be cautious at all times – since so much is speculation, albeit informed speculation – that should not deter us. A few

  years ago, it would have been impossible to answer these sorts of question but now, thanks to developments in biology (in particular genetics), in geology, in cosmology, climatology, linguistics

  and mythology we understand far more about our deep history than ever before. The conclusions we are able to draw, however tentative, are worth the effort.




  OUT OF AFRICA




  Because of the discovery of DNA, genes, and in particular mitochondrial DNA (normally written as mtDNA

  and inherited only through the mother), and the Y-chromosome (which determines male sexuality), and because we know the rate at which DNA mutates, it has become possible

  – through the comparative analysis of the DNA of modern peoples right across the globe – to assess who is related to whom, both now and at

  various times in the past.1 In effect mtDNA gives us, as one expert put it, ‘a cumulative history of our own maternal

  prehistory’, while the Y-chromosome does the same for our paternal history. For our purposes, the main elements in this theoretical picture (much of which is still to be confirmed

  archaeologically) are as follows:




  

    

      

        •   Modern humans evolved in Africa around 150,000 years ago.




        •   Perhaps as early as 125,000 years ago, a group of humans left Africa, most likely across the Bab al-Mandab Strait, at the southern end of the Red Sea

        (when that sea was some 230 feet lower than it is now) and travelled across the southern Arabian peninsula at a time when the region was much wetter than now, occupied by lakes and rivers. No

        human remains have been found, but primitive stone tools, similar to those produced in Africa at much the same time by Homo sapiens, have been excavated at Jebel Faya, a rock shelter

        near the Strait of Hormuz. Genetic evidence, of individuals across the world, alive now, shows that all non-African people are descended from one small group that must have passed

        through the Arabian peninsula. During very dry periods, the Jebel Faya population may have been isolated for hundreds or even thousands of years, before moving on, eastwards, along river

        routes that are now submerged in the Gulf. In this way they would have avoided the arid inland deserts of the region, eventually reaching India, by way of the Iranian and Pakistan coasts.

        This ‘beachcombing’ theory about the peopling of the world is still only that, a theory, but it is supported by the genetic evidence and by the presence of ancient shell middens

        on many coastal sites. Furthermore, we now know that, for much of human existence, before 6,000 years ago, sea levels were lower than now and as a consequence there was

        at that time perhaps as much as 16 million square kilometres more dry land in the world than there is now, ten per cent of the inhabited areas of the globe, a significant and attractive

        resource. We also know that, in general, marine/littoral environments provide a richer nutritional environment and support higher population densities and more sedentary settlements than do

        inland sites. Hunter-gatherers in ancient coastal and landbridge areas have so far been peripheral to human prehistory but that looks as though it is in the process of changing.




        •   This group that left Africa may not have been very large: Y-chromosome studies suggest it perhaps comprised only about 1,000 men of reproductive age

        and the same number of women. Add on children and older people and this represents a population of perhaps 5,000. They may not all have gone together, either. Studies of foragers show that

        they like to live in groups of about 150, though when they ceased beachcombing, in Australia for example, they formed tribes of between 500 and 1,000 people (which is what the European

        colonisers found when they arrived in Australia at the end of the eighteenth century).




        •   After 70,000 years ago, humans crossed into Australia.




        •   At 50,000–46,000 years ago, in what is now Iran/Afghanistan, a group left the coast and travelled north and west, to populate Europe.




        •   About 40,000 years ago, a second bifurcation took place, this time in Pakistan/north India, with another group travelling inland into central

        Asia.




        •   At about the same time, the ‘beachcombers’ had reached China, travelling around the ‘corner’ of South East Asia, and then

        moving inland, back west, along what would become much later the Silk Route.




        •   Roughly 30,000–20,000 years ago, the groups that had headed inland from Pakistan/India bifurcated, with one group travelling west, towards

        Europe, while the other travelled deep into Siberia, perhaps meeting up with the people moving inland from China.




        •   Some time around 25,000–22,000 years ago, humans reached the Bering Land Bridge which connected Siberia to Alaska, though there is no

        archaeological evidence for them in Chukotka, or Alaska, until after 15,000 years ago. At that time, the world was in the grip of the last Ice Age, which endured from

        110,000 years ago to about 14,000 years ago and as a result of which much of the world’s water was locked away in the great glaciers – many kilometres thick – which mantled

        the Earth. As a consequence, the world’s sea levels had fallen to some 400 feet below where they are now. In turn, this meant that the geography of the world was substantially different

        from what it is today. One important – crucial, fascinating – effect of this was that the Bering Strait did not then exist. It was comprised of dry land, or at least scrub land

        with lots of ponds and lakes but even so very passable for early humans. And so, some time between, roughly speaking, 20,000 and 14,000 years ago, early humans migrated into what would be

        called, later, variously the New World, the Americas, or the western hemisphere. Then, and this is no less crucial, after 14,000 years ago, when the world warmed up and the latest Ice Age

        came to an end, the Bering Strait refilled with water, Alaska and Siberia became parts of different landmasses and the western hemisphere – the Americas, the New World – was

        separated from the Old.




        •   Some of this evidence is shown on maps 1–10, between pages xi and xx. These maps summarise visually several of the arguments to be found

        throughout the text of this book.


      


    


  




  As the crow flies (or a 747), it is about 7,500 miles from the southern end of the Red Sea to Uelen on the eastern-most tip of Siberia, but beachcombing around India and South East Asia would

  have more than doubled – and even tripled – that distance, and cutting across the landmass of Central Asia would not have been much shorter, and could have been more arduous, given the

  mountain ranges and lakes and rivers that needed to be circumvented without much in the way of technology. The journey of, say, 20,000 miles, took 50,000 years (though until early people reached

  the regions of intense cold, they may have spread quite quickly).




  But eventually, early peoples arrived in what is now known as the Chukotskiy Poluostrov, or Chukotskiy Peninsula, overlooking what would become the Bering Strait. It is not only the close

  proximity of Siberia to Alaska that suggests early peoples entered the New World in this way (the strait – which was then a landbridge – is barely sixty miles wide

  at its narrowest point). There are three pieces of genetic evidence that, taken together, paint a coherent and convincing picture of early humankind’s entry into the Americas.




  The Chukchi people of eastern Siberia who, though they might be said to live at the edge of the world – the edge of the modern world at any rate – are nonetheless central from our

  point of view. Even today they live by herding reindeer and fishing through small holes in the ice-covered rivers.2 No one really knows why early peoples

  chose to live in this hard part of the world. Perhaps they followed mammoths and other big game; perhaps they didn’t choose to live there at all but were forced there by population

  pressures from the west and south. Just how hard life there was is confirmed by archaeological studies which show that there is a complete lack of sites in this part of Siberia between

  19,000 and 18,000 years ago, suggesting that the amount of ice at its most extensive caused the area to be abandoned for a time before being re-colonised, by highly mobile hunter-gatherers who

  frequently moved their camps to where important animal resources were available – most sites have the remains of just one type of large-bodied prey species: reindeer, red deer or bison.

  Whatever happened, eastern Siberia (still a good distance from Chukotski) has been occupied – at sites such as Dyukhtai and Mal’ta – since 20,000 years ago (see map 5). This date

  is important, as is the location.




  The date is important because no archaeological sites earlier than 20,000 years ago have ever been found anywhere in Siberia. However, there is both genetic and linguistic evidence for an

  earlier entry into the New World. This evidence is controversial and is not universally accepted. The location of the sites is important because agriculture has never been successfully practised

  this far north and so early man could not have entered the New World knowing anything of agriculture. This is in itself not surprising for agriculture did not emerge anywhere on earth until about

  10,000 years ago but at least that means this is one area where the picture is clear: the Old World and the New both lacked agriculture when the Great Divide took place (though they had dogs).




  The DNA evidence shows that the Chukchi are genetically distinctive. According to the Genographic Project (see below), they have a marker, a distinctive pattern of genes,

  technically known as M242, and other characteristics, which show that they originated in a single man living about 20,000 years ago in southern Siberia or Central Asia. These

  markers are also shared with Native Americans as far south as Tierra del Fuego and therefore confirm – for geneticists – that early man entered the New World from Siberia some time

  after 20,000 years ago.3




  This picture was supported – and amplified – when the first results came in from the Genographic Project, set up in 2005, sponsored by National Geographic but making use of

  IBM’s massive computational skills. This very large study examined the DNA of around 150,000 individuals on five continents, to draw up the most thorough picture of

  our genetic history ever mounted. The most basic technique of the Genographic Project was to examine what are termed haplogroups, distinctive and characteristic patterns of genetic mutation, which

  comprise ‘markers’ on mtDNA or Y-chromosomes and which show how people are related and were related in the past (M242 is a haplogroup).




  This research shows two things that concern us. First, that today’s Native American peoples are very similar to one another genetically and that most of the distinctive markers are

  somewhere between 20,000 and 10,000 years old, clustering around the 16,000–15,000-year mark. The significance of this timing is that it was during what is called the Last Glacial Maximum

  (LGM), the era – between 20,000 and 14,000 years ago – when the vast glaciers of the last Ice Age reached their greatest extent, when sea levels were 400 feet

  below where they are now, and when the Bering Strait would have comprised a land bridge between Siberia and Alaska.




  One haplogroup located on the Y-chromosome is found in Native American men living all the way from Alaska to Argentina and, together with another haplogroup descended from it, is almost the only

  Y-chromosome lineage found in South America.4 In western North America there is another lineage, which appears to have arrived in the New World later and

  never to have got as far as South America. But between them, these markers account for 99 per cent of Native American Y-chromosomes. On top of that, there are only five mtDNA haplogroups in Native Americans, in marked contrast to the dozens of mtDNA and Y-chromosome lineages found in Eurasia and Africa.5 An important point about the second lineage, the one found in western North America and known as haplogroup M130, is that it is also found in South East

  Asia and in Australia, suggesting that this second, later migration into the Americas comprised people who travelled up the Pacific rim, the east coast of Asia and entered the New World

  around 8,000 years ago, when the Bering Strait was again submerged. They therefore must have migrated by boat. This lineage typically appears in Indians speaking Na-Dene languages, the second major

  linguistic family of North America (see below).




  The third piece of evidence was another large inquiry, published in 2007, by a team of twenty-seven geneticists from nine countries coordinated by Sijia Wang from Harvard.6 This team examined the genetic markers in 422 individuals representing 24 Native American populations in North, Central and South America and compared them with 54 other

  indigenous populations world-wide. The main results of this study were as follows:




  

    

      

        •   they found that Native American populations have lower genetic diversity and greater differentiation than populations from other continental regions

        (overlapping with the findings of the Genographic Project referred to earlier);




        •   there was decreasing genetic diversity as a function of geographic distance from the Bering Strait and decreasing genetic similarity to Siberians; the

        groups most similar to Siberians were the Chipewyan population (Na-Dene/Athabaskan) from northern Canada and the least similar were those in eastern South America;




        •   there was a relative lack of genetic differentiation between Mesoamerican and Andean populations;




        •   they found a scenario in which coastal routes were easier for migrating peoples to traverse in comparison with inland routes;




        •   they found some overlap between genetic similarity and linguistic classification;




        •   the study showed there was a particular allele (genetic variable) ‘private’ to the Americas (i.e., which exists only in the DNA of indigenous Americans), supporting the view that much of New World ancestry ‘may derive from a single wave of migration’.


      


    


  




  This picture is again overall broadly consistent with the evidence from the Genographic Project, and from the analysis of Chukchi DNA, in showing a single entry into the

  Americas, from Siberia, by a group that is roughly 550 generations old – in other words, who arrived in the New World between, say, (550 x 30 =) 16,500 years ago and

  (550 x 20 =) 11,000 years ago, probably using a coastal route rather then the inland, inter-glacier route (again, see below). Since the study by Sijia Wang and his team, other surveys, not quite so

  large, have nonetheless produced fairly similar results regarding the time of entry of ancient peoples into the Americas, but have suggested the entry occurred in two waves not one, the first at

  ~18,700 years ago, the second at ~16,200 years ago. As will be seen, this fits in with the linguistic evidence presented below.7




  It is only fair to emphasise at this point that there are a handful of DNA studies that suggest a much earlier entry of peoples into the New World – some at 29,500

  years ago, some even at 43,000 years ago.8 However, the latest and largest studies – the Genographic Project and that by the Sijia Wang team –

  not only agree with each other, broadly speaking, but they also agree with the archaeological evidence discovered all across North America, from Alaska to New Mexico. Some of this evidence is

  outlined immediately below but there is a more extended discussion in chapter three.




  A second kind of biological evidence comes from the work of Christy Turner, at Arizona State University, who is an expert on the evolutionary development of human teeth.9 In particular, Turner has looked at the crowns and roots of 200,000 teeth of prehistoric Americans, Siberians, Africans and Europeans because (a) they show well how

  populations adapted to different environments, and (b) they are, he says, more stable than other evolutionary traits, and tend not to vary so much between males and females or between old and

  young. For our purposes, his work is most interesting where it distinguishes between what Turner calls ‘sinodonty’ and ‘sundadonty’. Sinodont teeth, found mainly among

  northern Chinese and north Asian (Siberian) populations in general, are characterised by ‘incisor shovelling’ (scooped-out shapes on the inside of the tooth), double-shovelling

  (scooping out on both sides), single-rooted upper first premolars, and three-rooted lower first molars. Turner has found sinodonty in the excavated remains of northern Chinese skeletons that go

  back at least 20,000 years.




  Sinodonty, he finds, is confined to northern Chinese and northern Asian populations and in ancient Alaskan and other northern American populations. In contrast, such

  Upper Palaeolithic skeletons as have been found further west – in the Lake Baikal area, for example – do not display sinodonty, nor do teeth from ancient burials in European Russia. The

  same is true too of ancient remains found among South East Asians. (Turner calls this group ‘sundadonts’ because in Palaeolithic times South East Asia, like Beringia, was above sea

  level, the continental shelf there being known as the Sunda Shelf, a phenomenon about which we shall have much more to say.) From the spread of sinodonty in northern Asia and North America, Christy

  Turner believes that the first Americans developed from people who migrated slowly through eastern Mongolia, the Upper Lena Basin, eastern Siberia, and from there across the Bering Strait into

  Alaska.




  Still further biological support for this scenario is found in the fact that the infants of some American indigenous tribes are born with the so-called ‘Mongol spot’, a bluish

  birthmark at the base of the spine that soon disappears and is also found among children in Tibet and Mongolia.10




  Putting all this genetic evidence together, therefore, we may say that the early people from whom virtually all Native Americans alive today are descended, arrived in the Americas – very

  roughly speaking – about 16,500–15,000 years ago, from somewhere in north-eastern Asia, the area that is now Siberia, just possibly as far south as Mongolia. There may have been small

  groups of people who found their way to the Americas earlier than that but their effect on later populations was negligible. And there may have been later migrations, the evidence for which will be

  considered shortly.




  Timothy Flannery makes the point that, although the Aleuts and Inuits in Alaska share many cultural features with north-east Asians (including a form of Eskimo spoken on the Kamchatka Peninsula

  in Russia, and a variety of acupuncture practised in the Aleutian Islands similar to that used in China), there is very little evidence of people or ideas going back to Asia from the

  Americas. The only genetic study that throws any light on this is that produced by Nicholas Ray and colleagues who cautiously concluded that some Native Americans crossed back into Asia 390

  generations (or 9,750 years) ago. A well-publicised study of the only surviving Yeneseian-speakers, the Kets in central Siberia (several thousand miles from the Bering Strait), showed a linguistic

  link between the Yeneseian and Na-Dene languages but, genetically, the Kets were very similar to the other Siberian groups around them, and not at all related to the Na-Dene

  speakers in North America. At the moment there is no satisfactory explanation for this anomaly. But we may conclude, therefore, that the main migration across the Bering Land Bridge went from

  Siberia to Alaska and occurred – crucially – towards the end of the Ice Age.11




  There is one other piece of genetic evidence we need to consider before moving on. This is the work of Bruce Lahn, at the University of Chicago, who has discovered two genes

  which are involved in the construction and enlargement of the human brain. Each gene has several alternative forms, or alleles, but in each case one version has become far more common than others

  among certain populations. This disparity must mean that the effect of this allele was of great evolutionary significance, providing a selective advantage. One of the alleles is a version of a gene

  known as microcephalin. This first appeared some 37,000 years ago and is carried by 70 per cent of populations in Europe and Asia but is much less common in sub-Saharan populations, where it is

  carried by between 0 and 25 per cent of people. The second allele is known as A S P M (for Abnormal Spindle-like Microcephaly-associated) and appeared and then spread

  rapidly in the Middle East and Europe around 6,000 years ago. This allele is absent in sub-Saharan Africa and only weakly represented in East Asia.12




  For these two alleles to have spread so quickly, they must each have conferred some cognitive advantage. For obvious reasons this is material that should be interpreted with the utmost caution,

  as Bruce Lahn himself has counselled. There is at the moment no evidence these alleles are associated with increased intelligence; set alongside the other results mentioned above, however, these

  discoveries may have two implications that concern us. First, so far as the mutation that occurred around 37,000 years ago is concerned, one might ask whether this allele had anything to do with

  the ‘cultural explosion’ that occurred in the palaeontological record beginning around 33,000 years ago, with the notable florescence of cave art in certain areas of Europe. And, by the

  same token, was the mutation that occurred some 6,000–5,000 years ago in any way related to the development of civilisation that appeared roughly 5,500 years ago? Are we seeing here a link

  between genes and culture that has not been suspected before, because such results were not available?




  If so, then the second implication may become relevant for the arguments in this book. The first mutation, at around 37,000 years ago, would, if it was so adaptive, presumably have spread

  quickly throughout Eurasia and included those early people who eventually migrated into the New World. Native Americans should, in other words, have possessed this allele. This is what research

  shows: microcephalin is virtually universal in New World populations.




  On the other hand, the second mutation, occurring roughly 6,000–5,000 years ago, would appear to have evolved after early men and women had crossed the Bering Strait, meaning that,

  in all probability, Native Americans should lack this development. And this too is what research shows: A S P M is completely absent in New World populations.




  It is too soon to say whether microcephalin or A S P M conferred some sort of cognitive advantage on those who possessed it, though its rapid spread suggests that is

  likely, although simple brain size appears to have remained stable. Nonetheless, this is clearly an area of potentially important genetic difference between Old World and New World peoples. We know

  from evidence in Iceland, which was inhabited only about a thousand years ago, that substantial genetic differences can arise in such a relatively short time frame, so it is not out of the question

  that some genetic variation accounts for the differences between the Old World and the New.




  That said, this area of science is still in its infancy, so no more will be made of it here, other than to draw attention to what is a tantalising possibility.




  One final thought on genetics. The relative lack of diversity among Native Americans, compared with the rest of the world, as shown by the Genographic Project and the Sijia Wang team study, may

  imply one of three scenarios. First, that there was at some stage a genetic ‘bottleneck’ in Beringia, where a small genetically limited group lived for a while, perhaps in a refuge

  surrounded by the ice, when they were forced to breed within their small community. Second, there was much polygamy later, with some – the more successful – men having several wives and

  others none (just such a pattern has been observed among the Dani population in Papua New Guinea, for example, where 29 per cent of the men had between two and nine wives, while 38 per cent had

  none).2 Or again, a third possibility, it could be the result of widespread warfare, the burden of which was borne by men, leaving the

  remainder to father the children (among the Dani, again, 29 per cent of men were observed to be killed by warfare).13




  Among the consequences of such limited genetic diversity would have been the fact that the pace of evolution in the New World would have been slowed in comparison with that in the Old; and it

  would also have made New World peoples more susceptible to diseases introduced from outside.




  SLEDS AND SEAWEED




  The archaeological evidence for an entry into the New World from Siberia is supported by the great similarity of sites either side of the Bering Strait. A group of locations

  nearest to the Strait in Siberia was christened (in 1967) by Yuri Mochanov, a Russian archaeologist from the Scientific Research Institute at Yakutsk, as the ‘Dyukhtai culture’, after a

  site on the Aldan River, which flows north into the Laptev Sea, on the fringes of the Arctic Ocean. Here, mammoth and musk-ox remains were excavated, associated with spear and arrow points flaked

  on both sides, as well as blades and wedge- and disc-shaped cores – in other words, a distinctive upper Palaeolithic culture, dated to between 14,000 and 12,000 years ago. Other sites, with

  bifacial tools and blades and even knives, have since been found in the area, together with bone and ivory artefacts. Nothing older than 18,000 years has been unearthed, and the bulk of remains are

  later. The northern-most site of the Dyukhtai culture is found at Berelekh, near the mouth of the Indigirka River, on the northern shore of Siberia.




  Just as early people appear to have ‘beachcombed’ their way around the south-east coast of Eurasia, to reach China, so they may have beachcombed east from Berelekh along the Arctic

  Ocean coast of Siberia until they reached the Bering Strait – except that it was then land. Some palaeontologists, like Dale Guthrie, emeritus professor at the Institute of Arctic Biology at

  the University of Alaska, believe that the Dyukhtai microblades were intended to be slotted into antler points as weapons. If so, this could complicate matters, suggesting

  that this technique, which is also found in North America, was not so much learned or copied by ‘New World’ people from ‘Old World’ people, as a rational adaptation to an

  environment where reindeer were abundant. In other words, it is not in itself evidence of migration.




  But the fact remains that there are several other cultural similarities between the Dyukhtai complex in Siberia and sites found in Alaska. Both cultures, it should be said, are terrestrial

  cultures, which do not feature sailing among their skills, suggesting that these early peoples at least crossed Beringia on foot, rather than by canoe or something similar. (One interesting

  observation that may be more than a side-effect is that the burial of a domesticated dog was recorded at a site in Ushki, on the Kamchatka Peninsula, dated to 11,000 years ago. Given that, even

  today, it is easier to move around in the Arctic Circle on foot during winter, with its hard frozen surfaces, than in summer, with its soggy, marshy landscape, this discovery takes on a

  significance it might otherwise lack.)




  The several prehistoric sites that have been discovered in Alaska show a complicated picture but one that does not necessarily negate the scenario given above. As Brian Fagan says, in his The

  Great Journey: The Peopling of Ancient America, ‘Despite years of patient endeavour, no one has yet found an archaeological site in Alaska and the Yukon that can be securely dated to

  earlier than about 15,000 years ago.’14 A caribou tibia was found at the Old Crow site, close to the Alaskan-Canadian border, which had undoubtedly

  been fashioned by human hands into a ‘fleshing tool’, for removing flesh from hide. To begin with, this and related bones were dated to about 27,000 years ago, but were later revised to

  only 1,300 years ago. It has also since been discovered that certain other bone ‘tools’ found at Old Crow were actually naturally occurring artefacts as more became known about how

  predators break the bones of animals they are in the process of killing.




  The Bluefish Caves sites, about forty miles south-west of Old Crow, provided butchered animals, dated by associated pollen to between 15,550 and 12,950 years ago, together with stone tools at

  much the same date – stone tools moreover that, as Fagan says, would not be out of place in Dyukhtai.15 Later, similar finds were made at Trail

  Creek, Tangle Lakes, Donnelly Ridge, Fairbanks, Onion Portage and Denali, with most dates in the 11,000 to 8,000 years ago range. At first, this tradition was known either as

  the Dyukhtai or Denali or Nenana complex, but Palaeo-Arctic is now the preferred term for these and slightly later artefacts. The diminutive size of the stone work is its most striking feature, and

  may stem from the fact that pollen analysis in the area shows that there was a rapid vegetational change beginning about 14,000 years ago, when the herbaceous tundra (grasses, mosses) gave way to a

  shrub tundra (woody thickets), which would have caused the mammal population to dwindle and may well have forced early man out of Beringia. As he moved on, smaller tools would have been

  preferable.




  Not all the sites in eastern Beringia contained microblades. Others contain large core and flake tools, including simple projectile points and large blades. And at Anangula, on the coast out

  along the Aleutian island chain, blade tools were made, but not the diminutive microblades as at Denali. So there was quite a bit of cultural diversity in Beringia around 11,000 years ago. We

  simply to not know if this represents distinct cultural traditions that existed side-by-side, or alternative adaptation strategies designed to cope with different forms of wildlife.




  The evidence, such as it is, suggests that there was no ‘crossing’ of the Bering Strait, in any modern sense. The early peoples spread into eastern Siberia, which then extended as

  far east as what is now the Yukon and Alaska. Then, when the seas rose, after ~14,000 years ago, the peoples of eastern Beringia were forced even further east, where the huge glaciers were

  themselves melting, allowing passage south, as we shall see. The seas rose behind them and they were isolated in the New World.




  An alternative view, supported by some of the genetic evidence already reported, is that early man penetrated the New World along the coast. This makes sense, not only in view of the genetics,

  but – it will be recalled – because early mankind, after he and she left Africa, is considered to have followed a ‘beachcombing’ route (though as we have seen there is as

  yet no direct evidence for this). It also finds support in the discovery that, at Monte Verde, an early site in southern Chile, the remains of several kinds of seaweed were found in ancient

  hearths, while other remains appear to represent ancient clumps of kelp which had been chewed into ‘cuds’, according to Tom Dillehay, one of the archaeologists involved in the

  excavation.16 Several other scientists have pointed out that there are virtually uninterrupted beds of seaweed right around the

  northern rim of the Pacific Ocean and have proposed that, with seaweed being so useful as a source of nutrition and for its medicinal properties, it would make sense for early coastal peoples to

  have followed this distribution (see map 5).




  MOTHER TONGUES, LUMPERS AND SPLITTERS




  In the genetic study considered earlier, carried out by Sijia Wang and his team, it was observed that there was an overlap between genetics and linguistic similarity. A second

  study, by Nelson Fagundes and colleagues, also showed a strong link between genetics and language among the Tupian-speakers of Brazil. Such results have to be understood against the background of

  the well-documented consensus which now accepts that some languages have evolved from others. This was formally first set out in the late-eighteenth century by a British civil servant and judge in

  Colonial India, William Jones, who observed the similarities between Sanskrit and several modern European languages.3 And we know, for example, that Spanish

  and French are derived from Latin, which itself developed out of proto-Italic.17 In fact, all but a handful of European languages have evolved from a

  proto-Indo-European root, meaning that thousands of years ago, many of the languages from the Atlantic to the Himalayas had a common source. A very similar exercise has been carried out with the

  languages of North America. Some of the scenarios constructed by linguists fit neatly with what we may call the LGM consensus. For example, Robert Dixon, an Australian

  linguist, has calculated that a dozen separate groups speaking different languages entered the Americas between about 20,000 and 12,000 years ago. Daniel Nettle, an English linguist, on the other

  hand, argues that the diversity of languages spoken in the New World today began in the last 12,000 years – i.e., after they arrived in America.




  It is fair to say that linguistic research is on less secure grounds than the genetic or archaeological evidence, for the very good reason that we have no real way of knowing what languages

  people spoke in the past, especially before the invention of writing. The only evidence we have for non-literate societies are the languages spoken today, their geographical

  spread across the world, and some idea of how, and at what rate, languages change or evolve. This is better than nothing but it still means that our reconstructions of past languages are at best

  theoretical and at worst speculative. This is why the field of ‘chronolinguistics’, or ‘glottochronology’, has been so controversial. In all that follows, it is as well to

  keep the above observations in mind.




  In principle, the operation of comparative linguistics is simple. For example, the word for ‘two’ in Sanskrit is duvá, in classical Greek it is duo, in Old Irish

  it is dó, and in Latin it is duo. Thousands of similar examples could be given, to underline the point that specific languages are related. The controversy arises over just how

  similar languages have to be in order for them to be regarded as stemming from a common origin. This is a field divided – notoriously – into ‘lumpers’ and

  ‘splitters’, where the former favour a relatively small number of language families spread across the world, and the latter play down these linkages. If we note here, prominently, that

  the splitters are every bit as eminent as the lumpers, and that the splitters’ central message is that very few conclusions may be drawn about the spread of languages around the world, and

  that this should be borne in mind in what follows, we may then proceed to examine what the lumpers say. (It is also worth reminding ourselves that, in the genetic studies reported above, overlaps

  were found between genetics and language, suggesting that the lumpers have at least a case.)




  Map 6 shows the major language families of the world, according to Joseph Greenberg, an American linguist and one of the major (and most controversial) ‘lumpers’. This reveals that

  there are three major language families in the New World – Eskimo-Aleut, Na-Dene and Amerind. On the face of it, this would suggest three waves of migration. Merritt Ruhlen, a

  linguist/anthropologist from Stanford University (and also a director of the Santa Fe Institute), in a re-analysis of Greenberg’s material, suggests that Amerind is a form of the Eurasiatic

  family, but whereas Eskimo-Aleut is a branch of the Eurasiatic family, Amerind is related to Eurasiatic as a whole’, and is no closer to Eskimo-Aleut than is any other Eurasiatic

  language. Many features of Amerind (for example, kinship terms) are unique to the Americas and several features are common to North, Central and South America, suggesting to

  Ruhlen that this language expanded rapidly across the New World at a time when it was unoccupied by humans speaking any other languages.




  The second group, Na-Dene, is evidence for a second migration, later than that of the proto-Amerind speakers, Na-Dene being related to the Dene-Caucasian family whose homeland would appear to be

  in South East/Central Asia and includes Sino-Tibetan (again, see map 6). It also overlaps with the genetic marker known as M130, which originated in northern China and is not found in South America

  (see here).18




  Finally, Eskimo-Aleut is a third language family, a branch of Eurasiatic, which would make it evidence for the most recent migration. This theory is supported further by the thin spread of this

  language family around the edges of northern Canada.




  So far then, the linguistic evidence is broadly in agreement with the genetic evidence, that the main migration into the New World took place between 20,000 and 12,000 years ago, by a group of

  people speaking Amerind, a branch of Eurasiatic, and that there was a second migration, much later, around 8,000 years ago, by a group of people speaking a language, Na-Dene, a form of

  Dene-Caucasian that originated in South East/Central Asia. The linguistic evidence also suggests there was a third migration – even more recent – of the people who speak Eskimo-Aleut,

  around the northern rim of Canada. This need not concern us too much as the Eskimo-Aleut people will play only a small role in our story.19




  So far, so good then. However, just as there are a small number of genetic studies that show an earlier entry into the New World, earlier than the 20,000–12,000 period (the LGM consensus), so there is one linguistic analysis that shows much the same. Johanna Nichols, at the University of California, at Berkeley, has estimated that there are in the world

  167 language ‘stocks’ (groups of languages that can be related back to a common branching point). She does this on the basis of such features as word order (subject-object-verb, or

  subject-verb-object), the form of the personal pronouns, whether verbs are more ‘inflected’ than nouns (whether they change their endings according to sense and context), how number is

  treated, how singularity and plurality are represented in verbs, and so on.20 Using this approach, she looked at 174 languages spread around the world,

  and from this interrelationship she was able to conclude three things that interest us.




  One, there are only four large linguistic areas across the globe: the Old World, Australia, New Guinea (with Melanesia), and the New World. Two, in a region such as a continent or subcontinent

  which is isolated from outside influence (such as South America or Australia), the number of language stocks increases as a simple function of time.21




  But it is Nichols’ third conclusion that is the most interesting. In her own words: ‘A historical interpretation [of language diversity] would posit an ancient split between the

  linguistic populations of the Old World and the Pacific, with the Pacific then functioning as a secondary centre of spread and source of circum-Pacific colonisation. It is circum-Pacific

  colonisation rather than spread from the Old World that has populated most of the world, given rise to most of the genetic lineages of human language, and colonised the New World. The entry point

  to the New World was of course Beringia; but linguistic typology shows that the colonisers entering through Beringia were predominantly coastal people involved in the circum-Pacific

  colonisation pattern rather than inland Siberian people impelled ultimately by spreads out of central Eurasia.’ (Italics added.) A final gloss on this picture is that ‘the first

  colonisation of the New World was under way by about 35,000 years ago’.22




  On the face of it, of course, this appears to throw much that we have been discussing so far into disarray. The LGM consensus, the genetic evidence, Christy

  Turner’s dental evidence, together with the archaeological evidence from either side of the Bering Strait, and the linguistic evidence of Greenberg and Ruhlen, cohere in showing that early

  humankind reached the Bering Land Bridge roughly 16,500–15,000 years ago, via an inland route through central and northern Eurasia, with a second later group crossing the strait at about

  8,000 years ago, originating in South East Asia. Johanna Nichols’ linguistic evidence says early peoples reached Beringia 35,000 years ago via the west coast of the Pacific rim, travelling

  north from island South East Asia, China and into Siberia. Can these two scenarios be reconciled?




  Nichols’ linguistic evidence is not like the genetic evidence for early entry into the Americas. As was referred to earlier, we may allow that one or two more or less genetically distinct

  but isolated groups of people entered America much earlier than the main group of migrants without seriously jeopardising the main thrust of the overall picture. But

  Nichols’ linguistic evidence by definition applies to large groups of people, not isolated pockets.




  The answer to the discrepancy must surely lie in the uncertain nature of the methodology of chronolinguistics. Many of Nichols’ colleagues, while accepting her division of languages into

  four ‘families’, do not take seriously her arguments about time depth; and she does not herself use glottochronology. We shall see in chapter four that, archaeologically speaking, there

  is next to no evidence for the presence of early peoples in the Americas beyond Alaska before 14,500 years ago but we shall also see, in chapter two, that there is good geological, cosmological and

  mythological evidence for why there would have been a second wave of migrants who entered the New World much later than the first, at around 8,000 years ago, after leaving island

  South East Asia and travelling around the Pacific rim. In other words Johanna Nichols is right about the origin of at least some of the New World languages, but wrong about the time depth.

  (Remember that it is the calculation of time depth that is so controversial and unreliable in comparative linguistics.) The clue to the disparity, as we shall also see, lies precisely in

  Nichols’ insistence that there was an ancient split between Old World and Pacific languages. Why should that be? What happened, deep in the past, to cause this split?




  The next chapter will go a long way to explaining that split and we shall also see that, on their way to the New World, some of the people who populated the Americas underwent a series of unique

  events that produced in them some psychological or experiential characteristics that distinguished them from those they left behind in Eurasia and which could have affected their

  later development. We shall see that some of these special events did in fact take place about 8,000 years ago, which agrees well with the genetic evidence, referred to earlier, concerning

  haplogroup M130, which is associated with the Na-Dene speakers who entered the New World at precisely that time.




  At one stage, it would have been difficult if not impossible to assemble such an argument about deep history, but not any more. In addition to advances in genetics and linguistics, we can say

  that, thanks to developments in geology and cosmology, we now know far more about our remote history than ever before and, moreover, these studies have shown surprising and consistent links with

  mythology.




  As a result, we now know that myths are less the fanciful, woolly accounts they have traditionally been dismissed as, and much more closely based on fact than anyone had previously imagined.

  Once we learn to decipher them – as is now happening – they tell us quite a bit about deep time.
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  FROM AFRICA TO ALASKA: THE DISASTERS OF DEEP TIME AS REVEALED BY MYTHS, RELIGION AND THE ROCKS




  The evidence of the previous chapter told us that early peoples, like the Chukchi, finally reached the Bering Strait from Africa, which their

  ancestors had left tens of thousands of years before, by one or both of two great routes, the Central Asian route or the Pacific rim route. In this chapter, instead of genetics, we shall be looking

  at myths and using a relatively new scientific synthesis which seeks to put the latest findings of cosmology, geology, palaeontology and archaeology together with mythology, to reconstruct distant

  occurrences in deep time, occurrences that were so catastrophic, traumatic and bewildering that ancient people brought all their intellectual firepower to bear on them, to make sense of their

  disastrous experiences. In the main, we now know, this is what myths, most of them, are – memories and, at the same time, warnings that disasters could well recur. By the time we are

  done, we shall have some idea of the early psychological differences between early Old World peoples and the first Americans.




  It has been known for more than a century that the most widespread myth across the world – as well as the best known – is that referring to a vast flood, whose exact size was not

  calibrated, but which was reported not just in the Christian bible, of course, but in the ancient legends of India, China, South East Asia, north Australia, and the Americas. We shall be

  considering the flood myth(s) in some detail in just a moment but for reasons that will become clear, it suits us here to consider first the second-most common myth on earth, that of the

  ‘watery creation’ of the world.




  The chief theme of this myth is the separation, usually of the sky from the Earth. This story is found in a band stretching from New Zealand to Greece (a significant

  distribution, as we shall see) and it invariably has a small number of common features. The first is the appearance of light. As it says in Genesis, 1:3: ‘And God said, Let there be light:

  and there was light.’ Nearly all cosmogonies have this theme, where it is notable that neither the sun nor the moon is the source of the first light at Creation. Rather, the first

  light is associated with the separation of heaven and Earth. Only after heaven and Earth have separated does the sun appear. In some traditions in the east the light is let in because the heavy

  substance of the clouds that envelop the Earth sinks down to the ground, and the light, clearing the clouds, rises to become heaven. A common metaphor for this is an egg splitting. In other myths,

  the darkness is described as a ‘thick night’.




  Recent geological studies have identified a phenomenon known to scientists as the Toba Volcanic explosion. Cores drilled in the Arabian seabed have shown that there was a volcanic eruption at

  Toba in Sumatra between 74,000 and 71,000 years ago. This is known to have been the biggest eruption on earth during the last two million years, a massive conflagration that would have released a

  vast plume of ash thirty kilometres high (an estimated 670 cubic miles, twice the volume of Mount Everest), spreading north and west, to cover Sri Lanka, India, Pakistan and large areas of the gulf

  region with a blanket six inches deep though at one site in central India the ash layer is still twenty feet thick.1 Toba ash has recently been found

  in the Arabian Sea and in the South China Sea, 2,400 kilometres from Toba itself.2 The eruption left an immense caldera that now holds Indonesia’s

  largest lake, Lake Toba, 85 kilometres long, up to 25 kilometres wide, with cliffs 1,200 metres high and water 580 metres deep.3 A prolonged volcanic winter

  would have followed this eruption. (Sea temperatures, according to geologist Michael Rampino, dropped by ten degrees Fahrenheit and a total darkness would have existed over large areas for weeks or

  months.)4 The aerosol clouds of minute globules of sulphuric acid, now known to be produced by massive eruptions, could have reduced photosynthesis by 90

  per cent, or even shut it down completely, having a major effect on forest cover.5




  Now if early humankind did leave Africa at about or some time after 125,000 years ago, and if the people followed a beachcombing route that took them around what is now Yemen and Aden, and on to

  the Iranian, Afghanistan and Pakistan coast, and if they were isolated and held up from time to time by adverse climatic variations, they could have arrived in South Asia more

  or less on schedule to meet the Toba eruption. This is in fact confirmed by excavations in India and Malaysia, which have found Palaeolithic tools embedded both above and below volcanic ash at this

  date. According to some calculations, the population of this vast area could have been reduced from an estimated 100,000 to between 2,000 and 8,000 (a similar population crash is known to have

  occurred among chimpanzees). But we cannot overlook the fact that population estimates for so long ago are very speculative.6




  At a conference in Oxford in February 2010 the ‘catastrophic’ nature of the Toba eruption was queried, and new evidence presented to suggest that the temperature dropped by only

  2.5°C. But no one is suggesting that Toba’s effects were other than far-reaching and the conference also heard fresh evidence that tools made by Homo sapiens straddled the ash

  layer.7 So two things may be inferred from this. The volcanic winter may have all but wiped out the early humans living in a wide swathe centred on India,

  meaning that certain specific survival strategies would have been devised and which may have been memorised in myth form; and second, that the area would have been recolonised later, both

  from the west and the east.4




  The ‘separation’ myth is a not-inaccurate description of what would have happened over large areas of the globe, in South East Asia, after the Toba eruption and the volcanic winter

  that would have followed (see map 7 for the spread of the Toba explosion). Sunlight would have been cut out, the darkness would have been ‘thick’ with ash, the ash would gradually have

  sunk to the ground and, after a long, long time, the sky would gradually have got brighter, lighter and clearer, but there would have been no sun or moon visible perhaps for generations.

  There would have been light but no sun, not for years, not until a magical day when, finally, the sun at last became visible. We take the sun for granted but for early humankind it (and the moon,

  eventually) would have been a new entity in the ever-lightening sky. Mythologically it makes sense for this event to be regarded as the beginning of time.




  The discovery of the Toba eruption, therefore, was almost as important a breakthrough for mythology as it was for geology. And as we are about to see,

  there are grounds for believing that many other ancient myths and legends, far from being the products of our deep unconscious – as Carl Jung or Claude Lévi-Strauss insisted –

  are in fact based on real events.




  While myths were interesting to anthropologists, they were treated to begin with as mainly fictional accounts, revealing more about early man’s primitive beliefs than anything else. Sir

  James Frazer, the late-nineteenth-century anthropologist and author of The Golden Bough, recorded many of these myths in his book, Folk-Lore in the Old Testament, published in London

  in 1918, and where he had this to say: ‘How are we to explain the numerous and striking similarities which obtain between the beliefs and customs of races inhabiting different parts of the

  world? Are such resemblances due to the transmission of the customs and beliefs from one race to another, either by immediate contact or through the medium of intervening peoples? Or have they

  arisen independently in many different races through the similar workings of the human mind under similar circumstances?’8




  Attitudes evolved somewhat when, a few years later, in 1927, the British archaeologist Leonard Woolley began to dig at the biblical Ur of Chaldea, in Iraq, the alleged home of Abraham, founder

  of the Jews. Woolley was to make several important discoveries at Ur, two of them momentous. In the first place he found the royal tombs, in which the king and queen were buried, together with a

  company of soldiers and nine ladies of the royal court, still wearing their elaborate headdresses. However, no text had ever hinted at this collective sacrifice, from which he drew the important

  conclusion that the ceremony had taken place before writing had been invented to record this extraordinary event, an inference that was subsequently substantiated. And second, when Woolley

  dug down as far as the forty-feet level he came upon nothing, nothing at all. For more than eight feet there was just clay, completely free from remains of any kind. For a deposit of clay eight

  feet thick to be laid down, he concluded that a tremendous flood must at some time have inundated the land of Sumer. Was this then the flood referred to in the bible?




  Many people – then and now – thought that it was. But just as many didn’t. They didn’t because the bible text says that the flood covered mountain

  tops – i.e., it was rather more than eight feet deep – and because the flood was supposed to extend right across the world. An eight-feet flood of the Tigris and Euphrates in

  Mesopotamia did not suggest anything more than a local event. Or, had the ancients exaggerated? Since in those days hardly anyone travelled far, perhaps a reference to a ‘world-wide

  flood’ was just a manner of speaking.




  That is more or less where matters remained for several decades. In recent years, however, new light has been cast on three events – or rather, three sets of events – deep in our

  past. The history of the years covering the transition from the Pleistocene to the Holocene – from the Ice Age to modern times – has undergone a major revision recently and, to put the

  matter briefly, the latest scholarship of the period shows three things. It shows that the world suffered not one but three major floods, at (roughly speaking) ~14,000, ~11,500 and ~8,000

  years ago, and that the last of these was especially catastrophic, changing life drastically for many of the people then on Earth. This has produced a sudden surge of interest among archaeologists

  in the relatively shallow land bridges and offshore continental shelves of the world, as areas which may have been dry at various times in the remote past, and therefore locations where early

  peoples lived. Thousands of radiocarbon dates from ~300 sites have been obtained (some by diving), in certain cases going back more than 45,000 years, but little of substance has been discovered

  before 13,000 years ago. Walls, clay floors, hearths and stone tools have been found down to depths of 145 metres, at distances of up to 50 kilometres off such disparate locations as Sweden and

  California, in the Red Sea, in Beringia, and in the Mediterranean stretching from off Gibraltar to off Israel.




  Second, this new understanding shows that the area of the world most affected by the floods was not Mesopotamia but South East Asia, where a whole continent was drowned. If these floods did have

  most effect in South East Asia, it would mean that the inhabitants of that sunken continent would have been forced to migrate all over the world – north to China and then to the New World,

  east to the Pacific islands and Australia, and back west to India, and possibly as far as Asia Minor, Africa and Europe, taking their skills with them. The third aspect of this new chronology is

  that many of the early skills of civilisation, such as agriculture – which have always been understood as being invented in the Middle East – were actually first developed much further

  east, in South East Asia and in India.




  It is a contentious theory. Critics point out that when sea levels rose, they would have risen everywhere, so coastal migration would have been less likely than movement inland; these critics

  also insist that north Asian stone tools are very different from South East Asian ones, casting doubt on the (otherwise seemingly firm) genetic findings that there was a migration up the

  coast of East Asia. But even if the theory is only partly true, it has a major consequence for the ideas behind this book, not least because it may help to explain Johanna Nichols’

  conclusion, that there was a great linguistic split between the Old World and the Pacific peoples, which played an important role in the peopling of the New World.




  The evidence is now substantial to suggest that the rise in sea levels after the last Ice Age was neither slow nor uniform. Instead, three sudden ice melts, the last only 8,000

  years ago (6000 BC) had a devastating effect on certain tropical coastlines, which had extensive flat continental shelves. These changes were accompanied by massive

  earthquakes, caused as the weight of the great ice sheets was removed from the land and transferred to the seas.9 These giant earthquakes would have

  generated super-waves, tsunamis. Geologically, the Earth was much more violent then than it is now.




  The overall oceanographic record between 20,000 and 5,000 years ago reveals that sea levels rose at least 120 metres (~400 feet) and affected human activity in three ways. In the first place, in

  South East Asia and China, which have a large flat continental shelf, all examples of coastal and lowland settlement were inundated and for all time. Those settlements have been underwater for

  thousands of years and will most likely remain so. Second, during the final rise in sea level, at 8,000 years ago, the water did not retreat for about 2,500 years, with the result that many areas

  there that are now above water are nevertheless covered with a layer of silt that is many feet thick. Third, as already mentioned, the floods that devastated South East Asia required the

  inhabitants to move out.10




  This picture is supported by the curious dating pattern of the Neolithic Revolution in eastern Eurasia. According to such sites as have been found (admittedly few), the Pacific rim cultures seem

  to have begun their development well before those in the West but then, apparently, stopped. For example, pottery appeared for the first time in southern Japan around

  12,500 years ago; 1,500 years later it had spread to both China and Indo-China. It is important to say that these examples pre-date any of the sites in Mesopotamia, India or the Mediterranean

  region by as much as 3,500–2,500 years.11 In other words, these early signs of proto-civilisation occurred much, much earlier in South East Asia

  than anywhere else.




  (Although these sites are further away from Africa than many other Mediterranean, central Asian and Mesopotamian locations, their chronological primacy makes sense if early peoples were

  beachcombers. Early migrants would have realised that rivers – sources of fresh water – occurred relatively frequently along the coasts, flowing into oceans, but that, when following a

  river inland to its source, fresh water ran out and there was no guarantee where the next river would be. If the migrants were forced out from any one area, by population pressure, moving further

  along the coast was therefore less risky than moving inland.)




  In addition to the early beginnings of pottery in Japan and Indo-China, around 12,000–11,000 years ago, a wide range of Neolithic tools has been found in East Asia – choppers,

  scrapers, awls and grinding stones, as well as hearths and kitchen waste – but these finds tend to be found in inland caves. There are almost no Neolithic sites in lowland areas

  dating to between 10,000 and 5,000 BC.




  Two explanations have been put forward to account for this anomaly. One view has it that in island South East Asia the Neolithic period only started 4,000 years ago, with migrants coming down

  through Taiwan and the Philippines and introducing new skills and artefacts. This is why, these scholars say, most South East Asian caves are empty; there were few people around. Such is the view

  of the eminent Australian archaeologist, Peter Bellwood, who says that nowhere in South East Asia is there currently good evidence for any form of food production before 3500 BC. At this time, too, the early Neolithic, he observes a shift in cave use, from habitation to burial, which he thinks must have accompanied the beginnings of village life. The other

  view is more ambitious: people were living in South East Asia at the end of the Ice Age and had developed their agricultural (and sailing) skills much earlier than people elsewhere (in the Near

  East, for example) but were forced into long-distance migration, both east, north and west as a result of flooding brought about by the melting glaciers.12 And, as well as forcing these people out, the associated silt covered up many sites.13




  WOBBLES, TILTS AND PERFECT STORMS




  These are clearly important assertions and so the floods need to be fully described if we are to be able to judge the merit of these new theories. This may seem like a large

  detour from our main story but the reader is asked to be patient: a consistent picture will emerge which suggests that the people who entered the New World first did so after a distinct set of

  experiences that separates them from many of those they left behind in the Old World.




  We now know that the three catastrophic floods referred to above occurred because of three interlocking astronomical cycles, each different and each affecting the warmth transmitted by the sun

  to various parts of the Earth. Stephen Oppenheimer calls these the 100,000-year ‘stretch’, the 41,000-year ‘tilt’ and the 23,000-year ‘wobble’.14 The first arises from the Earth’s orbit around the sun, which is elliptical and means that the distance from Earth to sun varies by as much as 18.26 million

  miles, producing marked variations in the force of gravity. The second cycle relates to the tilt that the Earth presents to the sun as it rotates. This varies – over 41,000 years –

  between 21.5 and 24.5 degrees and affects the seasonal imbalance in heat delivered from the sun. Third, the Earth rotates on its own axis, in a so-called ‘axial precession’, every

  22,000–23,000 years. These three cycles perform an elaborate dance that produces an infinite array of combinations but which, when they come together in a ‘perfect storm’, can

  provoke very dramatic and very sudden climate change on Earth. And it is these complex rhythms which triggered not one but three floods in the ancient world.




  The glaciers which melted to cause these floods were massive, the largest covering huge areas such as Canada and were several miles thick. One has been estimated as being 84,000 cubic

  kilometres. They could take hundreds of years to melt completely but eventually raised sea levels by as much as forty-four feet.




  One of the interesting effects of the changes that followed the second catastrophe (after 11,000 years ago) was that, as sea levels rose, river gradients were lowered and,

  after 9,500 years ago, river deltas began to form all around the world. The importance of this lay in the fact that these deltas formed very fertile alluvial plains – in Mesopotamia, the

  Ganges, the Chao Phraya in Thailand, the Mahakam in Borneo and the Chiang Jiang (Yangtze) in China; overall more than forty such deltas have been identified as forming at that time on all

  continents. Many of these alluvial plains/deltas played a role in the growth of agriculture and the subsequent birth of civilisation.15 Deltas are

  suitable for certain kinds of plants and not others, as we shall see.




  But it was the most recent flood, at 8,000 years ago, that had the greatest effect.16 Its dimensions were truly awe-inspiring and the reason for its

  sensationally catastrophic nature had quite a lot to do with the geological structure of Canada which, around the Hudson Bay area, is shaped not unlike a huge saucer that, in places, is hundreds of

  feet above sea level. Added to that, the Hudson Strait (leading north between Baffin Island and the Labrador Sea) acts like a spout or narrow channel into the ocean.




  What seems to have happened is that the Laurentide glacier, stretching for thousands of miles right across Canada, began to melt at the edges but the water couldn’t escape into the sea; it

  was instead trapped in the massive saucer, above sea level, and was also kept in place by the ice blocking the Hudson Strait, which acted as a giant plug. The main body of ice then began to crack

  and melt until, eventually, the plug gave way – and a truly massive body of water and cracked ice sluiced through the Hudson Strait out into the ocean. The glacier was a third the size of

  Canada and 1.5 kilometres thick.17 It raised global sea levels by 20–40 centimetres (eight to sixteen inches) more or less instantaneously and the

  remaining ice would have eventually melted as it was swept out to sea, adding another 5–10 metres (sixteen to thirty-two feet) to the sea level.




  The sudden removal of the ice sheets from the North American and European continents, releasing massive amounts of ice and water into the world’s great ocean basins, meant that a sudden

  change in the spread of weight across the Earth occurred, and this would have caused great earthquakes, increased volcanism and massive tsunamis crashing ashore on all continents, an epic period of

  natural disasters that, as we shall see, had a profound effect on the mental life of ancient men and women. The fact that the Earth’s crust is soft and springy –

  not at all as brittle as it might at times seem – also meant that the effects of the earthquakes and tsunamis were not uniform across the world. (The Earth is, in a way, not unlike an

  enormous tennis ball. It is a firm sphere but if enough pressure is applied to a certain point, it can be dented or flattened.)




  The importance of this flood, so recently established, cannot be exaggerated for our purposes, as it had several important consequences. One was that a flood and tsunamis of such dimensions

  would have deposited layer upon layer of silt many feet thick across huge areas, layers that must have covered crucial examples of early human development between, say, 8,000 years ago and when the

  seas receded again many hundreds if not thousands of years later. This ‘silt curtain’, as Stephen Oppenheimer calls it, must in turn affect our understanding of world

  chronology.18 A second consequence arises from the natural geography of the world, where the largest landmass that was inundated by the flood was almost

  certainly South East Asia, where there could be found the largest shallow continental shelf, stretching out into the South China Sea for 160 kilometres (see map 7). Crucially, for an understanding

  of early chronology, and perhaps for a full grasp of the emergence of civilisation, these two consequences can be put together.




  The starting point for this synthesis comes from the fact that this area has the highest concentration of flood myths in the world.19 Does this prove

  that the flood had the most devastating impact here? No, but the inference is tantalising and it fits exactly with what William Meacham, a Hong Kong-based prehistorian, noted in 1985, what was

  referred to earlier, that the most important gap in the Neolithic record now ‘is the total absence of open sites in lowland areas [in South East Asia] dating from 10,000 BC to 5000 BC’. Moreover, after sea levels started to fall again, from 6,000 years ago, pot-making maritime settlements began to occupy sites all the way

  down from Taiwan to central Vietnam. Charles Higham, a New Zealand archaeologist based mainly in Thailand, argues that these settlements were actually relocations of maritime people who had

  always lived in these areas but had been flooded out much earlier on.20 His argument is based on two factors: one, the complete lack of evidence of people

  moving into these areas from anywhere else; and two, certain cultural resemblances between these coastal peoples and a much older pre-Neolithic culture in inland

  Vietnam known as ‘Hoabinhian’. Since Higham made his inferences, more direct evidence has been found. At several sites (near Hong Kong, for example) two cultural phases have been

  unearthed, separated by a layer of silt up to six feet thick. Inland sites, on the other hand, were continuously inhabited from more or less the end of the Ice Age.




  More extraordinary and tantalising still, many of the artefacts found on the south China coast, at Middle Neolithic levels below the silt, have counterparts to those found at Ur under

  Woolley’s silt. These artefacts include perforated clay discs (tied into nets, to help them sink), painted bowls, shell beads and polished stone adzes and stone hoes.21 It is also the case that tattooed female figurines were found in both places – slim naked women, often with exaggerated genitalia and sometimes carrying

  children.22 The heads of these figurines are distinctive – they have black bitumen hair or wigs and slanted eyes, with heavy folds under the

  eyelids. Paint marks and embedded clay pellets on the shoulders of the figurines hint at tattooing and/or skin scarification. A few men with similar features were also excavated in Eridu in

  Mesopotamia. What accounts for this similarity? Coincidence, or early contact?




  These links have in fact been dismissed as ‘stretching credulity beyond the limits’, and it is certainly true that, between these two extremes – Mesopotamia and the south China

  coasts – there are several intermediate communities, in Oman and the Persian Gulf for example, which are known from their shell middens and do not share these burial practices. But the hair,

  wigs and tattooing features are not their only similarities. There is, for instance, the added fact that Woolley observed that the graves in which these figurines were found were of a rectangular

  shape, their bottoms covered in pottery that had been deliberately broken up. The cadavers had been stretched and the remains powdered in red haematite, iron ore. There is a similar practice of

  painting extended bodies with haematite, in wooden box burials, in the Niah Cave in Borneo. They are dated to 3800 BC.23




  Then there is the matter of skin scarification. Tattooing is widespread in Austronesia but skin scarification is limited to Oceania, notably the north coast of New Guinea. Scarification is

  performed on the shoulders and torso as part of an initiation rite and is intended to imitate the teeth marks of crocodiles. (Note the reference to crocodiles.) The patterned

  scars so produced, according to Stephen Oppenheimer, ‘resemble those of the Ubaid figurines’. Ubaid is west of Ur in southern Iraq, the Ubaid period dating to ~5300–4000

  BC.




  Geoffrey Bailey makes the point that while the continental shelves close to many of the Old World centres of human evolution and early civilisation are relatively narrow, the major exceptions

  are ‘in the extensive shelf that skirts mainland China and the peninsulas and archipelagos of South East Asia, and more localised pockets around the Arabian Penisula, part of the Indian

  coastline and northern Australia’. Is early contact between these areas unthinkable? The remains of the early technology of sailing – boats, fishhooks, harpoons – are only found

  in post-glacial times but when they are found, their chronological spread is as shown on map 4: seafaring developed along what will be identified in just a moment as ‘the East-West

  Corridor’, linking Mesopotamia with South East Asia, at least 4,000 years ago (map 1). And of course it is well known that the South East Asians colonised Madagascar, thousands of miles

  across the Indian Ocean, albeit only in the first millennium AD.24




  If these practices are more than coincidence, then the Indian Ocean – and Pacific rim – cultures carried on a long-term trading network and were in very early contact with

  Mesopotamia. Intuitively, this seems exceptionally early but we shall see shortly that it is reflected in mythology.




  Added to all this, rice grains associated with pottery have been found in the Malay peninsula apparently dated to 9250 BC, while in India it is now known that two

  different forms of agriculture were begun: six-row barley with cattle, sheep and goats was introduced in west India in the seventh millennium BC; and rice

  agriculture in the Vindha Hills in the sixth-fifth millennium, where the practice overlaps heavily with the distribution of the Mundaic tribes in the north-central and north-eastern

  areas.25 The Mundaic tribes speak Austro-Asiatic languages, as found predominantly in South East Asia.




  The new chronology – insofar as it concerns us, and if confirmed – is therefore as follows. Rice-growing, with pottery and the exploitation of seafoods, went hand-in-hand in South

  East Asia between 10,000 and 7,000 years ago. Sea levels rose, thanks to massive glacier melts, covering many early sites with silt when they receded, but stimulating changes in lifestyle,

  including an improvement in sailing and navigational skills, causing the people of the Sunda Shelf to spread out in all directions, perhaps as far as the Middle East. (The

  effects of flooding in the Middle East are considered in more detail in chapter fifteen, but for now it is enough to say that, at one stage, between 15,000 and 8,500 years ago, vast areas of the

  Persian Gulf, 900 kilometres between the Strait of Hormuz and what is now Basra, were dry land.) But the largest amount of low-lying land in the world, which would have been most affected by any

  rise in sea levels, where a flood would have been most catastrophic, was the Sunda Shelf, on the south-east ‘corner’ of South East Asia, and stretching 5,400 kilometres east to west and

  2,700 kilometres north to south. This may well account for why flood myths are more prevalent in that region than anywhere else. Such a flood would have provoked large-scale migration – east,

  west and north.




  Is this the ‘great split’ that Johanna Nichols identified in the linguistic record between Old World peoples and Pacific rim peoples? Though the hard evidence is meagre and by no

  means universally accepted, the picture it paints fits in every way but for the chronology; and dating, we know, is the weakest point in chronolinguistics.




  COLLECTIVE WARNINGS




  We now need to consider, briefly, one other relatively new finding about ancient Asian history before moving on to compare Old World and New World myths. This too is not the

  detour it might at first appear. It concerns a whole constellation of stories known as the Vedas. The Vedas, the sacred writings of the Hindus, envisage a ‘Yuga’ theory of historical

  and cosmic development – great cycles of humanity and of nature, disrupted by enormous natural cataclysms. One of these cycles is said to last 24,000 years, not so very different from the

  23,000-year ‘wobble’, as Stephen Oppenheimer calls it, but more relevant, perhaps, is the newly discovered fact of three great floods in recent geological history, at ~14,000, ~11,500

  and ~8,000 years ago. Is this not in effect cyclical history, broken by great catastrophes? Is that why Hinduism lays such store by cyclical history?




  More specifically for our purposes, however, the Vedantic literature refers to a land of seven rivers – identified as the Indus, Ravi, Sutlej, Sarasvati, Yamuna, Ganga and Saryu – in

  which the Sarasvati was the most important for Vedic people, both spiritually and culturally, irrigating their central land and place of origin and supporting a large

  population.26 One verse of the Vedas describes the Sarasvati as ‘the best of mothers, the best river, the best goddess’ and another places it

  between the Sutlej and the Yamuna.27




  The problem is – or was – that today there is no major river flowing between the Yamuna and the Sutlej, and the area is well known as the Punjab (panca-ap in Sanskrit), or the

  Land of Five Rivers or Waters. This discrepancy led some scholars for many years to dismiss the Sarasvati as a ‘celestial’ river, or an imaginary construct, or in fact to be a

  small river in Afghanistan, whose name, Haraquti or Harahvaiti, is cognate with Sarasvati.




  Beginning just after World War Two, however, archaeological excavations began to uncover more and more settlements which seemed related to the well-known Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa Indus

  civilisations but paradoxically were up to 140 kilometres distant from the Indus River itself, at sites where there is today no obvious source of water. It was only in 1978 that a number of

  satellite images from the spacecraft launched by NASA and the Indian Space Research Organisation began to identify traces of ancient river courses that lay along where the Vedas said the Sarasvati

  had been. Gradually, these images revealed more details about the channel including the fact that it had been six to eight kilometres wide for much of its course, and no fewer than fourteen

  kilometres wide at one point. It also had a major tributary and between them the channel and its tributary converted the Land of Five Rivers (of today) into the Land of Seven Rivers

  (saptasaindhava) in the Vedas. Moreover, the Rig Veda describes the Sarasvati as flowing from the ‘mountains to the sea’, which geology shows it would have done only between

  10,000 and 7,000 years ago, as the Himalayan glaciers were melting. Over the years, the rivers feeding the Sarasvati changed their course four times as a result of earthquakes, feeding the Ganges

  instead, and the Sarasvati dried up.28




  So the Veda myths were right all along – there was a Sarasvati River and it was just as mighty as the scriptures said.5 But it also throws

  into context the fact that the sacred texts show that the Vedic culture at that time was a maritime culture (there are 150 references in the Vedas to the ocean, rivers flowing

  into the sea, and travel by sea).




  The rediscovery of the Sarasvati therefore underlines two things that concern us. One, the basic skills of civilisation – notably domestication, pottery, long-distance trade, sailing

  – were in place in South Asia (India) and island South East Asia by 5000 BC; and second, the great myths which we find spread right across the world are almost

  certainly based on real catastrophic events that actually devastated early humankind and form a genuine collective memory to warn us that such terrible events may one day recur.




  MYTHS AS MEMORIES




  Now that we have done our groundwork and have a strong suspicion that myths – the important ones, the original ones – are founded on fact, on real historical events,

  then the ways in which myths vary across the world takes on a new and tantalising significance. What, we may ask, do they tell us about the early experiences of humans in different parts of the

  globe? In particular, how do myths in the New World differ from those in the Old and, where they do, what does this mean? Do they help us to reconstruct the experiences of early peoples?




  The genetic evidence shows that the Chukchi in Siberia and the first human groups to enter the Americas reached Beringia by central Eurasia and had arrived some time between 20,000 and 16,500

  years ago at the latest. The linguistic evidence in particular suggests that a second, later group of ancient peoples travelled up the western coast of the Pacific Ocean – Malaysia, China,

  Russia. If the earliest peoples reached the New World at any time between 43,000 and 29,500 years ago, as some of the genetic evidence suggests, they may well have had a memory of the Toba

  earthquake, but none of the great floods had yet occurred. On the other hand, the second group – the Na-Dene speakers with the M130 genetic marker, whose bearers migrated up the Pacific rim

  and into the Americas at about 8,000– 6,000 years ago – should have had fairly recent experience of flood. What do we find?




  In the first place, and by way of generalisation, we may say that there is an extensive constellation of myths that occur in both the Old World and the New, far too

  many for them to have all been jointly conceived by coincidence. Allied to this, there are some important myths that occur only in the Old World and in Oceania but do not appear in the New

  World. At the same time, there are a few myths – of origin, creation – that appear in the New World and not in the Old. This is all what you would expect if early humankind originated

  in the Old World and migrated to the New.




  A second thing to assimilate is that a number of myths have a very wide spread indeed, right across the world. For example, there is a creation myth among the Diegueno Indians of south-west

  California that is closely paralleled in the creation myth of the Mundaic aboriginal tribe of Bengal. In the Californian myth, two brothers who were under the sea at the beginning of time go out

  looking for land. After some fruitless searching, the elder brother creates land from tightly packed red ants. However, the birds which he made later could not find this land because it was still

  dark. He therefore made the sun and the moon. In the Bengal myth, after a watery start to the world, two birds were created in mistake for men. They then flew around the world looking for land but

  after twelve years hadn’t found any. The creator then sent various animals to dive for earth and after several abortive attempts, the turtle brought up land, in the form of an island, which

  became the source of all life on Earth. In both these cases there is a watery start to the world, two brothers, or birds, go looking for land but are unsuccessful.




  The wide geographic distribution of this myth is not so odd if we accept that its origin was the flooding of the Sunda Shelf in South East Asia, a flood which generations later receded, to

  reveal (create) more land. Then the idea migrated out from there, both to the west and to the north. We have seen that the Mundaic peoples were rice growers, who speak Austro-Asiatic, both of which

  traits originated in South East Asia. The Diegueno Indians of California are Na-Dene speakers which, as we saw in a previous chapter, is a language that overlaps with Dene-Caucasian in South East

  Asia. The Diegueno have the M130 haplogroup so most likely left island South East Asia at around 8,000 years ago. Whatever accretions have been made in, say, Bengal and California (or on the way

  there), the similarities of these myths suggest their common origins. The Mundaic tribes and the Diegueno originated in island South East Asia and, following the flood, one

  tribe went west, the other north.29




  Next we may consider the myths found on both sides of the Bering Strait, where we can examine the detailed – and systematic – ways in which they vary.




  As has been said, many myths describe a ‘watery chaos’ flood, out of which land gradually emerges. In the sub-arctic regions of North America, however, the most common myth is that

  of the ‘land diver’. In these myths, following the flood, land doesn’t emerge gradually but is created by raising it up from the floor of the ocean bed. A common procedure to

  ensure this happens is the use of what have become known as ‘land divers’. These are animals, often diving birds, who are sent down to the bottom of the ocean (by either the creator or

  Earth’s first inhabitants) to pick up a scrap of earth on the ocean bed. Typically, after a few unsuccessful attempts, one diver returns with earth or clay in its claws or beak, and this

  small amount is transformed into the growing Earth. In one form or another, this myth can be found from Romania to central Asia, to Siberia.




  But the land diver and land raiser myths are most typical in sub-arctic North America and among the Algonquin tribes of the eastern woodlands. The Huron, of Ontario, for example, have a myth in

  which a turtle sends various animals diving for earth, all of whom drown except the toad, who returns with a few scraps of land in its mouth. These are placed on the back of the turtle by the

  female creatrix, who has descended from heaven for this purpose, and the scraps of earth grow into the land. The Iroquois (on the north-western Pacific coast of what is now the United States) and

  the Athabaskan tribes also have this myth, which is in fact confined to two linguistic groups, Amerind speakers and Na-Dene speakers. The motif is not found in Eskimo flood myths or in Central or

  South America.30




  Two other aspects of this set of myths claim our attention. First, the distribution of the land diver stories overlaps with a characteristic genetic marker in sub-arctic North America. Certain

  population groups (not Eskimos, Aleuts or Athabaskans) have what is known as the ‘Asian 9-base-pair deletion’ – nine pairs of proteins are missing from their DNA. This marker, this characteristic pattern of absence, is shared with certain clans in New Guinea, and also with peoples in Vietnam and Taiwan. Not only does this further confirm the

  South East Asian origin of at least some Americans (and underlines the distinction between Eskimos and Na-Dene speakers), but the sheer size and diversity of the 9-bp deletion

  on both sides of the Pacific suggests a very old origin. One suggestion is that they represent an expansion of circum-polar Asian populations around the time of the Younger Dryas event over 11,000

  years ago (i.e., at the time of the second flood). The Younger Dryas was a bitter cold snap that preceded the flooding at 11,000 years ago and this event might explain the period of extreme cold

  and famine preceding the flood, that is also described in the Algonquin myths.31




  Second, these land raiser myths, which after all are fairly spectacular, lend themselves to one or more of three phenomena recognised by geographers and oceanographers. The first is

  ‘coastline emergence’. This is something which happened on a grand scale, especially in North America. It is a phenomenon which occurs because, after the Ice Age, as the glaciers

  melted, they grew lighter and, with less weight on it, the continental crust lifted up. Moreover, the change in weight brought about a rise in the land that was more than the rise in sea

  level. Since the land had hitherto been crushed below sea level, it would at that time have risen out of the sea. Photographs of Bear Lake in Canada show several shore lines that have risen

  hundreds if not a few thousand feet above sea level.32 People alive at the time would, over the generations, have noticed that the shore line had moved

  and, we may assume, incorporated this strange phenomenon into their myths, explaining it as best they could.




  The second phenomenon involves the well-established fact that the Pacific rim is known as the ‘Ring of Fire’, because that is where the world’s most active volcanoes are

  located. Volcanoes are discussed in more detail in chapter five; here, all we need to point out is that many volcanoes in the Ring of Fire are offshore, underwater volcanoes, forming part of the

  seabed. During underwater offshore eruptions (of which there were more than 50 in 2001–2002) solid matter – ‘land’ – would have been propelled forcefully to the

  surface.




  A third possibility is that the myths dimly reflect the experience of ancient people who had lived among earlier inundations (say, following the Younger Dryas episode), and had then witnessed

  the raised sea levels decline, revealing more and more land as the waters receded.




  Here, too, then, myths appear to follow history and suggest that, for some types of North American Indian at least, they did ‘remember’ in their legends an early flood, and observed

  the land rising as it was released from the weight of ice, as the glaciers melted, or offshore volcanoes erupted, or higher sea levels receded. The rest of the Americas lack

  the ‘land diver’ and ‘land raiser’ myths, though they have a rich stock of flood myths, including those with birds who fly out to seek land.




  Other ancient legends would appear to offer still more tantalising glimpses into the past. For example, in his analysis of world flood myths, Stephen Oppenheimer found systematic variation in

  the New World. The dominant flood myth of North American Indians was the land raiser and land diver myths, as we have just seen, and these they shared with Siberians. In Central America, on the

  other hand, the dominant features involved super-waves, mountain-high floods, with the survivor(s) landing on the mountainside before the flood receded. These themes were shared with myths in

  Tibet-Burma, Taiwan, island South East Asia and Polynesia. As we shall see in more detail in chapter five this geographical distribution coincides exactly with the pattern of hurricane activity

  across the Pacific Ocean (here).




  In South America the dominant flood themes stress overpopulation (the gods decided to make a flood because there were too many people on earth), drought and/or famine before the flood and the

  use of an ark or boat of some kind. As again we shall see in chapter five, this area is known to be among the most volcanically active regions on Earth, and is also susceptible to El Niño

  events, which create violent winds, associated tsunamis and can trigger earthquakes, causing great loss of life. Early peoples may well have concluded that such disasters, which killed so many

  people, meant that the gods thought there were too many people on Earth.




  TRICKSTERS AND TOTEMS




  A somewhat different myth of origin has less to do with floods than with what has come to be called ‘the trickster creator’. This character is found in Norse myths,

  in Africa, in New Guinea but above all in North America. The trickster creator is usually an animal, like a fox, a raven or coyote, or is half-animal/half-human, and usually creates people by some

  sort of subterfuge or deception. This has generally been taken to refer to shamanistic behaviour, primitive religious leaders exercising power or influence through some sort

  of magic, who were often thought capable of turning themselves into animals, at least temporarily.




  The world-wide distribution of these myths suggests that shamanism had evolved by the time early humans reached the Americas (see chapter three). It is certainly possible that religious

  practitioners could have evolved several times throughout history, in different places, but it is much less likely that the ‘trickster’ theme would have evolved several times. Could the

  theme of creating humans by subterfuge have evolved before early humans grasped the male role in procreation? There is some evidence that humans in the Old World discovered the male role in

  reproduction only when the dog was domesticated, because it was domesticated first and because among the large mammals it is the one with the shortest gestation time. The dog, the fox and the

  coyote are all members of the Canidae family, whose gestation times range from 52 days (fox) to 63 days (coyotes, dogs and dingoes). This possibility is discussed in more detail in chapter

  seven.




  Paul Radin, in his study of North American Indian trickster myths (among the Winnebago, Tlingit and Assiniboine) concludes that the trickster has three primary traits – his voracious

  appetite, his wandering and his unbridled sexuality. Given that he is also on occasions a mix of being a god, or almost a god, or an ex-god, and at the same time a buffoon, Radin concluded that the

  trickster represents the spirit, or the threat, of disorder, indicating from where dangerous disorder is most likely to arise (conflicts over food and sex), suggesting that this too is a

  myth that stems from an experience in deep time, perhaps when the population thinned and was under threat from limited or nearly non-existent food supplies and where the act of procreation required

  discipline if the tribe were to survive. It may also represent an ambivalent attitude to the gods who, in the past, had let mankind down, scarcely behaving in god-like ways. Is this a folk memory

  of the New World inhabitants’ precarious and constricted time in Beringia, cut off between water to the west and ice to the east?33 Is the unbridled

  sexuality of the dog an unconscious reference to its role in revealing the male principle in reproduction?




  Of the many other myths that exist in both the New World and the Old, the most important generalisation, from our point of view, is that they support the idea that the

  early inhabitants of the Americas come from both inland central Asia and island South East Asia.




  According to Stephen Oppenheimer, there are very few motifs that are totally absent in the New World, but there are systematic variations and these form a consistent and

  coherent picture. The most substantial systematic difference is a constellation often linked motifs not generally found in Africa, the Americas, or Central and North East Asia. Instead, this

  constellation occurs in a distinctive swathe (referred to earlier) from Polynesia across China, South Asia, and then the Middle East, ending in northern Europe (as far as Finland).




  For example, in the Americas there is a relative dearth of ‘watery chaos myths’ beyond the north-west Pacific coast. Another difference is that New World myths lack almost any

  references to sea monsters or dragons (the one exception is an Aztec myth). In any one of the three floods referred to above, far more areas, and far more populated areas, would have been

  accessible to crocodiles, whose main range of activity was in Indo-China. This is confirmed by the fact that, in the myths, most dragons and serpents attack coastal peoples, not fishermen. On this

  reading, the dragon and sea monster stories are perhaps a deep folk memory of a plague of crocodiles that occurred when shallow coastal areas were flooded at one stage in the distant

  past.34 (Recall the skin scarification practices mentioned earlier among the Austronesians, which are supposed to represent the teeth marks of

  crocodiles.)




  Besides ‘watery chaos’, first light and separation, other elements in this constellation of myths are the use of the ‘word’ by the gods to create light, descriptions of

  incest, parricide and use of the deity’s body parts and fluids as building materials for the cosmos. None of this occurs in New World myths, though it is common across Eurasia, where we also

  often find a divine couple who are bound together, and separate to create heaven and Earth, who are then mutilated and torn apart by their offspring, who use the parts of the parent deity to create

  the landscape (blood is used for rivers, for example, or the skull for the dome of the sky). Many myths in this constellation contain episodes of post-flood incest, usually between a brother and a

  sister. Sometimes the participants are aware of the taboo, at others it isn’t mentioned. This would appear to be a forceful way for primitive peoples to reinforce the memory that, after the

  flood and/or the Toba eruption, the race almost died out and/or was isolated (from other islands?), the population reduced to such an extent that brothers were forced to mate

  with sisters.




  Again such myths are not in general found in the New World. Nor are there many myths of ‘land-splitting heroes’ in the Americas. In land-splitting myths, the floods are caused by sea

  creatures or monsters when they chipped bits of islands from continents or from larger islands, when creating the geography of the region (this motif is widespread in Indonesia). It would appear to

  be a remnant of an earthquake (or, again, a flood) which may have created offshore islands or rearranged them, the resulting floods being associated with the above-mentioned plague of

  crocodiles.




  Nor are there myths in the New World, as there are in the Old, where the world is created by the word of god. This is well known in the West from the bible, of course: ‘And God

  said, Let there be Light: And there was light’ (Genesis 1:3). Similar motifs are known in Babylon, Egypt, India, Polynesia and other areas of the Indo-Pacific. The emphasis on the

  ‘word’ may indicate the importance of language in early forms of identity.




  This overall pattern is amplified by a second group of myths which are also notable by their absence in the New World. These include the ‘dying and rising tree god’, the myth of the

  warring brothers, and the so-called ‘moon/lake tryst’. The dying and rising tree god or spirit had a very wide distribution across the Earth, from the Norse myth of Odin to the Egyptian

  myth of Osiris, to the Christian story of Jesus, to the Moluccan myth of Maapitz, to the New Britain myth of To Kabinana.6 Moreover, this myth overlaps in

  certain locations with the theme of warring brothers, or sibling rivalry: Set/Isis in Egypt; Bangor/Sisi in Papua New Guinea; Wangki/Sky in Sulawesi; and, of course, Cain and Abel in the bible.

  This conflict is generally taken to reflect the different lifestyles of agriculture and either foraging or nomadism – in other words, it is post-agriculture. In the moon/lake tryst the

  hero falls in love with the reflection of the moon in a lake.35




  What matters for us with these myths is less their meaning (for the moment) than their distribution which, as mentioned above, is all but identical to the other group often

  motifs just considered. This spread is shown in map 4 and, broadly speaking, once again extends from Indonesia and Borneo, up through the Malay peninsula, India, the Arabian Gulf, Mesopotamia, the

  Mediterranean civilisations to western and northern Europe. This range of locations has in common that it occupies and overlaps with the great ‘East-West Corridor’ (as shown in map 1

  and discussed in more detail in chapter five), a broad swathe of coastline running from the tip of Malaysia at Singapore as far west as Pointe St Mathieu, near Brest in Brittany, in

  France.7 Is this evidence for very ancient contact between these regions? We shall see in a later chapter how east-west movement across the globe has

  been much easier than north-south movement.




  The new synthesis of cosmology, geology, genetics and mythology is exciting but we have taken it about as far as it will go. From it we may conclude (and repeating the proviso that this is all

  very speculative) that one group of early humans who first peopled the Americas arrived no later than 14,000 years ago and very probably at 16,500–15,000 years ago. They shared with everyone

  else an experience of a global seaborne flood and creation myths in which man is fashioned out of clay. But they showed no awareness of either agriculture or navigation, having reached the cold and

  limiting region of Siberia, and then Beringia, before these skills were invented (or needed). Similarly, they showed a very rudimentary awareness of a great global catastrophe, other than flood, in

  which the skies darkened for generations and only slowly cleared, with light preceding the sun and the moon by a very long time.




  These myths concur with the genetic and linguistic evidence, that there was a later migration, possibly at 11,000 but more likely at 8,000–6,000 years ago. It follows from this that early

  Americans had no awareness of the cultural conflict that gave rise to the ‘warring brothers’ myths, or the dying and rising tree god myth, which originated in South East Asia too late

  for it to be incorporated into New World mythology. This too suggests these people left the Sunda Shelf before agriculture was invented. The two constellations of myth motifs were arguably the most

  important ideas of ancient times in the Old World, shaping – as we shall see – most of the religions and traditional histories from Europe to South East Asia.




  This all suggests (and still speculating) that the period between 11,000 and 8,000 years ago on the Sunda Shelf was very problematical, entailing several catastrophes which both expelled many

  people and gave rise to powerful myths among those who remained. As Johanna Nichols has said, there was a major rupture between the people who headed north, eventually to colonise the New World,

  and those who remained, or headed back west, to form part of the civilisations of Eurasia.




  In fact, what the distribution of myths enables us to say is that, just as Johanna Nichols identified four large language phyla across the world (see above, here), so there are four large

  ‘phyla’ of myths, though with a somewhat different distribution. These four areas encompass, first, Africa. For our purposes, Africa can be largely set aside: the continent features as

  the starting point of a journey for humankind where the main episodes of interest take place elsewhere. And this is reflected in Africa’s myths of origin about which, as Stephen Belcher says,

  ‘No generalisations are possible.’ Tricksters are found in myths right across the continent, as are giants and ogres; snakes are common and most myths take place in a rural, village

  environment, and concern hunting or cattle herding (the latter, therefore, are of rather recent origin). Baboons and chimpanzees feature, often as early forms of human being; sky gods and the moon

  are also quite common but none of the patterns we shall be attaching importance to exists in African myths. The second area is the long swathe of cultures from northern Europe through the

  Mediterranean and Middle East, India and South East Asia and on to island South East Asia (the great East-West Corridor); the third area encompasses northern Asia (China, Siberia, Japan, Korea);

  and the fourth comprises the New World.36




  In general, two broad conclusions may be drawn from this brief survey of myths, one concerning the New World, the other the Old World. In the New World the very ancient myths (such as the watery

  creation of the world) tended to be superseded by those that forced themselves on people by their experiences in the American continent itself – land divers, land raisers, tricksters, violent

  tsunamis. This is an early indication of a trend or theme we shall see more of as the book proceeds: the role that extreme weather – storms, hurricanes, volcanoes and earthquakes –

  plays in New World ideology. In the Old World what draws our attention is the distinctive distribution of the watery creation myth, the use of the ‘word’ to create light and the dying

  and rising tree god set of myths. Dying and rising refers to fertility, a dominant issue in Old World ideology that, as we shall see, did not have quite the same importance in the New World. The

  spread of these myths, from the ‘corner’ of South East Asia, up through China and across India into the Middle East and west and north Europe, following what we shall be calling the

  great East-West Corridor, shows that this route was in use very early on. It would have a profound effect on the development of Eurasia in all senses – ideologically, commercially,

  technologically. There was nothing like it in the New World.
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  SIBERIA AND THE SOURCES OF SHAMANISM




  The final matter to consider before following early humans into the New World is a specific region of the Old World that the migrants had to

  pass through before completing their Great Journey. This was the region immediately to the west of the Bering Strait: Siberia. As well as being remote, cold and empty, Siberia is the home of

  shamanism, a phenomenon that will play a large role in our story.




  Although it has been called into question lately, most anthropologists accept that shamanism is a hunter’s religion, and probably the earliest evolved manifestation of religious activity,

  spiritual discipline and medical practice, and which seems to have been in existence in prehistoric times across a wide swathe of the Eurasian landmass. Shamanism is even depicted in cave art

  – for example, at Trois Frères in Ariège, in the French Pyrenees, south of Toulouse, where a figure seventy centimetres high displays antlers, owl’s eyes, lion or

  bear’s paws, a fox’s tail, and is wrapped in an animal skin which almost conceals an erect penis (see figure 1).1




  Shamanism is primarily concerned with the need to take the life (of animals) in order to live oneself and reflects an early cosmology, an equilibrium achieved by the idea that one has to pay for

  the souls of the animals one needs to kill in order to survive, and where the shaman flies to the owner of the animals to negotiate a price.2




  In hunting societies, the main belief is – and was – that ‘All that exists lives’.3 We are surrounded by enemies,

  ‘invisible spirits with gaping mouths’. A second belief is that the cosmos exists on a series of levels – six, seven or nine, as the case may be – all linked by a

  ‘world tree’ or pillar or mountain, and where the shaman’s primary ability is – and was – ‘soul flight’ which enabled him, in a trance (an important

  element), to travel between the different levels of the cosmos in order to perform feats that would benefit the community. A third belief was that people had multiple souls and that dreams were

  evidence of one or more of these souls leaving the body, and going on journeys. Illness resulted when these souls could not for some reason rejoin their bodies (possibly because ill people found it

  difficult to sleep, or alternatively were so exhausted by their illness, and slept so deeply, that they couldn’t remember their dreams). And it was part of the shaman’s function, again

  in trance, to go on a soul journey, find the missing or lost soul and lead it back to the ill person’s body, restoring that body to health.4 These

  soul journeys often involved crossing menacing landscapes, in which the shaman was either dismembered or reduced to a mere skeleton, and for that reason shamans underwent special initiation

  procedures, having to spend a considerable period in the wilderness, surviving on their own and making the intimate acquaintance of the landscape and the wild animals, developing his (or, more

  rarely, her) survival skills. The activities of the shaman tend to concentrate on matters that, though important, are erratic: illness, weather, predators, prey.5
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  Fig. 1 ‘Animal-shaman’ dancing. Les Trois Frères cave, Ariège, France.




  

    The word ‘shaman’ comes from the language of the Evenk, a small Tungus-speaking group of hunters and reindeer herders in Siberia. Its literal meaning is

    ‘one who knows’ and it was first used, according to Piers Vitebsky, only to describe religious specialists from this region. Other tribes in the arctic north have other words, which

    haven’t caught on to the same extent.6 Shamans exhibit various forms of behaviour – which we shall come to – but the aspect of shamanism

    that is of obvious interest to us at this point is its geographical spread. In Vitebsky’s words, ‘There are astonishing similarities, which are not easy to explain, between

    shamanistic ideas and practices as far apart as the Arctic, Amazonia and Borneo.’7 Although shamanism is found in Borneo, the strongest links are in

    fact laid out like a giant figure ‘7’, along the northern rim of Eurasia, from the Lapps in arctic Russia to Siberia, and then on down the Americas to the Amazon.


  




  It is fair to say that more would be known about the phenomenon of shamanism – its nature and distribution about the world – but for twentieth-century history, in particular the Cold

  War. Several hundred photographs of prehistoric cave art, and ancient sculptures, have been published in the West (in France, for example), but, according to one account, there are 20,000

  illustrations published in Russian (Soviet) journals but not readily available elsewhere in accessible journals or books. This has inhibited the growth of our knowledge while at the same time

  confirming the distribution of shamanism across Eurasia.




  Siberia, even today, is an inhospitable place. An area equal in size to Europe and the United States put together, it contains, in the Kolyma basin, the coldest inhabited location on Earth,

  where winter temperatures can sink to -70° Centigrade and where, when summer arrives in May, the frozen rivers can shatter ‘with the sound of cannon fire’. Siberia contains the

  world’s largest forest, covering roughly 2,000 million acres and, of all the inhabitable parts of the globe, it remains the most thinly populated. According to Soviet sources, there are some

  120 linguistic groupings in the area though much of the taiga (boreal forest, birch, poplars, conifers) and tundra (shrubs, sedges, mosses, scattered trees) of central and eastern Siberia

  was roamed by reindeer-hunting and herding tribes who spoke the language known as Tungus. On the Kamchatka Peninsula and its offshore islands – the eastern-most tip of Asia – the

  language spoken was and is Eskimo: Yupik and Unangan.8




  At the time the Russians moved into Siberia, in the late sixteenth century, the Chukchi, a tribe we have already met, were still a Stone Age people, living in tents with

  bone-tipped arrows and spears and recognising no authority higher than family networks.9 In this area, Christianity was never fully imposed on the people,

  who continued to offer blood sacrifices (often of dogs) to the saints, usually in secret. In Soviet times, shamanism was officially abolished by decree, aided by collectivisation, which moved

  Russians into Siberia from other regions of what was then the USSR. Great cruelty was sometimes used to stamp out traditional practices, with shamans allegedly being thrown from helicopters and

  challenged to ‘show their powers of spirit-flight’. By 1980 the Soviet authorities claimed to have suppressed shamanism completely, though this is doubtful.10




  Shamanism may have begun as the world’s oldest religion, when and where it did, partly because of the psychopathology of the arctic region, and partly because of man’s relationship

  with the deer. There is some evidence, for example, that early shamans were psychologically out of the ordinary – either epileptics or neurotics, whose abnormal behaviour was regarded by

  primitive peoples as ‘an altered state of consciousness’. In the arctic region, with its intense cold and long periods of darkness, recognised forms of mental illness, such as

  meryak or menerik (arctic hysteria), could appear similar to the shaman’s trance.11 It is notable that in some areas of Siberia and

  the Americas the initiation rites for shamans include a period of sickness. What we understand as abnormal behaviour may not always have been regarded as pathological in ancient times but rather as

  ‘spirit possession’.




  Reindeer are magnificent animals. They are large; the males have their extraordinary crown of antlers, giving them an easy, and easily identifiable, nobility; they are skittish but not fierce,

  unlike bears and the big cats; and they are natural herding animals. Because of their configuration, they were and are useful sources not just of meat, but of hides, bone and sinew. This

  configuration may have provoked the traditional attitude of hunting societies towards game, which has been described as ‘a complex of worship and brutality’.12 Early hunting societies (the ‘reindeer civilisations’ as Fernand Braudel called them) usually had some belief in a ‘Master’ or (less often)

  ‘Mistress’ of the Animals, a guardian of the animal species which played an important role in the life of the tribe or clan, and represented their collective soul or essence. On this understanding, the Master of the Animals ‘releases’ animals to human hunters, so they can kill certain creatures and obtain food and other necessities,

  but in return the hunters owe certain obligations – they must make agreed sacrifices and observe particular rules. This is where the shaman comes in.




  One of the defining attributes of a shaman is the phenomenon known as ‘soul flight’. By means, usually, of an ‘altered state of consciousness’ (to use a modern western

  phrase not necessarily recognised by the shamans themselves), and often a form of trance, the shaman flies – either around the landscape, to locate the animals to be killed, or to the upper

  world, or the netherworld, or the bottom of the ocean, to locate the Master of the Animals, to negotiate the price to be paid for the creatures.




  But there is more to shamanism than this. Often a link is made between hunting and seduction. The penetration of the animal’s body in hunting is sometimes seen as analogous to sexual

  union.13 For example, in the Upper Amazon, among the people known as the Desana, the word ‘to hunt’ also means ‘to make love to the

  animals’. The analogy is elaborated in the careful preparations that are made, meaning that the prey is ‘courted’ and even sexually excited, so that it will be attracted towards

  the hunter and ‘allow’ itself to be shot. To this end, the hunter must be himself in a state of heightened sexual tension, which is achieved by sexual abstinence immediately before the

  hunt, and by making himself more appealing to his prey through ritual purity and body decoration of which face paint is an important ingredient. In Siberia, the shaman is often felt to have power

  over the animals because he has once been an animal himself. In preparatory ritual dances, the rutting and mating of animals is often simulated, with explicit sexual gestures.14




  According to Piers Vitebsky Siberia and Mongolia are the ‘classic shamanistic areas’. A conference at Harvard in the spring of 2011 heard other recent evidence suggesting that the

  elk, a species of large deer, migrated across the Bering Land Bridge at more or less the same time as did humans. If this is confirmed, it would underline the idea that shamanism crossed the

  continental divide at that time too. Soul flight does occur in the Americas but mainly in the arctic and sub-arctic, with North American Eskimos very similar in this regard to Siberian

  peoples.15 For Eskimo shamans, ‘dismemberment, dramatic flights through the air and journeys to the bottom of the sea are

  common’. As the distance from the Bering Strait increases, soul journeys become rarer, as does the occurrence of deep trance. Instead, the shaman is initiated into his role through isolation

  and fasting. Especially in the Great Plains region, trance and journeying are replaced by dreaming and by the ‘vision-quest’. This latter is a procedure in which young men – and

  less often young women – remove themselves to the wilderness for days at a time, to prove their hardiness but also to seek a vision from the spirits of the natural world. In many tribes this

  has become a widespread initiation rite all by itself – to teach young people basic survival skills – but shamans develop the visions obtained in this way in more detail.16




  In Central and South American societies, the shaman is the dominant figure in the tribe. Their view of the cosmos is essentially the same as it is in Siberia – a layered heaven linked to

  Earth by a world tree, or pillar, with the shaman having the ability to fly to the upper and lower worlds. The initiation procedures, also, are much the same: an initial sickness, the experience of

  being dismembered or reduced to a skeleton, and marriage to a ‘spirit-spouse’. Chanting is a particularly distinctive technique of entering trance in South America, and so are two other

  devices not found elsewhere to anywhere near the same extent – the widespread use of hallucinogens and the close identification of the shaman with the jaguar. These aspects are considered in

  more detail in later chapters but here we may note that, recently, David Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson have brought new evidence to bear which confirms the great antiquity of shamanism by

  showing that shamanic practices were ‘a significant component’ of Palaeolithic rock art.




  In the first place they noted evidence of hallucinogens being used in these confined spaces; at the same time the images themselves, often abstract designs, are, they say, similar to those

  produced in ‘entoptic’ (trance-like or drug-induced) states. This links in with the well-known account by Peter Furst of fly agaric use among the Koryak, another Siberian tribe.

  According to Furst, fly agaric, a psychoactive fungus, has been used as a sacred inebriant of the shamanistic religions of the northern Eurasiatic forest belt, especially those of Siberian reindeer

  hunters and herders, from the Baltic to Kamchatka, where it was known as the ‘mushroom of immortality’.17 Perhaps the most remarkable aspect

  of the Koryaks was that they would drink the urine of intoxicated people – intoxicated with fly agaric – and even the urine of reindeer who had eaten the mushroom

  and became affected. The urine of people and deer who had eaten the mushroom was apparently even more potent than the mushroom itself and in this way the Koryaks could ‘prolong their ecstasy

  for days’.18




  There is, too, an overlap between the role of the shaman and the myth of the trickster, referred to earlier. Being a shaman often involved trickster-type behaviour. The shaman must change form

  to ‘fight and outwit’ obstructive spirits, and in myths the earliest shamans employed trickery to capture the sun, to give light to the people, or else stole the secret of fire, or of

  agriculture, from the jealous gods.




  One final cultural characteristic that crosses the Bering Strait is the fact that shamanism is closely associated with transvestism. In Siberia the costume of the male shaman is invariably

  decorated with female symbols, while among the Chukchi shamans may dress as women, do women’s work, and use a special language spoken only by women (they are referred to as ‘soft

  men’). Among North American Indians there is a widespread tradition of transvestism known as berdache. These make especially powerful shamans – the Mohave, for example, rank

  their shamans, rating females as more powerful than males but berdaches as more powerful than either. The Navajo, Lakota and Cheyenne Indians all believed berdaches could cure

  insanity and were powerful aids in childbirth.19
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