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ANCIENT HIGH TECH
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“Based on extensive research including the latest findings, Frank Joseph delivers in this book a comprehensive overview of our ancient ancestors’ remarkable achievements, much of them lost to the sands of time. Frank Joseph once again shows why he is a leading expert on ancient civilizations with this impressive book backed up by plenty of evidence. Who would have thought that many of the modern conveniences we take for granted were also enjoyed by our ancient ancestors?!”

DAVID P. JONES, EDITOR AND DIRECTOR OF NEW DAWN MAGAZINE

“Frank Joseph is an utterly brilliant, fearless explorer of our ancient hidden past. His books are peerless, mind-bending trips of discovery into the scientific genius of civilizations that once ruled the planet. His dedication to revealing our true history—kept hidden from us by orthodox, grant-fueled ‘science’ and those who control our world—is unfailingly inspiring. In this, his newest work, he once again guides us on a breathtaking, dazzling journey into the reality of the advanced science and incredible technologies our forebears discovered and used to make their civilizations thrive.”

JEFF RENSE, HOST OF THE JEFF RENSE PROGRAM

“Impeccably researched, Ancient High Tech transports the reader back through history to the remarkable technological achievements of various ancient civilizations around the globe. From the earliest attempts at aviation to refined structural engineering to sophisticated healing therapies, Frank Joseph’s comprehensive investigation illustrates that early cultures were much more advanced than generally believed. Each of the progressive societies mastered various forms of technologies and each suffered a similar fate: they collapsed. Perhaps Ancient High Tech is a compelling reminder and warning that technology does not make a civilization superior.”

BRIT ELDERS, CEO AT SHIRLEYMACLAINE.COM

“Frank Joseph’s new book on the amazing technology and early breakthroughs of ancient civilizations is a wonder to behold. It includes mind-blowing tangible proof in pictures of physical artifacts that depict everything from ancient heat rays to Byzantium-era hand grenades and early creations for human flight. When the world entered the dark ages of collapsing civilization in both the West and the East, so much of the scientific, technological, and early medical knowledge of the ancients was lost. Frank helps locate the missing pieces for us. Explore this amazing book and its fascinating author at your earliest convenience.”

VON BRASCHLER, AUTHOR OF SEVEN SECRETS OF TIME TRAVEL

“Frank Joseph is an author of incredible talent and research ability. He is able to find information about topics that no one else can. His writing style is so engrossing, entertaining, and just enjoyable—an excellent way to present research to the general public. I strongly recommend Ancient High Tech and any of his other books. Frank Joseph is one of my favorite authors, and I always look forward to a new book of his.

JOHN DESALVO, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF THE GREAT PYRAMID OF GIZA RESEARCH ASSOCIATION 
AND AUTHOR OF THE LOST ART OF ENOCHIAN MAGIC

“With Ancient High Tech, Frank Joseph has once again created an exceptionally interesting and informative story of our highly advanced ancient ancestors. This book adds significantly to the evidence for advanced sophistication of our ancient ancestors. A master of in-depth research and fact gathering, he’s helping us see our ancient past in a new light one book at a time.”

ANDRÉE L. CUENOD, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING: A JOURNEY OF ENLIGHTENMENT

“Frank Joseph can be controversial, but he is never anything less than thought-provoking. Written with a discerning eye and a global perspective, when he delves into a topic—be it an Aztec death whistle or the electromagnetic properties of Egyptian pyramids—you are guaranteed a fascinating journey into the past.”

DAVID GOUDSWARD, AUTHOR OF THE WESTFORD KNIGHT AND HENRY SINCLAIR



INTRODUCTION

Ahead of Their Time . . . and Ours

History, then, should be written in that spirit, with truthfulness and an eye to future expectations, rather than with adulation and a view to the pleasure of present praise. There is your rule and standard for impartial history! If there will be some to use this standard, it will be well, and I have written to some purpose.

LUCIAN OF SAMOSATA, THE WORKS OF LUCIAN OF SAMOSATA, 170 CE1*

The first modern, self-igniting match was invented in 1805 by Jean Chancel, a Parisian chemist. Yet, identical sulfuric matches were in common use among Babylonians thirty-six hundred years before.1

The flat surface of an ancient temple wall is sculpted in relief with the roughly twenty-inch-high image of a man in Hindu garb seated on a bicycle. Clearly depicted are standard handlebars, saddle, wheels, spokes, and frame, with a pedal mostly obscured by the rider’s left foot. No text accompanies the relief (fig. I.1). The carving appears in Panchavarnaswamy Temple, located in southeastern India, which is cited by name in the Thevaram, a seventh-century text written in the ancient Tamil language. Far earlier, the Greek traveler and geographer Claudius Ptolemy personally visited Panchavarnaswamy in about 150 CE, although its construction could be much older.

In any case, the relief sculpture is not a modern addition. Only normal repairs, no renovations or new artwork, were undertaken at the temple in recorded history, according to Indian researcher Praveen Mohar. He also points out that the anomalous bike rider could only have been carved when the stone on which he appears was horizontal, before subsequently being installed to its present vertical position when Panchavarnaswamy was being built millennia ago.2 Baron Karl von Drais, a civil servant in Baden, Germany, was supposed to have built the first bicycle in 1817. Yet his invention was preceded by nineteen hundred years or more in ancient India.
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Figure I.1. The Panchavarnaswamy Temple bicycle. Photo by Bongan.

In 1999 archaeologists excavating a newly opened Aztec burial site in Mexico City uncovered the remains of a decapitated twenty-yearold sacrificial victim clutching baked-clay objects, one in either hand. Dated to circa 1450 CE, they were small whistles of a kind never before encountered anywhere. When blown, their loud sound was indistinguishable from a man screaming in terrible agony. Since their discovery, many similar so-called death whistles have come to light across Central America (fig. I.2, p. 4). Remarkably, no two are identical. They generate the realistic shrieks of men, women, or children; each one is unique, as though re-creating the voices of particular individuals. Other Mesoamerican whistles reproduce the sounds of jaguars, birds, and a variety of jungle animals with uncanny accuracy.

Scientific laboratory research into these wind instruments reveals their subtle, interior construction, but precisely how the little sound chambers are capable of making such loud, lifelike humanand animallike cries has not been determined.

“A couple of these instruments we found were broken,” archaeologist Paul Healy told the Associated Press, “which was great, because we could actually see the construction of them, the actual technology of building a sound chamber out of paper-thin clay. Still, [the source production of] their exact sounds will likely remain a mystery.” Originally, the whistles may have “emitted terrifying sounds to fend off enemies, much like high-tech crowd-control devices available today.”3

They may have been used as psychological weapons when blown simultaneously by hundreds or even thousands of warriors prior to an attack, some researchers speculate.4 Spanish conquistadors fighting the Aztecs did recount the occasional sound of enemy whistles, but never in large numbers. Given that the whistles were found with a sacrificial victim who had been decapitated, the whistles could have been used in religious ceremonies. However they were employed, the six-hundredyear-old death whistles reproduce natural sounds with an exactness not equaled until the advent of modern recording technology.
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Figure I.2. An Aztec death whistle. Photo by Tim Evanson.

Another ancient American innovation dates back some twelve thousand years before Asian migrations crossed the Barents Sea land bridge from Siberia into Alaska. Among the hazards presented by their new home in the Arctic was snow blindness, a visual condition caused by relentlessly bright sunlight reflecting off seemingly limitless fields of snow and ice. To protect themselves from this environmental hazard, countless generations of resident Inuit inhabitants resorted to the world’s first snow goggles. These were made of driftwood, antler, or bone to completely cover the eyes save for thin, horizontal slits through which the wearer could see sufficiently to travel through the polar landscape without jeopardizing their sight.5
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Figure I.3. Inuit goggles protect the eyes from glare reflected from ice and snow by the sun.

In 2018 a rare specimen of forty-thousand-year-old jewelry was discovered in eastern Russia (see plate 1 for examples). Atlantis Rising magazine reported that an artificial hole in the Siberian chlorite bracelet “required a high-speed drill” to create, using “a tool thirty thousand years ahead of its time.”6 Such a find contradicts mainstream archaeological opinion that denies that ancient man experienced anything more than the most rudimentary material culture. But the Ice Age bangle is only among the most recent examples of surprisingly sophisticated technology invented centuries, even millennia, before the advent of our so-called Modern Age.

The many marvels of technology being uncovered around the globe, the better and the lesser well known, naturally sort themselves into two fundamental categories: those that were ahead of their time and those, incredibly, that were ahead of our time. Typical specimens of the former category, technology more advanced than even twenty-first-century applied science, include seventh-century Hindu bicycles, an Ice Age bracelet made with a power tool, and Babylon’s phosphorus matches from the second millennium BCE, all cited above.

Forthcoming examples of the ancient world’s superior technology include Roman concrete, the Incas’ earthquake-proof architecture, Egyptian cancer cures, Imperial China’s efficient and free public health care, fifth-century India’s rust-free iron pillar, history’s longest floating bridge built by Persian engineers, Turkey’s underground cities for tens of thousands of residents, Persian refrigerators, Peruvian aquifers, and a Chinese reservoir. All are still in service after more than a thousand years of continuous use. They represent just a few of the past achievements modern civilization has yet to duplicate.
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Automation

With artificial intelligence, we are summoning the devil.

ELON MUSK, INTERVIEW AT MIT’S AERONAUTICS AND ASTRONAUTICS CENTENNIAL 
CELEBRATION

Artificial intelligence is the iconic controversy of our times. Yet complex, even sophisticated robotics is not unique to early twenty-first-century technology. Original, surprisingly ingenious examples were actually built and operated by long-lost civilizations many thousands of years ago. Some android specimens were perhaps more advanced than current levels of applied science, as documented by a pair of Roman-era texts that describe hundreds of different kinds of machines capable of independent movement.

Sometime before 70 CE, Pneumatica and Automata were authored by Heron of Alexandria, a teacher at the city’s museum, adjacent to the famous library, where most of his surviving writings appear as lecture notes for courses in mathematics, mechanics, physics, and pneumatics.1 Although the field was not formalized until this past century, Heron’s devices formed the first formal research into cybernetics.

For example, self-driving vehicles are at the cutting edge of contemporary technology, but Heron built a programmable, self-propelled cart powered by a falling weight nearly two thousand years ago. Its “program” consisted of strings wrapped around the drive axle. Heron also invented many automated props and devices for the Greek theater, including a mechanical play. His three-wheeled special-effects platform carried other robots onto to the stage, where they performed in front of audiences.

The contraption was powered by a binary-like system of ropes and knots and operated by a rotating, cylindrical cogwheel, while dropping mechanically timed metal balls onto a hidden drum to replicate the sound of thunder. A falling weight pulled a rope wrapped around the moving platform’s two independent axles. Varying the length of the rope that was wound around each axle enabled Heron to program different routines for the performing robots before each show. Noel Sharkey, a computer scientist at Britain’s University of Sheffield, relates this control system to modern-day binary programming.2

Regarded today as the outstanding researcher of antiquity, Heron was not, however, the earliest genius of his kind. He was preceded by another Greek, the father of robotics, Ctesibius. Inventor of the pipe organ in the third century BCE, Ctesibius went on to construct a camoperated automaton resembling a god that alternatively stood up and sat down during public processions. Oxford University physicist Asim Qureshi states that “later ancient engineers used his [Ctesibius’s] techniques on hydraulic systems.”3

Between 806 and 820 CE, the Japanese inventor Han Zhile moved to China, where he was employed by the imperial court to create “mechanical birds, phoenixes, cranes, crows, and magpies,” according to medical researchers Ashok Kumar Hemal and Mani Meno. “Though built of wood, some of the ornithological prototypes could be made to pretend to eat, drink, chirp, and warble like real birds. He is reported to have installed mechanical devices inside some of the birds to drive their wings to make them fly. He also created a mechanical cat.”4

Chinese cybernetics was known as khwai-shuh from at least the first century. In the words of Andrew Tomas (1906–2001), a well-known Russian-born investigator into ancient technology, it was an art “by means of which a statue was brought to life to serve its maker.”5 An early example was a wooden humanoid atop a robotic cart, developed by Zhang Heng (78–139 CE), that pounded a drum when the selfpropelled vehicle had traveled ten li (3.7 miles) and struck a bell at the one-hundred-li mark.6

Another humanoid was fashioned into the likeness of a Buddhist monk by an early Tang Dynasty craftsman circa 620 CE. Yang Wulian’s creation begged for alms, which were deposited in a copper bowl. When the bowl was full, the animated figure bowed humbly, then deposited the offerings into a treasure chest.7

According to Hemal and Meno, Yin Wenliang, a late fifth-century mechanical engineer from Luozhou “created a wooden man and dressed him with an outfit made of colorful worsted silk. At every banquet, the small wooden man would propose a toast to each guest in order. Yin Wenliang also made a wooden woman. She could play the sheng [an ancient Chinese pipe with thirteen reeds] and sing, and she did them in perfect rhythm. If a guest did not finish the wine in his cup, the wooden man wouldn’t refill the cup. If a guest did not drink enough wine, the wooden singing girl would play the sheng and sing for him to urge him to drink more.”8

Yin Wenliang’s contemporary Dafeng Ma was a skilled designer and constructed an automated dresser for the empress. Whenever the empress opened a full-length mirror, a robotic female brought washing paraphernalia and towels. When the towel was removed from the artificial servant’s arm, it automatically triggered the machine to back away into a closet and deactivate itself.9 Another mechanical domestic was commissioned by Ta-chouan, whose wife was overly impressed by the well-endowed male figure who was programmed to erotically service her when the emperor was away on state business. He eventually learned of the empress’s bionic infidelity, destroyed the cuckolding automaton, and had its inventor beheaded.10 Hers was not the first sex robot, however.

More than six hundred years earlier, Nabis, Sparta’s monarch from 207 to 192 BCE, invented a lifelike reproduction of his famously beautiful wife after her death, concealing it from public knowledge by making it a state secret. Dressed in regal robes, the replica was a mirror image of the deceased Apega, controlled from a concealed nearby location by the king himself “through hidden devices.”11 Whenever a delinquent debtor was summoned to the palace, the deadbeat borrower was lavished with enough wine to inebriate his critical faculties, which might have otherwise detected any artificiality, then ushered into what the tipsy victim imagined was a private audience with the living Apega. Her automated likeness seductively welcomed the unwary defaulter with open arms. But as soon as he entered her, they sprang shut and pressed him ever tighter against her steel torso, studded with iron nails, from which there was no escape. Only when the tortured creditor loudly swore to pay up was his android queen’s excruciating embrace released. This effective government revenue collection agent was described by Polybius, a no-nonsense historian of early Roman history and a contemporary of Nabis himself. The Spartan ruler’s automaton “was one of the advancements in technology of the ancient Greco-Roman world,” according to his Wikipedia entry.12

A thousand years before, during the Trojan War on the Aegean coast of what is now Turkey, the widowed Laodamia “made a bronze likeness of her [deceased] husband, Protesilaus, put it in her room under pretense of sacred rites, and devoted herself to it,” according to Gaius Julius Hyginus, a Latin author and superintendent of the Palatine library under Caesar Augustus. A servant looked through a crack in the door and “saw her holding the simulacrum of Protesilaus in her embrace and kissing it. Thinking she had a lover, he told her father, Acastus. When he came and burst into the room, he saw the likeness of Protesilaus. To put an end to her torture, he had it and the sacred offerings burned on a pyre he had made, but Laodamia, not enduring her grief, threw herself on it and was burned to death.”13

[image: image]

Figure 1.1. The profile of King Nabis appears on an early second-century Greek coin. Nabis created an automaton to seduce debtors and torture them until they paid everything they owed to the king.

Ling Zhao’s mid-sixth-century robots were likewise remarkable for their lifelike appearance, especially their skin and hair texture. Court historian Ming Xin told of how the Qi Dynasty monk from northern China dug a “pleasure pool” at the base of a mountain on the orders of Emperor Wu Cheng. “After the pool was finished, Ling Zhao built a miniature boat with exquisite details and put it in the water. When the miniature boat flowed before the emperor, he took a wine cup from it, and the boat would stop automatically. Then the small wooden man on the boat would clap its hands, and the boat would start to play music. When Emperor Wu Cheng finished drinking and put down the wine cup, the small wooden man would take the cup back to the boat. If Emperor Wu Cheng did not finish drinking the wine in the cup, the boat would stay there and would not leave.”14

Ling Zhao’s earlier colleague Lan Ling fashioned “a robot that could dance.” As related by a mid-sixth-century text, the Chao Ye Qian Zai: “When the king wanted to offer a drink to a man, the robot would turn to that man and bow to the man with the drink in his hand.”15

Lan Ling’s lifelike wine servant was long preceded by the works of the Greek Philon of Byzantium (from the third century BCE), known as Mechanicus because of his impressive engineering accomplishments. These inventions included an automaton “in the form of a life-size woman. In her right hand, she held a wine jug. When a cup was placed in the palm of her left hand, she automatically poured wine first and then water to achieve the right mix. Both the wine and water were stored in metal jugs suspended in her chest.”16 Detailed in Philon’s large treatise, Mechanike syntaxis (Compendium of Mechanics), the automaton’s precise replica appeared in 2017 at an exhibition called Amazing Inventions of the Ancient Greeks, featured by the Herakleidon Museum annex on Apostolou Pavlou Street in central Athens. Like Heron of Alexandria mentioned above, Philon created an automated theater that dramatized the plots of popular myths with moving images, sound effects, and animated visuals. Interestingly, Lan Ling’s automaton “looked like a man of a non-Chinese ethnic group,” suggesting its foreign origins, which may have gone back very far indeed.17


ATLANTEAN ORIGINS OF AUTOMATION

While many examples of automation have been found in Rome and China, some may have been lost in the sea. Chapter 7 of the Old Testament repeats an ancient Egyptian myth of possible predynastic provenance describing the younger brother of Osiris, Rocail, who lived before a great flood had obliterated early civilization: “Rocail erected an enormous sepulcher adorned with statues of various metals, made by talismanic art, which moved and spake, and acted like living men.”18

The apparently Atlantean implications of Rocail’s advanced technology having been overwhelmed by a predynastic deluge are not confined to biblical origins. Theosophical researcher David Reigle writes:

In an account of the sinking of Atlantis, taken from a secret commentary and given by H. P. Blavatsky in The Secret Doctrine, a kind of robot is mentioned (S.D. vol. 2, pp. 427–428). It is there called a “speaking animal” or “speaking beast.” In a footnote, Blavatsky reports that, according to the accounts, these were artificially made beasts, mechanical animals. In another footnote, Blavatsky reports that, according to Brahmachari Bawa [a late nineteenth-century Hindu scholar], extensive Sanskrit treatises on such subjects once existed but are now lost.

There is an existing Pali text, Loka-paññatti, “Description of the World,” that is largely based on lost Sanskrit texts [La Lokapaññatti et les idées cosmologiques du bouddhisme ancien, by Eugène Denis, 2 volumes, 1977. For the story of the robots, see the Pali text, pp. 157–59, and the French translation, pp. 141–43.]. It refers to such a robot in the words bhūta-vāhana-yanta (Sanskrit: bhūta-vāhana-yantra), literally, “elemental vehicle machine.” These elemental-driven machines in the account given in the Loka-paññatti are used to protect the relics of the Buddha.19




ROBOTIC WARRIORS

If artificial intelligence did originate in Atlantis, something of its antediluvian roots may echo in the oldest mythic reference of Western Europe’s Classical epoch. Talos, a robotic guard, appears in the Argonautica, an epic poem describing Jason’s quest for the Golden Fleece (see plate 3). When he and his Argonaut followers approached the island of Crete by boat, they were bombarded by boulders hurled at them by a bronze warrior programmed to protect the Aegean island from all outsiders by patrolling its shores three times daily. The Argonauts nonetheless made landfall and overcame their giant opponent when Jason’s soon-to-be-betrayed fiancée, Medea, pulled a bronze nail out of the defending automaton’s heel. From it gushed a fluid known as ichor, draining this vital “blood of the gods” from Talos until he collapsed into a heap of broken, lifeless metal.

“In modern terms,” observes Popular Electronics’ reporter William Tenn, “that single vein could have been his main power cable and the pin, his fuse.” He describes Talos as “a weapons-alert system and guided missile in one package.”20How Stuff Works writer Robert Lamb concurs.

Talos is far more than a mere curio amid other tales of gods and heroes. While myths can reveal much about history and culture, this episode also concerns the nature of technology. In its towering stature, we see the elite nature of bronze craftsmanship at the time, as well as the military prowess of bronze weaponry. It was an age of peak bronze technology. Talos is something special, even to modern humans. He’s the embodiment of technological achievement and divine power intertwined in a single mythic being. 
. . . Talos is remarkably futuristic, anticipating the scientific possibilities of the present age, and, even then, belonging more with the bizarre imaginings of the new mythology of science fiction than with the mechanisms created and used in real life. This killer robot stares back at us from the mists of ancient human civilization, reflecting the attitudes of its time, but also challenging us to consider the ramifications of artistic and technological creation. What are the limits of the modern Talos’ might? Despite the never-ending onslaught of sci-fi killer robots, these questions remain as enthralling as ever.21

Such timelessness applies as much to their modern significance as to their origins. Although Classical scholars have dated composition of the Argonautica from 283 to 221 BCE, the basic story was “already well known to Hellenistic audiences, which enabled Apollonius [Apollonius Rhodius] to go beyond a simple narrative, giving it a scholarly emphasis suitable to the times,” writes Robert Lamb. It was the age of the great Library of Alexandria, when Heron of Alexandria was himself at work on his robotic creations. “On one hand,” states Lamb, “Talos stands as a potential metaphor for the might of bronze technology during the Greek Bronze Age, stretching from 3200 to 1200 BCE”22

In fact, some versions of Talos portray him as the last survivor of an ancient race of bronze-era men, or rather the last survivors of the Late Bronze Age. In Linear B, the ancient Cretan language, Talos was synonymous for “the Sun,” and the Minoans worshipped Zeus as Zeus Tallaios. Tallaia is the Linear B name (perhaps derived from the older, still untranslatable Minoan Linear A) for a spur of the Ida mountain range where the Zeus cult was centered high up Mount Ida inside his cathedral-like cave, known as the Ideon Antron, or Navel of the World. Detailed representations of Talos preceded the Argonautica by at least 150 years on Greek vase paintings and Etruscan mirrors. His depiction on a Cretan coin from Phaistos is particularly significant because it was from the ruins of this large city that a baked-clay disc impressed with the earliest known example of movable type was retrieved. Dated to the Middle Minoan Bronze Age, it is two thousand years ahead of the same process reinvented by Johannes Gutenberg circa 1450.

Considering his associations with Crete, Talos may be regarded within the context of similarly advanced examples of ancient technology discovered there, an observation tending to affirm his actual existence during antiquity. Indeed, innovations such as a flush toilet found at Knossos, the centerpiece of Crete’s pre-Classical urban center, and the Antikythera astronomical computer found nineteen nautical miles northwest of Crete, establish the conception of Talos long before the Argonautica was composed and well into the Bronze Age, which he appears to have personified. He was originally perhaps a kind of technologically advanced device built for military purposes.




MAN VS. MACHINE: A PERENNIAL CONFLICT

If weaponized robots are as much dreaded today as their application was in antiquity, another anxious concern regarding the immediate future of artificial intelligence is its forecast capability for determining, programming, and enforcing its own concept of world government. That function was also prefigured by ancient robotics as long ago as 1100 BCE, when “moving statues” were documented by New Kingdom priests of Amun during the late Twentieth Dynasty. This was a tumultuous period of mixed crisis and innovation, when Pharaoh Ramses III successfully defended the Nile delta from a massive invasion by the Atlantean-like Meshwesh, also known as Sea Peoples, followed by the construction of his stupendous Victory Temple at Medinet Habu in Lower Egypt.

After Pharaoh’s assassination, the moving statues reportedly chose his successor, Amun-her-khepeshef (meaning “Amun [king of the gods] is with His Strong Arm”), from male members of the royal family, just as today’s super computers engage in America’s modern presidential election campaigns, predicting and, as some observers believe, helping to predetermine their outcome. Qureshi declares that “it is entirely possible that these [3,100-year-old] artifacts were built. 
. . . Ancient Egyptians had enough knowledge of mechanics to develop a nondigitized machine based on a system of ropes and pulleys.”23

They certainly were interested in advanced possibilities for such artificial intelligence, envisioning (at least) our own modern concerns regarding automated soldiers. An early Egyptian story tells of Nubia’s humanoid commando unit sent to abduct the pharaoh. After his return to Egypt, he dispatched his own robotic SWAT team to retaliate by kidnapping the Nubian king. During the course of their man-versusandroid confrontations, futuristic flamethrowers and even plasma weapons were deployed. This story, “The Tale of Say-Ausar,” resembles modern science fiction. But all good science fiction must be based, at least in part, on real science familiar to audiences, a point that begs the question: What generally recognizable science could ordinary Egyptians have taken for granted five thousand years ago that would have been necessary for making “The Tale of Say-Ausar” credible? If nothing else, its synthetic warriors reflect modern-day suspicions about civilization’s growing dependence on artificial intelligence, particularly when militarized.

Similar angst also arose from Han Zhile’s automated animals in about 800 CE. His robotic menagerie of lifelike birds made to amuse mid–Tang Dynasty Chinese royalty prompted a contemporaneous cautionary story rewritten by Hans Christian Andersen in an 1843 fairy tale, which in turn inspired Igor Stravinsky seventy-four years later to compose his symphonic poem, Le chant du rossignol (“The Song of the Nightingale”). It tells of a Chinese emperor who, from childhood, dearly loved his pet nightingale, which returned his deep affection. One day, a visiting sorcerer presented a remarkable gift to his majesty: a mechanical nightingale that sang, flapped its wings, strutted and danced, and even took food in its beak from the emperor’s own hand. He was so taken with this miraculous invention that he forgot about the real bird who had been his closest companion for so many years. Eventually, the monarch realized with a shock that his living nightingale had disappeared. Days, weeks, and months passed, but it failed to return through the palace window that was always left open and at which plates of food and water were placed.

The emperor sickened with regret for his vanished friend and could no longer bear to look at its robotic replacement, so he gave it away. As summer merged into fall and he realized that his feathered friend would never return, the monarch fell ill with regret and took to his bed, where he constantly watched the open window. At length, he began to die of grief and was closing his eyes for a final sleep when, incredibly, he heard his nightingale singing from the windowsill. A moment later, the bird landed upon his breast, still singing. The emperor quickly recovered and, together with the nightingale, lived a long, happy life.

This ancient tale demonstrates the potential for dehumanization posed by our distraction with and growing reliance on not only artificial intelligence but also technology itself. The most famous dramatization of this inner conflict was Walt Disney’s “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” an animated short scored by the symphonic poem L’apprenti sorcier by Paul Dukas, after “Der Zauberlehrling,” Wolfgang von Goethe’s 1797 poem, which was in turn based on an ancient story by Lucian. Whether the mid-second-century Roman satirist actually invented the tale or perpetuated an earlier version of it in his Philopseudes (“Lover of Lies”) is unknown. More certainly, its perennial appeal, from at least as early as Rome’s Imperial Period to Europe’s Age of Enlightenment down to the present day, underscores the archetypal story’s recurrent theme expressed in technology’s innate propensity to over-control.

Inanimate objects, such as brooms, are infused with intelligent energies by arcane powers to carry out the hard physical labor the apprentice, now afforded leisure time, previously undertook, until they become unmanageable and generate a destructive flood that is stopped by the sorcerer before it engulfs the world. The implication is clear: technology is a useful servant but a dangerous master. Man’s alternating fascination for and ambivalence toward applied science has preoccupied him since the advent of his very first technical achievement, which set him apart from all other animals and gave him dominion over them.

This immemorial conflict of conscience continues to resound in perhaps the oldest surviving oral tradition, going back nearly half a million years to the earliest controlled use of fire by our Homo erectus ancestors. In Greek myth, Prometheus stole fire from heaven, giving it to humans, who suffered in cold and darkness. For this sympathetic act, he was severely punished because Zeus had ordained that only gods were wise enough to use fire. In the hands of flawed, selfish men, it would cause death and destruction not only among themselves but also to the natural world itself. In all art, nowhere is this fierce dichotomy more powerfully pronounced than in another symphonic poem, Prometheus by Franz Liszt. Since the allegorical tale’s first telling, we still debate whether the compassionate Prometheus or the prophetic Zeus was correct.

Today, both might agree that while our modern world is relearning some of the old secrets of Philon of Byzantium or Ling Zhao, we might do better to first understand how and why their civilizations were lost. All these robotic creations vanished with the fifth-century collapse of Greco-Roman civilization, followed some four hundred years later with the gradual onset of China’s own dark ages.





2

Human Flight

In ancient days, two aviators procured to themselves wings. Daedalus flew safely through the middle air and was duly honored on his landing. Icarus soared upwards to the sun till the wax melted which bound his wings and his flight ended in fiasco. In weighing their achievements, there is something to be said for Icarus. The Classical authorities tell us that he was only “ doing a stunt,” but I prefer to think of him as the man who brought to light a serious constructional defect in the flying machines of his day.

SIR ARTHUR STANLEY EDDINGTON, SPACE TIME AND GRAVITATION, 1968

During the early 1970s, American author James Woodman became fascinated with the so-called Nazca Lines, the largest art gallery on Earth. This collection of outsized designs—some geometric or linear, others portraying a variety of animals or unrecognizable images—was created in the Peruvian Desert by removing dark-gray cover soil to reveal faint yellow sand. Uncertainly dated within the parameters of the third century BCE and fifth century CE, the colossal geoglyphs are scattered across South America’s western coastal arid plains. But the bizarre images were not discovered until the early 1930s by accident, when a local pilot happened to fly over the figures. All are superbly executed in perfect proportion—some several miles in length—demonstrating an exceptionally high degree of skill in surveying techniques, social cooperation necessary for executing the works on such a gargantuan scale, and the ability to accurately transfer artwork from normal-size sketches to gigantic illustrations on the arid plain.

To Woodman, the ancient geoglyphs appeared to have been made specifically for appreciation from an aerial perspective. Mainstream scholars insisted instead that they were sacrificial offerings only, not intended to be seen by their creators but meant for viewing exclusively by imaginary deities who dwelled in the sky. Despite this prevailing scientific opinion, Woodman wondered if South Americans had somehow achieved manned flight, the only means by which they could observe their enormous art tableau spread across the Peruvian Desert. It did not make sense to him that they should have gone to the trouble of creating such a huge collection only to deny themselves any opportunity of ever seeing it, no matter how deep their devotion to heaven. The very notion seemed contrary to fundamental human nature, regardless of cultural and temporal differences separating our time from the prehistoric Nazca.

During his research into the Nazca enigma, Woodman was surprised to learn that several tribes in Brazil and Peru were skilled in the manufacture of five-foot-tall envelopes of paper that could fly. Filled with smoke rising from small clay pots of smoldering cane suspended underneath a single opening, the contraptions actually rose into the air of their own accord. To the indigenous people, the little hot-air balloons belong to a legacy from their most ancient ancestors and were originally set forth into the sky for religious purposes to bring small offerings to the sky gods. At least two indigenous tribes, today in residence near the Honduran border and in the Peruvian highlands, still make these ceremonial aerostats or free-floating hot-air balloons.

The Incas, Woodman further discovered, honored a legendary figure they referred to as Orichan, who could fly to heaven and back in a vessel of golden flames—imagery implying a gondola equipped with its firepot suspended beneath a hot-air balloon. Even more suggestive was the ancient Andean hero Antarqui, the boy-god who reconnoitered for Incan armies by flying high over battlefields and then returned to the emperor with intelligence about enemy dispositions. The myth of Antarqui lends credence to the possibility that Andean lads—because of their light weight—were used to fly military observation balloons.2*

[image: image]

Figure 2.1. During the early twentieth century, the British Army used kites, like this 1908 “Cody war kite” developed by Samuel Franklin “Wild Bill” Cody (better remembered for his traveling Wild West shows), to haul human lookouts into the air for observation purposes. Photo by a Royal Air Force photographer.

The first such aerial reconnaissance had been invented around 400 BCE by Archytas of Tarentum, a philosopher, mathematician, astronomer, statesman, and strategist. It is possible, then, that similar contemporaneous advances in human flight were undertaken by pre-Columbian South Americans. Better known than Antarqui was Kon-Tiki-Viracocha, the Incas’ red-bearded, light-complexioned, faireyed founding father, who fled as a flood survivor from some natural catastrophe. “Sea Foam”—a reference to his white skin and oceanic origins—allegedly shared the high wisdom of his lost homeland with native peoples to create Andean civilization. Among the cultural gifts he bequeathed them was the aerostat. A standard image in Nazca art may be a direct reference to and, in fact, a symbol of this gift. The likeness of a sea eagle, or frigate bird, appears as the single most reproduced animal on pottery shards found throughout the Pacific coast of Peru. The bird is remarkable for inflating its gullet to a grotesque size in midair, resembling a flying balloon.

Most Nazca drawings depict birds, likewise suggesting flight. Of these, the most cogent to our investigation is a half-human image, the so-called Owl Man. Regarded as one of the oldest bioglyphs, it portrays a standing, ninety-eight-foot-long anthropomorphic figure with the head of an owl incised into the sloping face of a cliff. Like its companions, the ground drawing may be properly appreciated only from the perspective of several hundred feet of altitude. It gestures with its right hand lifted toward heaven, while its left points to the earth. It is as though the figure were indicating something integrally important concerning all the Nazca Lines: “If you want to see us properly, you have got to go up into the sky!”

[image: image]

Figure 2.2. Aerial photograph of Nazca lines in the shape of a condor. Photo by Diego Delso.

Owl “Man” is a misconceived name, however, because it appears 
to have been originally associated with a sorceress similarly portrayed on Nazca 
pottery and still revered by mountain tribes. Often shown holding a San Pedro 
cactus in her left hand, she was and still is worshipped as a supernatural 
guardian of the highland lagoons, where the plant grows. This hallucinogenic 
cactus, when ingested, makes possible the well-known “flight of the shaman,” an 
out-of-body experience nonChristian priests use to soar up to the gods for 
healing and wisdom. Containing mescaline, the San Pedro cactus does indeed 
produce convincing sensations of flight in anyone who ingests it. Whether 
druginduced astral projection or balloon flight, an aerial experience related to 
the geoglyphs seems suggested.

Even non-avian depictions point to connection with the 
heavens. The dog and fox, both portrayed on the Nazca plain, were symbolic 
messengers between divine spirits in the sky and human worshippers on the 
ground. Woodman was especially surprised to find that Quechua, the language 
spoken by the Incas, actually contains a premodern word for “balloon maker.” 
Moreover, some surviving examples of pottery recovered from the vicinity of the 
Nazca geoglyphs portray objects resembling balloons flying across the sky, 
trailing ropes or streamers. Nazca tapestries housed at Lima’s National Museum 
of Anthropology and Archaeology unquestionably depict humans in flight, either 
through the agency of hallucinogenic pathogens or via balloons. At the Nazca 
Lines themselves, broad patches of scorched earth may still be observed at the 
intersections of drawings or atop nearby low rises. They are the results of 
intensely hot fires that burned when the Nazca civilization flourished in the 
area. Woodman speculated that these fires were originally ignited by 
pre-Columbian aviators to inflate their balloons with hot air.


A TWENTIETH CENTURY RE-CREATION

Putting his suppositions to the test, Woodman and his colleagues—fellow professional aeronauts from the United States—built a hot-air balloon designed to resemble the deltoid miniatures still flown by Honduran and Andean natives. The American scientists restricted their experiment to materials known to have been used by pre-Inca peoples. Nothing belonging to modern times was included in the undertaking. As a feature article in Time magazine reported later, Woodman’s 88-foot-high replica “was made from fabric that closely resembles materials recovered from Nazca gravesites. The balloon’s lines and fastenings were made from native fibers, the boat-shaped gondola was woven from totora reeds picked by Indians from Peru’s 2.4-mile-high Lake Titicaca.”1 Even the ground fires for providing hot air were stoked only with desert kindling close at hand. Nazca pottery images appeared to illustrate prehistoric balloon makers stitching together large, four-sided, triangular envelopes—the same configuration chosen for the modern re-creation.

At dawn on November 25, 1975, after being inflated with eighty-thousand cubic feet of smoke, Condor I was released, ascending quickly at eighteen feet per second and bearing Woodman and William Spohrer aloft to six hundred feet above the Nazca plain in thirty seconds (see plate 4). From that altitude, the awe-inspiring drawings of a vanished, prehistoric race came into perfect perspective and proportion. As Woodman later wrote, “The sun had just cleared the mountains and now flooded the fantastic scene below. 
. . . Surely, I thought, the men who created these lines had to have seen them like this, with the shadows of dawn etching their magnificent art. For those two minutes, we were alone with Nazca. We had flown back in time, as much as we had climbed into the sky.”2

After the twentieth-century balloonists landed safely in the Peruvian Desert, Spohrer remarked, “Up there, just now, I had the feeling we weren’t the first ever to have flown with the wind above Nazca.”3 Spohrer’s colleague in the International Explorers Society, Michael DeBakey, stated that the experiment capably demonstrated that ancient Peruvians could have manufactured and flown a hot-air balloon. “We set out to prove that the Nazcans had the skill, the materials and the need for flight,” he said. “I think we have succeeded.”4

Indeed, Condor I’s completed mission, the model orthostats flown by native South Americans for unknown centuries prior to the Spanish Conquest, Andean traditions of human flight, the remains of ancient bonfires at the geoglyphs themselves, and the fact that the lines and images there may only be properly appreciated from several hundred feet above them, persuasively argue on behalf of Peruvian flight in antiquity. Although the fact that a people sophisticated enough to create Andean civilization should have possessed the ability to achieve human flight is still beyond the intellectual scope of conventional archaeologists, it appears to be true nonetheless.

The Nazca hot-air balloons were certainly the privilege of upperclass passengers, perhaps reserved exclusively for royalty or clergy. Flights were probably undertaken for religious purposes during important, sky-worshipping ceremonies, in view of the geoglyphs’ apparent astro-spiritual significance. Such ventures may also have been regarded as an elite sport. Antarqui’s myth likewise appears real enough, and we may believe that boys were indeed used for airborne military reconnaissance by the Nazcans, just as history records they were deployed by their nearly contemporaneous Greeks.




EVIDENCE IN HISTORICAL RECORDS

Chinese scholars at the time appear to have known about the Peruvian balloonists. China’s first geography, the Shan Hai Jing (Classic of Regions Beyond the Seas: East), relates that a foreign race on the other side of the Pacific Ocean referred to as the Chi-Kung “are able to construct flying carriages which can follow the wind and travel great distances. The skill of the Chi-Kung people is truly marvelous. By studying the winds, they created and built flying wheels [perhaps mistranslation of a word meant to describe a circular, balloon-like object], with which they can ride along the paths of the whirlwinds.”5 The Chi-Kung people may have been South America’s Nazca. Chinese archaeologist Tang Jigen “points to similarities in iconography of Shang artifacts and those of the Chavin and the later Mochica, Nazca and Paracas cultures” as evidence of China’s impact on pre-Columbian Peru.6 Indeed, traces of Imperial Chinese influence at work throughout the Americas, centuries before the Spanish arrival, are as numerous as they are identifiable. Although mythological elements are self-evident, “the ancient Chinese treated the Classic as a record of geography” that recorded “scientific and technological achievements at that moment,” among them perhaps the hot-air ballooning mastered by the overseas Chi-Kung/Nazca.7

Third-century BCE Asians may have done more than merely report on early Peruvian advances in manned balloon f light. “A great airship constructed about 1279 CE, by Ko-Shau-King, Chief Astronomer to Kublai [“Khan” of the Mongol empire],” according to the prolific alternative science writer Brad Steiger, “was used at the coronation of the Emperor Eo-Koen in 1306. Marco Polo records that he saw the Great Armillary Sphere at the Court of Cathy [in 1292, at the time of his marriage to Kublai Khan’s daughter], and Father Vasson, a French missionary in Canton, states that he saw an account of the airship recorded in a letter dated September 5, 1694.”8

Although Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier is today remembered as the first known human to have made a balloon ascent on October 15, 1783, ancient masters of the air preceeded him by hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years.
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All ancient Chinese texts were ordered destroyed in 212 B.C. by Emperor Chi Huang Ti, the builder of the famous Great Wall. Vast amounts of ancient texts—virtually everything pertaining to history, philosophy and science—were seized and burnt. Whole libraries, including the royal library, were destroyed . . . all books in the Byzantine Empire [during the mid-fifth century CE] were ordered destroyed, except for a newly edited version of the Bible that the Catholic Church was issuing. The library at Alexandria was destroyed at this time, and the great mathematician and philosopher, Hypatia, was dragged from her chariot by a mob and torn to pieces. The mob went on to burn the library. Thus, the suppression of science and knowledge, particularly of the ancient past, began in ernest.

DAVID HATCHER CHILDRESS, TECHNOLOGY OF THE GODS, 2000

While possibilities for lighter-than-air travel undertaken by premodern civilizations seem credible, ancient tales of heavier-than-air flight told in China, Greece, India, and the American Southwest might be dismissed as entirely mythical, except for some physical evidence from the Lower Nile valley that casts new light on such perennial stories. Although discovered during French excavation of a tomb for a court official named Pa-di-Imen near Sakkara’s step pyramid in 1898, the small, unprepossessing artifact was promptly cataloged at the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities in Cairo. There, it languished in obscurity for the next seventy-one years until archaeologist and professor of anatomy for the medical arts at Helwan University, Dowoud Khalil Messiha, stumbled upon birdlike Item 33109, Special Register No. 6347 (see plate 5).

Its lack of period documentation has led to a variety of interpretations of what the artifact was intended to be: the toy for an elite child, a sort of boomerang, the figurehead on a sacred boat used during religious ceremonies, even a weathervane. Why anyone would have been buried with something as mundane and commonplace as a boomerang or weathervane seems illogical. As a longtime model airplane enthusiast and member of the Egyptian Aeromodelers Club, Messiha instantly recognized it instead as something with which he was very familiar, despite the Sakkara Bird’s allegedly Ptolemaic provenance.

Alternative researcher Joseph Robert Jochmans writes:

Within the context of today’s technological mindset, we can immediately see just by looking at it that it bears an uncanny resemblance to a glider craft of some type. 
. . . The only markings on it are faint eyes painted on the nose and two red lines under the wings, in a similar fashion that decorations appear on modern aircraft. The eye dots are actually the ends of a very small obsidian bar, which is fitted through the head and gives the craft an important balancing weight. The model’s wings are straight and aerodynamically shaped, with a span of 18.3 centimeters, or about 7.2 inches. [The 0.5-ounce Sakkara Bird is made of very light sycamore wood.] Its pointed nose is 1.5 inches long. The body of the craft totals 5.6 inches, tapered, terminating in a vertical tail fin. Messiha found evidence for a tail-wing piece that very likely had once been attached to the vertical tail precisely like the back tail on a modern plane.1

[During an interview with the London Times, Messiha said that] “the tail is really the most interesting thing which distinguishes this model from all others that have been discovered. No bird can produce such a contortion at the rear of its body to assume anything that looks like the model. Furthermore, there is a groove under the fin for a tail-plane [crosspiece], which is missing.”2

Jochmans, who was allowed to closely examine and even handle the Cairo Museum’s Sakkara Bird for almost an hour, observed:

It is obvious another wood component that was once part of the original model extended out the back end from this point, and that it was subsequently broken off. The very first impression one gets when looking at the model is that it is no artist’s expression of a bird. Unlike the other objects in the same display case in which the model is kept, there are no renditions of legs, feet, aviary-type wingsin-flight attitudes, pronounced beak, or artistic portrayal of feathers, drawn or carved.

Jochmans noticed how a bird’s beak was suggeseted by the front end’s prominent feature, which, in any case, seemed part of the artifact’s aerfoil-like configuration.

No paint or change of coloration was made to accentuate a bird beak—instead it is an aerofoil feature that is an essential part of the fuselage. There are no prominent holes anywhere on the body of the model—certainly not for holding feathers, or feet, or even a pole to swivel on as some have claimed if the object was once used as a weathervane.

When I was handed the glider I carefully turned it over, because there are no published photographs showing its underside. I found no evidence of any holes where legs or feet were once attached, or any smaller holes into which feathers could have been inserted. The underbelly was relatively smooth, though worn with age. The only original significant indentation that I could see was in the center of the top of the wing, where the wing assemblage was attached to the main body. There is, to be sure, a prominent circular indentation in the artifact’s underside, but there is very good evidence that this was added soon after it had arrived in the Cairo Museum, toward the beginning of the last century.

The artifact’s only modern alteration is a small hole drilled into the underside by a museum restorer, allowing the figure to be mounted on a display stand. Jochmans continued:

Neither does the artifact have any artist’s renderings of feathers. Skeptics have suggested that painted on feathers could have been worn off over time. But though I had the time to carefully examine practically every square millimeter of the model, I saw no images of feathers, or even flecks of paint indicating residue that would have been left behind had the model’s surface been subjected to some kind of paint coating which was subsequently weathered away.

The only painted images I could detect were the simple outlines of eyes, two lines under the wing, the inscription near the tail, and a catalog number added in modern times. The ancient markings, as Messiha pointed out to me, may have been placed on the model as an afterthought, part of an effort to make it into a religious relic, to better fit within a tomb setting. Or, as other researchers have surmised, these may have mirrored actual designs seen by the artist on the original craft-part of the same type of decal decorations seen on modern planes today. In fact, it is the striking absence of any traditional sacred markings that takes the model out of the realm of being a religious object and puts it instead squarely in the context of a technological artifact.

Stangely, the object’s wing’s and tail are its most un-avian details.

These are inherently linked with its aerodynamic body which is certainly very bird-like yet radically different from any other ancient Egyptian statues of birds, particularly deified ones. One need only look at the bird figures exhibited in the same museum display case as the model to see the glaring differences. The figurine bodies were often slightly deformed to accentuate deific strength and power, while the wings were spread wide, feathers splayed, either in an attack or protective mode. And the tail was invariably fanned out horizontally when the figures were portrayed in flight. In contrast, the model’s body is sleek yet aerodynamically true, the wings are tight and fixed to support airlift capacity, and the back tail is rigidly vertical. All these are distinctive features of a glider, not a bird.3

But Item 33109 was not unique. After its rediscovery in 1969, “Egypt’s Minister for Culture, Mohammed Gamal El Din Moukhtar, commissioned a technical research group to put other ‘birds’ under the microscope,” writes David Hatcher Childress.4 Since then, replicas of the Sakkara Bird have been constructed to further research its possibilities.

“The majority of those model plane enthusiasts who have taken the time and effort to actually build and fly a replica of the Sakkara glider,” Jochmans continues, “and have added the lost tail-wing in precisely the designated position, where one very likely existed, find that the craft works very well and perfectly sails through the air over an extended distance. The little model itself, even though over two thousand years old, will soar a short distance with only a slight jerk of the hand. As Messiha discovered, fully restored balsa replicas will travel even farther.”5

The most scientifically sophisticated testing of the Sakkara Bird was initiated in 2007 by British champion glider pilot and aerodynamics expert Simon Sanderson. He used the University of Liverpool’s advanced computer analysis system to create a 3-D structural profile of every physical nuance of the artifact so as to replicate a precise model five times the size of the original. The larger replica was taken to Manchester Aeronautics Research Institute for extensive wind-tunnel testing, including the introduction of smoke to help define the Sakkara Bird’s aerodynamic properties, if any. Increasing the wind speed gradually while altering its attitude, meaning its orientation relative to the smoky wind, revealed definite flight characteristics that produced four times the object’s weight in lift, more than sufficient to allow it to fly. Returned to the University of Liverpool, it was subjected to the same trials as a modern fighter-jet design.

As a History Channel documentary explained, “Using data obtained from the wind tunnel experiments, the ancient Sakkara Bird is to undergo the most rigorous scientific analysis that twentyfirst century technology can deliver.” Sanderson piloted it in a virtual reality flight simulator above the Giza Plateau. The re-created aircraft handled beautifully and with ease, climbing swift and high with the desert’s rising thermals. The History Channel concluded that “over two thousand years after the Ancient Egyptians carved this mysterious ‘bird,’ modern technology has proved beyond doubt that it could have flown.”6

But what was its real function in ancient Egypt? Messiha told Jochmans that

the model from the tomb was an artist’s impression of something much larger that he had seen up close and in operation when he was alive. A full-scale version of the plane could have flown carrying heavy loads, but at low speeds, between forty-five and sixty-five miles per hour. . . .
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