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      “For years we have been hoping that a book on the subject of human/dolphin kinship would be written by someone with the credentials to treat this special relationship with our aquatic cousins with the seriousness the subject requires. Frank Joseph has produced a masterful treatment of this ancient family bond between dolphin and human that will intrigue, provoke, and satisfy the most exacting critic of the challenging aquatic ape theory that links our species as one.”

      BRAD AND SHERRY 
STEIGER, AUTHORS OF
REAL 
VISITORS, VOICES FROM 
BEYOND,

AND PARALLEL DIMENSIONS

      “A meticulously researched investigation of dolphins, with reference to ancient and modern encounters, that offers an exciting possibility for the future survival of humanity and the planet.”

      DAVID JONES,
EDITOR OF NEW DAWN MAGAZINE

      “Renowned author Frank Joseph’s newest probe into Earth’s ancient mysteries uncovers a major connection between people and dolphins, something that people close to the sea have often observed in myth and legend. He looks deeply into our common origins and into startling physiological features that we share uniquely. His amazing description of how dolphins can communicate and even heal people demonstrates the interconnectedness and interdependence of life, which humanity is only now beginning to grasp.”

      VON BRASCHLER,
AUTHOR OF 7 SECRETS OF 
TIME TRAVEL

      “The amazing Frank Joseph reveals an entirely new link between dolphins and humans and raises questions that, if answered, could resolve some of the most deadly problems on this beleaguered planet and just might save our profoundly troubled species. This book is a truly unforgettable journey.”

      JEFF RENSE,
SYNDICATED NATIONAL TALK SHOW HOST

      “Mesmerizing as the dolphins themselves! Only Frank Joseph, with his expansive global knowledge of history and true origins, could bring this masterpiece together. It is so well researched that it truly calls for a re-education of the public. I was captivated!”

      DIANA PALM,
AUTHOR OF SETTING SPIRITS FREE

      “Joseph explains our biological characteristics that support an early aquatic phase of human development as an ‘aquatic ape.’ The facts are convincing, evolutionary theory is correctly applied, and the implications are fascinating. This thesis deserves media exposure and inclusion in academic curricula.”

      JAY STUART 
WAKEFIELD,
BIOLOGIST AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCHER

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      The Eye of the Dolphin

      
        It’s the dolphin’s eyes that get me. They’re full of wisdom. 
It’s like they’re looking straight at your soul, and know everything about you. 
I think they can tune into you and your problems. I think they’re a 
sophisticated animal that is further up the evolutionary ladder.
      

      ADRIAN HARRIS, REPORTER FOR

THE BRISBANE JOURNAL

      In December 2013, my wife, Laura, and I were aboard a 55,819ton cruise ship, sailing through the Gulf of Mexico from Key West, Florida—the southernmost landfall in the United States—to Honduras. MS Ryndam’s position was just above the Tropic of Cancer, as we were having breakfast, seated on the eleventh deck, which rose 110 or more feet above the waterline. The morning was bright and cloudless, and we both happened to be looking down along the starboard side as it cut rapidly through the sea, when into our line of sight swam an exceptionally large fish, as much unusual for its great size as its vivid color.

      The animal was a remarkably bright, brilliant green from snout to tail tip, as though electrically illuminated. Although it resembled a typical shark in its lazy side-to-side movement and body configuration from midsection to tail fin, its head and foreparts were unusually broad. Our Dutch cruise ship was then steaming all ahead full at twenty-two knots (twenty-five miles per hour), churning up a powerfully turbulent wake, but the creature swam into it, skimming beneath the surface (its dorsal fin cut just above the water), a few feet from the Ryndam. It swam with an easy motion for perhaps five seconds before slowly swimming away.

      Judging from the creature’s proximity to passenger quarters below decks, we conservatively estimated that it stretched the breadth of at least two staterooms, about forty feet. Due to our lofty perspective, however, we may have guessed far short of the beast’s actual overall length.

      Returning home a week later, I found reference on the Internet to the specimen we saw December 10. Scyliorhinus retifer, known as the chain dogfish or chain catshark, is unusually bright green because it is bioluminescent. In other words, the surface of its skin produces light when fluorophores—fluorescent chemical compounds that absorb light energy of a specific wavelength and reemit it at a longer wavelength—are stimulated by an external light source to produce a fluorescent effect.

      Humans cannot visually detect the process, but we can see the photons’ changed energy state, which appears as a different color of the visible light spectrum than the color of the external light source.

      Just how certain fish evolved biofluorescence and what purpose it serves them are questions not easily answered. The second such shark recorded was fluorescent and filmed for the first time during August 2005; it glowed a brilliant green.

      But the chain dogfish grows less than two feet in length, is covered with spots, and possesses a body shape mostly unlike the massive, forty-or-more-foot-long monster we observed in the Caribbean. What we saw appears to have been similarly biofluorescent, but entirely so, and therefore could not have been Scyliorhinus retifer. Continuing my Internet investigation, I was surprised to find images of the whale shark (plate 1), because it more closely resembled our sighting. Whale sharks are the ocean’s largest fishes, reaching lengths in excess of fifty feet, and their head and foreparts are identical to the configuration Laura and I observed. Moreover, they feature widely spaced biofluorescent spots, but their surface skin is mostly very dark, not overall vibrant green.

      I was interested in learning the opinion of my zoologist friend and experienced mariner, Jay Wakefield, who agreed that the sea beast we saw must have been a common whaleshark that only seemed thoroughly green to us because the play of light on the blue water over the animal’s fluorophores made it appear to be one solid color. Marine biologists do not admit the existence of thoroughly bioluminescent whale sharks.

      But Jay’s theory did not sit well with either of us. We distinctly remember the uniformly luminous green of the immense creature. Twenty years before, I was in clear, shallow water with large sharks off the Bahamian island of Bimini, where they were most distinctly gray and dark brown. We are inclined to conclude, expert scientific opinion aside, that Laura and I witnessed an unknown creature, an entirely bioluminescent whale shark.

      Such an accidental discovery, while thrilling, is not all that unusual. The catastrophic tsunami that rampaged throughout Indonesia in 2004 washed ashore dozens of specimens new to science. So did northern Japan’s tsunami, just seven years later. Public markets at the mouth of South America’s Amazon River collect numbers of unknown fish, crustacean, and squid species every week. The sea’s potential for mystery is as deep as the ocean itself and deeper, it would appear, than current understanding of life beneath the surface. As the British geneticist and evolutionary biologist J. B. S. Haldane (1892–1964) states, “the world is not only stranger than we imagine; it is far stranger than we can imagine.”1

      Of the two methods by which we learn—from others and from personal experience—the latter is by far the more convincing, and our lunchtime sighting of the glowing green giant made a profound impression that pointed me in the direction of some of the previously unthinkable possibilities addressed in the following chapters. While still at sea, I took advantage of the Ryndam library to read up on whale sharks, but strayed into a book about dolphins. Among the anticipated highlights of our cruise was an opportunity to experience them up close in neither the wild nor an amusement park, but at a research facility, the Roatán Institute for Marine Sciences.

      In this scientifically controlled environment, the creatures are closely studied, but devotedly cared for in a large outdoor setting, where tourist dollars help fund the international establishment. It is located at an otherwise uninhabited islet just off Roatán, where a shallow barrier corrals more than thirty dolphins within some six square acres. The top of the fence stands so low above the water that all but the most arthritic dolphin can easily hop over it. In fact, several have made good their escape in this manner, I was told, only to jump back inside a few days later.

      As part of their daily routine, all the resident dolphins are herded together and taken out to sea, where they often frolic with their friends and relations in the wild for an hour or so—much like walking one’s pet dogs—before returning to the fenced-in islet. Perhaps they regard it as a sanctuary from sharks, enjoy its largesse of flattering attention from scientists and tourists, are bribed by free squid and herring—among their favorite delicacies—or appreciate all these amenities and more that no human can understand.

      After the close of our visit, when the marine biologists went ashore and the dolphins were left alone, I lingered nearby to watch one of their number suddenly dive and moments later emerge holding a large stick in its mouth. This it flaunted enticingly at three or four other dolphins, which chased after him or her, trying to snatch the object away. That they engaged in this spontaneous game suggested sincere merrymaking, because no one was around to give them commands, applause, or food; they were apparently playing for the sheer fun of it. Earlier, I had been in the water with one of them for the first time. Many people have reported memorable encounters with such creatures, and the Roatán islet provided me with a similar opportunity.

      Together with fellow tourists, guided by a local handler, we waded into shallow depths and were immediately met by a female dolphin, which allowed us to come quite close, even touch her. Expecting to feel a hard or at least a tough, scaly exterior, I was surprised by her supple, smooth, warm skin, so humanlike. “No one who has ever touched the skin of a dolphin,” writes famed oceanographer Jacques Cousteau, “is likely to forget the silken, elastic, soft feel of it.”2 But a deeper impression was made by her light brown eyes. Behind the anticipated high intelligence and complex awareness, there was something even more compelling lurking deeper inside. If, as the old French saying has it, “the eyes are the mirror of the soul,” then her gaze betrayed a core mystery comparable only to a kindred connection.3

      The feeling is not uncommon. Cetacean researcher Ann Spurgeon speaks for many when she observes, “We looked often into the dolphins’ eyes, and the quality of the look they returned was unlike that of any animal we have known.”4

      According to no less an authority on the sea than Cousteau himself, “it is obvious that dolphins are often motivated by curiosity, and especially by curiosity about man. One literally can see it in their eyes. This is a fact that can be doubted only by someone who has never really looked a dolphin in the eye. The brilliance of that organ, the spark that is so evident there, seems to come from another world. The look which the dolphin gives—a keen look, slightly melancholy and mischievous, but less insolent and cynical than that of monkeys—seems full of indulgence for the uncertainties of the human condition.”5

      Belgium’s pioneering underwater archaeologist and the world’s first aquanaut, Robert Sténuit, goes further: “The glimmer of interest which sparkled in their eyes seemed to be a human glimmer.”6 Sténuit’s radical suggestion articulated my, as yet, unformulated suspicion—a wordless knowing beyond understanding, much less expression, as though my own mind had been somehow confronted with or partially overtaken by a significant truth too grand or potent for me to really comprehend or to put into words.

      Richard Wagner’s Hans Sachs articulates my perplexity in The Mastersingers of Nuremberg: “I feel it, but cannot understand it; cannot completely recall it, but can never forget it. I can grasp it entirely, though cannot measure it. But how can I grasp that which seems immeasurable? . . . It seemed so old, and yet was so new.”*1

      Cousteau was no less taken by his first personal contact with a wild dolphin. “It was an extraordinary situation,” he confesses, “as though the barrier between man and animal no longer existed. There was some sort of strange understanding between us. It would be very difficult for me to say exactly what our feelings were for one another, but there was undoubtedly something.”7

      Such an inexpressibly profound impression is not unknown to others touched by the creature’s singular energy field. “Those who have come very close to dolphins feel it inside themselves,” states Dr. Horace Dobbs, a leading delphinologist, “yet cannot explain it. Exactly what it is remains a mystery. For want of a better word, let us call it spirit of the dolphin.”8

      From the moment the Roatán dolphin first approached our gaggle of tourists, I could not escape the strong impression—realization, perhaps—that it was very rapidly probing us with the powerful energy of some unseen and inconceivable instrument; scanning each one of us individually; psychically scoping us out down to the absolute bottom of our souls; reading everything in our conscious and subconscious minds; assessing the totality of our identity; determining our threat or friend potential; yes, judging us—completely and thoroughly within the matter of a few seconds.

      Back aboard the Ryndam, still full of this unexpected experience, I gravitated toward the ship’s swimming pool. I was drawn into the warm water beneath a fifteen-foot-tall set of life-size statues depicting six leaping dolphins (see fig. I.1 
below). The massive artwork arching high overhead seemed to connect with something beyond words or names. A fellow passenger in the pool saw me staring at the sea beasts frozen in space and time and volunteered an account of his own recent meeting in a sea aquarium with “the real thing,” as he put it, which, he boasted, had planted a wet kiss on his cheek.

      “Maybe they are human or a kind of human,” I ruminated aloud, wondering at the same instant what had triggered such an outburst, “or once were human.” My pool partner was speechless, while his face momentarily betrayed inner consideration of the bizarre possibility I suggested, as though he was momentarily struggling to remember something that might confirm it. But he soon snapped back to consensus reality, stating emphatically, “No! Never!” All this together in the water, the bronze likenesses of dolphins suspended above us.

      The occurrence at Roatán was my first encounter of the kind, but it triggered the writing of this book or, at any rate, precipitated the research that eventually crystallized into its pages. I had been long before intrigued by dolphin mysteries, which were suddenly personalized by my Honduras adventure. I always felt there was something more to the creatures than the usual, if still engaging and unanswered, questions concerning their communication skills, intelligence, behavior, and other lingering enigmas currently under investigation. What particularly fascinated me was the dolphin’s unique relationship with humans. In it may hide the long-lost cipher to an unspoken, only vaguely felt, though persistent riddle. Its solution might simultaneously reveal a shocking kinship that could throw new light on our own behavior, how we became what we are, and what we are becoming.

      To be sure, the conclusions that seemed to force themselves upon me are the most radical I have thus far offered, exceeding those I made for lost civilizations or human antiquity. When describing these archaeological puzzles, I confidently relied on decades of research, world travels, editing Ancient American magazine, and publishing as an alternative science writer for Atlantis Rising, New Dawn, Nexus, and a number of other, similar periodicals. In writing about marine biology, however, I waded out far beyond my usual depths. I have no background in zoology and tremble to lay my determinations before experienced, university-trained cetologists, scientists who study marine mammals—whales, dolphins, and porpoises.
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      Figure I.1. The Ryndam’s poolside dolphins. Photograph by 
the author.

      And yet, only some of the mysteries I wanted to explore lay within the limited purview of delphinology. There were associated spiritual, even paranormal, issues—taboo lines of inquiry shunned by modern science—that were too integrally bound up in the whole enigma for dismissal or avoidance. Mainstream scholars jeopardize their careers by even alluding to such forbidden subjects, which have been part of my investigations for more than thirty years. Accordingly, melding our current physical understanding of dolphins with their metaphysical implications opens a holistic panorama, as unexpected as it is revealing.

      In this, I felt encouraged by Dr. John Cunningham Lilly (1915– 2001), the American physician, neuroscientist, psychoanalyst, psychonaut, philosopher, author, and inventor best known for his decades-long investigation of interspecies communication. “To properly evaluate whales, dolphins, porpoises,” he declares, “we must use everything we have intellectually, all available knowledge, humanistic as well as scientific.”9

      Among the revelations that most shocked me into further pursuing the mystery was a dolphin embryo photographed by Dr. J. G. M. “Hans” Thewissen, Ingalls-Brown Professor of Anatomy at Northeast Ohio Medical University. His imagery of the prenatal dolphin’s vestigial hind limbs shows they are strikingly human in appearance, with clearly defined thighs, calves, feet, and toes. As writers Martha Clark and Eleanor Devine observe, as long ago as 1967, “X-rays of dolphin flippers show vestigial hand bones.”10 Indeed, they resemble the four human finger bones, an impression deepened when we learn that dolphin ancestors originally had a thumb, which has gone vestigial in maturity, but is still clearly visible on the embryo.

      What does the prebirth emergence of these discernibly human traits mean? Answering that question and others related to our peculiar affinity with dolphins is found by the kind of extreme science offered in the following pages. They are accessible only to readers with the courage to think for themselves and consider outrageous possibilities that may lead us into unchartered depths, where the imaginable becomes real, and we meet with our own reflection in a dolphin’s eyes.
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      Figure I.2. Dr. Thewissen’s remarkable photograph of a dolphin 
embryo compared with a pin. Thewissen Lab, NEOMED.
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      We Are Aquatic Apes

      
        Science is the belief in the ignorance of experts.
      

      RICHARD FEYNMAN

      We are the result of human evolution stimulated by the sea. This is the fundamental premise of the aquatic ape theory, as presented in my book Before Atlantis. It states that some primates, more than three million years ago, were confronted for the first time with the loss of their terrestrial environment by encroaching floods. Faced with a choice between adaptation or extinction, they embraced changes that allowed them to successfully exploit this watery challenge, just as other mammal species succeeded in doing before them.

      Among these first innovations was the ability to walk upright on hind legs, as liquid buoyancy shifted the torso’s center of gravity toward the chest. In just one of many crucial consequences, the larynx was drawn further down into the throat, where low-pitched sounds necessary for speech could be produced. When the deluge retreated, stranding these hapless creatures back on dry land, they were compelled to readapt, although now endowed with specialized traits acquired during their ocean interlude. Over subsequent millennia, the waters irregularly returned and departed, forcing hominid populations to incorporate within themselves certain characteristics required for survival in either environment.

      Alternating bouts with the sea and land were stimuli for change that physically prompted our evolution into modern humans. This, in essence, is the chief point of the aquatic ape theory, namely, that we would have never stepped forth from the ranks of fellow primates had our ancestors not progressed through several aquatic phases, which determined the unique course of our evolution and differentiated us from other hominids. Some fundamental support for this alternative theory of human origins was provided in the opening chapters of my first book on the subject and will not be recapitulated here. But this book must take instead an almost entirely divergent path with additional proofs.

      If Before Atlantis traced Homo sapiens’ emergence from water toward civilization, Our Dolphin Ancestors projects that development further backward into an even deeper past of shared evolution with other aquatic creatures, then forward to an almost inconceivable future, when humankind may yet again quit the land for a final return to the sea. Envisioning such a radically unconventional panorama grants me the opportunity for the first time to marshal more of the most convincing and fresh evidence pertinent to our ancestral sea interludes, which were only partially presented in Before Atlantis.

      One month following the April 2013 publication of Before Atlantis, David Attenborough publicly voiced his favorable opinion on possibilities for an ancestral aquatic ape at a London conference dedicated to some of the latest advances in evolutionary research.1 Best known for writing and presenting the British Broadcasting Corporation’s (BBC) ten episode Life series, his international prestige as the world’s most famous naturalist lends special credibility to a position still too scandalous for most conventional scholars. Attenborough’s willingness to reconsider its potential for explaining human evolution shows that it has survived four decades of mainstream criticism and gone on to attract the serious attention of leading scientists.

      For some, the very notion of an aquatic ape is too ridiculous for serious consideration. For others, it is a theory that may or may not be correct. Still others believe it more logically explains the course of human evolution than any other proposition. Most conventional scholars continue to dismiss suggestions of an aquatic ape, usually without addressing the evidence upon which the theory is based. They argue that because evolutionary changes occur incrementally over long stretches of time, vestigial traits still allegedly found in our bodies from some hypothetical aquatic phase only a few thousand years ago must have resulted from other, less recent causes. But the usually gradual pace of adaptation is occasionally stimulated by exceptional conditions that challenge a species to either mutate or die out.

      A case in point was made in 2014, when animal behaviorists noticed that two different sets of male crickets on separate Hawaiian islands suddenly stopped chirping. Made by scraping one wing across the other, the sound had been emitted to attract females for mating. Beginning in the late 1990s, parasitic flies from North America began arriving on Kauai and Oahu, where they homed in on the chirping crickets and sprayed them with maggots, which burrowed into their hosts and ate them to death. To counter this depredation, the male crickets changed the shape of their wings so they could no longer chirp. This adaptation occurred differently and independently, but almost simultaneously among the crickets of both islands and saved them from certain extinction. More remarkable still, both populations completed the changeover from chirping to silence during the course of just twenty generations, “the blink of an eye in evolutionary time,” the lead researcher told the BBC.2

      Skeptics may contend that such an example is meaningless because humans are not crickets. But this objection misses the point, namely, that the Hawaiian crickets’ adaptation to an immediate threat was successfully completed not once, but twice, and at many times their normal evolutionary speed. All species, including humans, evince similar developmental surges when sufficiently stressed, as demonstrated by numerous vestigial characteristics left over from an aquatic phase our ancestors experienced. As Timothy Wyllie, author of several books about his numerous encounters with dolphins, correctly observes, “stress enhances the possibility of mutation in the natural world.”3

      Look at the top of your hand. Notice how the bases of the digits are separated by small membranes of skin, most noticeably between the base of the thumb and forefinger. Although resemblances to a human hand are apparent, chimpanzee, gibbon, and gorilla hands all lack any such membranes between their fingers and thumb. The interphalangeal articulations they have never possessed, but we still do, are the remnants of webbing being gradually phased out because it was no longer needed as a swimming aid after our ancestors forsook sea-mammalhood for life on dry land.

      Certainly, one of the most decisive changes that came to distinguish us from our simian cousins is the human ability to walk upright. This unique adaptation came about as our ancestors waded into ever-deeper water, while keeping their heads above the surface. As a surviving indication of that major modification caused by interacting with the sea, “the moment we stand up, our body reacts to the stress by immediately hoarding its inner salt supply,” according to Australian biologist Gary Opit.*2 He explains that quickly assuming an erect position often results in dizziness ameliorated by temporarily curtailing salt supply to the brain. “We have an upright stance essential for wading in deeper water with larger buttocks to support a swiveling hip, so that it is possible for us to bend and twist, as our long, sensitive fingers can grope in the sand.”4

      Precisely the same process may be observed today in Japanese macaques (Macaca fuscata), also known as snow monkeys, which spend much of their wintertime in Sapporo’s thermal hot springs (plate 2). There, they gingerly walk along the bottom on their hind legs, feeling with the soles of their feet for tasty morsels, their heads above water.

      These macaques are also among the most quick-witted monkeys, often observed carrying food in their arms while walking upright to hiding places away from the water’s edge. In their forays between dry land and hot springs, we glimpse something of our own aquatic phase. It was preceded long before by another primate that began walking in the direction of Homo erectus.

      “Known as the ‘enigmatic hominoid,’ Oreopithecus can dramatically rewrite the paleontological map, depending on if it is a descendant from the European ape Dryopithecus or some African anthropoid,”5 according to Dr. Michel Odent, a French obstetrician and childbirth expert. The hominid is “enigmatic,” because paleoanthropologists are unsure whether it was one or the other. Still, this ten-million-year-old “hill ape” (from the Greek oros and pithecus) is usually placed in its own subfamily within Hominidae, if only because its hominidlike hand proportions are typical of the hominid family.

      More cogent to our discussion, Oreopithecus was at least partially bipedal, because he experienced buoyancy in swamps on a chain of islands running from the Italian peninsula southward into the Mediterranean Sea. Earlier, his primate ancestors had crossed on all fours into these islands when lower sea levels connected scattered territories by slender land bridges to the European continent. Fluctuating sea levels subsequently sank these terrestrial connections and stranded the hill ape in a new insular habitat. Under the local influence of aquatic stimuli, he developed “the elbow of an upright walker,” a short pelvis and lumbar curve associated with an erect posture far more hominoid than anything comparable among chimpanzees or gorillas.6

      The process of standing more and more upright gradually forced the hill ape larynx deeper down its throat, allowing it to breathe through the mouth for the first time, which is necessary for inhaling air before diving into water. As such, the development of erect posture and breath control—with its implications for the production of spoken language—were simultaneous adaptations to aquatic conditions. Indeed, our breath control not only enables us to plan our inhalation in advance of needing to do so, but inhaling quickly and exhaling slowly is itself a breathing pattern akin to speech.*3

      In fact, fine breath control is preadapted for speaking. Oreopithecus evidenced additional hydro influences in other diagnostically hominid traits, such as short jaws and reduced canine teeth, both characteristic of a softer seafood diet, with shellfish chief on the menu. He thus affirms Charles Darwin’s observation that “life on islands tends to accelerate the process of evolution.”7

      About 6.5 million years ago, declining sea levels dispelled the hill ape’s island isolation, with fatal consequences. Across a newly formed land bridge with the European continent came the infamous saber-toothed cats, or saber-toothed tigers, which quickly hunted Oreopithecus to extinction. Had the species survived, we would be more evolved than we are at present by 3.5 million years, because Oreopithecus was well on his way to becoming fully upright, the precondition for human evolution. The hill ape demonstrated that the passage of a primate species into an aquatic phase is virtually inevitable, given enough time and changing environmental circumstances, and has undoubtedly occurred more than once—a credible supposition in our forthcoming investigation of mermaids and human-dolphin affinities.

      The bonobo is another modern primate undergoing its own watery interlude in the flooded forests of Zaire, where, contrary to the behavior of its hydrophobic relatives on dry land, it wades upright through the water to catch fish.†4 “Might it not have been in the sea that Man learned to stand up?” wonders Dr. Odent.8

      Aquatic apes first walked fully upright 3.2 million years ago, just as regional flooding receded throughout East Africa, casting them back upon dry land. It was here that an arched fossilized foot bone was found in early 2011. An arch in the foot provides leverage to push off the ground at the start of a stride and then helps absorb shock when the foot strikes ground again. Ape feet are flatter, more flexible. They use their big toe for grasping tree branches, a talent missing from the East African discovery.

      The foot bone belongs to Australopithecus afarensis, better known from the partial skeleton of a kindred specimen, unearthed in 1974 by Donald Johanson and his fellow paleoanthropologists, named “Lucy” after the Beatles song “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.” So too, the human foot is more paddlelike—better for swimming than clenching, grasping, gripping, manipulating, or clasping—and is longer in body proportion than found among other primates.

      Ever since Lucy and her cohorts emerged from their aquatic phase to walk fully upright on their legs, our human species has suffered the kinds of back, hip, knee, ankle, and foot ailments addressed by Moshé Pinchas Feldenkrais (1904–1984), an Israeli physicist and doctor of science in engineering at France’s Sorbonne, where Marie Curie was one of his teachers, during the 1920s.

      About the same time, he worked as a research assistant to nuclear chemist and Nobel Prize laureate Frédéric Joliot-Curie at the Radium Institute in Paris. Feldenkrais went on to originate a methodology for improving human physical functioning by increasing self-awareness through bodily movement. Among his most famous clients was David Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister of Israel. Thousands of practitioners of the Feldenkrais Method are still teaching throughout the world today.

      As the leading authority on posture, Dr. Feldenkrais discovered that sensory perception in men and women measurably expands when they become buoyant in water, which relieves gravitational stress on their brains, as well as on their vertebrae. He discovered that their nervous systems are otherwise affected by muscles struggling against gravity, resulting in diminished consciousness of their physical surroundings.

      His findings coincide with those made by Dr. Lilly, inventor of the isolation tank for sensory deprivation. The blood pressure and pulse rate of his flotation volunteers dropped substantially when they entered the tank, allowing for increased circulation, which reduced muscular tension and induced a meditative state for improved insight and inspiration. Tensions, worries, or anxieties diminished, replaced by feelings of well-being, tranquillity, inner peace, and a sense of emotional balance.

      These experiments eventually led to the application of hydrotherapy as a treatment for arthritis and bursitis, because it reduced physical stress on the entire bodily frame. “From birth,” states Jacques Cousteau, “man carries the weight of gravity on his shoulders. He is bolted to earth. But man has only to sink beneath the surface and he is free.”9

      Our body’s own painkillers, known as endorphins, are activated by merely entering water, which simultaneously disengages the production of various chemicals associated with illness and stress. “Those with more endorphins released during certain activities,” asserts Yale University biochemist Philip Applewhite, “may be happier about any given situation or event in their lives than those with fewer endorphins. That is, doing the same thing may be more pleasurable to one person than another, because for that person, more endorphin molecules are released to the brain. Happiness, then, lies not outside the body, but within it. Joy is not an illusion; it is real and has a molecular basis.”10

      Water immersion reduces adrenalin, the human stress hormone, while simultaneously facilitating oxytocin. This “happiness hormone” promotes trust and empathy, evokes feelings of contentment and security, and reduces anxiety. It inhibits brain regions associated with behavioral control, fear, and anxiety and functions to protect against emotional tensions, with a general enhancing effect on all social relationships.

      After having endured trying conditions, we commonly find physical as well as psychological relief in a hot bath. Water-stimulated oxytocin occurs only in primates—such as bonobos, proboscis monkeys, Japanese macaques, and our aquatic ape ancestors—that adapted to a watery lifestyle. Suffering the adverse effects of gravity on their body structure, humans respond to water with expanded consciousness, diminished muscular stress, cure of inflammatory joint illnesses, and improved cardiovascular and emotional health, indications of a prolonged aquatic phase through which our ancestors passed in their evolutionary development.

      Unlike apes, we have peripheral vasoconstriction, when blood flowing through the limbs cuts down to save oxygen for important organs while we swim. When we dive, our heart beats less frequently, and as we descend deeper, blood fills our lung vessels and cavities to prevent organs from being crushed by higher pressures. Our bodies excrete salt from seawater with the same kind of multilobed kidneys possessed by sea mammals. Each one of them has a spine that aligns with its legs, enabling the creature to take vertical positions in the water or to swim horizontally, just as our spine does, but unlike the spines of any other four-limbed, terrestrial animals.

      Accordingly, humans are the only primates that suffer hernias, because we returned to the land after having spent time enough adapting to life in the sea, where buoyancy relieved body weight on our frame. Although bonobos, proboscis monkeys, and Japanese macaques have likewise adapted to water, they do not suffer hernias, because our weight-to-body-size ratio is much greater than theirs. Also, our shoulders are unsuited to an entirely terrestrial habitat, as demonstrated by the ease with which they are dislocated, sometimes by merely moving our arms too far forward or backward. Apes are far more capable of swinging continuously by their hands, branch by branch, through the forest. We, on the other hand, gave up such jungle mobility for the ability to swim. As a consequence, our shoulders are less useful on land than in water.

      Enlarged semicircular canals in our ears, however, allow for improved balance under water—an adaptation to aquatic conditions missing from landlubber chimpanzees. We also have cerumen, or “ear wax”—not really a wax, but a sticky substance secreted by glands in the outer portion of the ear canals—for waterproofing. We equalize air pressure in our ear canals as we descend deeper into the water, a talent that would not have developed unless our ancestors had been engaged in diving for enough generations to pass down that ability to us.

      Asthma is common among humans and some sea mammals, but not among apes—strangely enough, if they are supposed to be our closest relatives, and not members of an aquatic species. Excessive contraction of the smooth bronchial muscles during an asthma attack reduces lung capacity when diving beneath the surface of the water, thereby avoiding nitrogen intoxication and decompression sickness, because the body is less buoyant than normal. While these anatomical characteristics are utterly different from anything comparable found in all other primates, they typify sea mammals, from which we are descended.

    

  
    
      2

      Our Sea-Mammal Heritage

      
        A very great deal more truth can become known than can be proven.
      

      RICHARD FEYNMAN

      In Before Atlantis, I briefly touched on the role of a waxy substance triggered by the onset of puberty, because we are unique among primates for the production of sebum, variants of which are used by some sea mammals to make their skin less permeable to water. In fact, sebum keeps human skin supple for swimming. Our adolescence is sometimes troubled, however, by excessive secretions of sebum, resulting in seborrhea, or acne, a condition unknown to apes.

      Our ancestors developed specialized strategies for survival in water, changes they brought back with their return to the land, where some of these adaptations to an aquatic environment—like sebum—are still incorporated in our very bodies. The newborns of a few semiaquatic species, such as pinnipeds—fin-footed seals—are coated with vernix caseosa. Not found on any other primate, human infants come into the world covered with the same, cheesy varnish.

      Like the buoyant mammary glands of manatees, fatty tissues evolved the shape of women’s breasts, allowing them to float for better infant suckling while immersed. Cold water prompted the extension of the human vaginal canal away from salty seawater, moving the uterus inward, where the labia and thighs helped conserve heat; in response, men’s penises grew longer. The labia major, hymen, and vaginal ridges of human females waterproof the vagina, while a low pH of approximately 4.5 and a colony of Lactobacillus—a type of bacteria—in the vaginal canal inhibits waterborne pathogens. Another connection to the sea, human female menstruation is synchronized with the Moon, or tidal, cycles.

      Environmental influences determine the forms all creatures take. Cetologists believe a deer- or doglike animal that some thirty million years ago began leaving behind the land of its birth for subsequent adaptation in the sea—as did our species—gradually assumed a sharklike configuration, because, different as they are, both the porpoise and the shark—one a mammal, the other a fish—were challenged by common conditions in the habitat they shared.

      Our primate body shape reacted to these same natural forces by evolving away from a hulking, apelike frame toward a straighter, streamlined fusiform body (long and thin with tapering ends), suited less for walking on two hind legs than for swimming with them, while drastically reducing drag in the water. To further reduce drag, we needed less hair.

      “There are one hundred ninety-three living species of monkeys and apes,” according to naturalist Desmond Morris in his famous book The Naked Ape. “One hundred and ninety-two of them are covered with hair. The exception is a naked ape self-named Homo sapiens.”1

      All mammals that exchanged terrestrial habitats for life in the water—even those, such as the elephant, that returned to the land after an aquatic phase—doffed most of their now-useless body hair to become naked. Thick body hair alternately cools or warms a primate’s skin temperature in open-air conditions, but much finer body hair—a detriment on dry land—allows for streamlined passage through water. Human hair, unlike that of chimpanzees or apes, is greasy for waterproofing. Hair is most suitably located and abundant atop our heads, where it was retained to block excess sunlight in tropical seas.

      As a man ages, he often grows partially or completely bald, which further reduces drag in water, resulting in a speed swimming advantage that compensates for his decreasing muscular strength. In sexual selection, modern human adults mostly prefer partners with little or no body hair, especially among females, who often go to extreme lengths on behalf of depilatory countermeasures. Men and women who can afford such a process sometimes have all hair below their heads surgically removed. This preference could have arisen only during an aquatic phase, when hair loss and exposed skin were favored.

      Detractors dispute this explanation, but Opit offers a strong argument in favor. “It is believed [by conventional evolutionists] that our ancestors lost their hair covering to become cooler while chasing game across the hot savanna grasslands,” he writes, “and that we then developed our subcutaneous and other body fat to keep us warm. This proves not to be the case, because our bare skin actually increases the body temperature when in sunlight, and the fat layers do not keep us warm. . . . Our puny hair covering is an adaptation to regularly swimming in salt water.”2

      As protection against excessive sunlight and wind, ape skin is tougher and more gnarled than a human’s smooth, drag-reducing epidermal surfaces, which more closely resemble dolphin skin. Immersed to their necks in water, our aquatic ancestors needed to shield only the tops of their heads from the Sun; hence, the scalp we inherited from them is thicker than that possessed by other primates.

      During the break in a January 2014 presentation I was making about this topic at the Minnesota Theosophical Society in Minneapolis, a young man from the audience wondered whether wrinkles on the undersides of human fingers, when submersed in water for more than a few minutes, evolved during an aquatic phase, enabling our ancestors to pick up and grasp small morsels of seafood. I admitted that such an adaptation had never occurred to me, but thought his suggestion seemed worth consideration.

      As synchronicity would have it, the following month’s issue of National Geographic magazine reported that Tom Smulders, an evolutionary biologist, “confirmed that pruney fingers have the advantage in wet conditions,” in which they “promote water runoff and aid adhesion, like the treads of a tire. . . . [H]is findings could boost the theory that a million years ago the ancestors of modern humans went through a semiaquatic state, when skin folds might have helped toes cling to slick rocks and fingers catch wriggling fish.”3

      Originally, scientists assumed that the wrinkles simply resulted from the skin swelling in water. But Smulders goes on to point out that the furrows are caused by constricted blood vessels due to signaling from the sympathetic nervous system in response to water exposure.

      Less desirable traits we inherited from our aquatic ancestors are myopia and astigmatism, which originally corrected for light refraction while swimming under water. We also suffer occasionally from monochromacy, another legacy from our beginnings in the water. This congenital vision deficiency, more commonly known as “color blindness,” is an adaptation to a marine environment, where the ability to distinguish colors, rather than shading, is a liability. The overall cream color of Beluga or “white” whales, denizens of the polar seas, camouflages them when they are resting among the ice floes but most effectively against predators unable to visually determine gradations of color.
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      Figure 2.1. Example of finger with wrinkles from the water. 
Photograph by Sebastian Wallroth.

      Neither apes nor chimpanzees are color blind. Indeed, our good subsurface vision is provided by maximally constricting pupils unknown to our closest primate relations. Dolphins and other sea mammals descended from ancestors that lived on dry land have a tapetum lucidum, which aids their vision in dim light. Along with the unique ability among primates to walk on hind legs, this same reflecting membrane was at the back of Homo erectus’s eye. Its appearance suggests this feature emerged with him from the sea, if only because his allegedly closest relatives—apes and chimpanzees—never had such a retinal membrane. Neither do we. But all subsequent hominids, through to early Homo sapiens, were so endowed, until it vanished with Cro-Magnons, about twelve thousand years ago.

      During the previous ice age, with its low levels of light, Cro-Magnon Man found retention of his optical inheritance useful. At the close of the Northern Hemisphere’s most recent glacial epoch, however, Cro-Magnons migrated out of continental Europe into Anatolia, today’s Turkey, where abundant sunshine rendered the tapetum lucidum useless, and it faded after several generations. But its unique presence among precursors to our species suggests its origins in an aquatic phase.

      Nothing more dramatically recalls that stage than our own birth. “When comparing humans and apes,” Paula Peterson writes on her Earthcode International Network website, “the mechanics of human births are difficult—and among the apes, it is not. There is no pelvic cavity in apes, and the infant’s head is always smaller than the mother’s skeleton, which makes birthing easy. In humans, birth is painful and often difficult because the infant’s head—from the frontal lobes to the back—is larger than the mother’s pelvic floor. The shoulders are larger, too, making it necessary for the baby to advance through the birth canal in a spiral motion in order to come out.”4

      The pain human mothers suffer in delivering children on land is substantially ameliorated when the process occurs in water, where mere contact reduces “adrenalin, the hormone associated with fear and anxiety, and reduces the force of gravity. . . . In labor, this helps the woman to deal with contractions,” according to authors and alternative healers Amanda Cochrane and Karena Callen.5

      A leading proponent of water birthing is among the world’s foremost obstetricians, Michel Odent, M.D., “a pioneer who has influenced the history of childbirth,” characterized by The Lancet as “one of the last real general surgeons.”6 Founder of the Primal Health Research Centre in London and in charge of the surgical and maternity units of the Pithiviers hospital (France) from 1962 to 1985, he introduced the concept of birthing pools after observing “the incredible attraction to water that some [expectant mothers] had while in labor.”7

      A few needed only to see blue water to initiate the birthing process. “When pregnant women dream of water,” Odent explains, “it is always a brilliant blue,” the color of shallow tropical seas. “In general,” he states, “women dream of giving birth in a natural environment. No one dreams of a hospital or even of a bedroom. It is worth remembering that Freud interpreted dreams of water as being about birth.”8

      Odent speculates that “warm water acts directly on the muscular system. Tendons are composed mainly of collagen, and the warmer the temperature, the softer the collagen becomes. So, a warm bath might have a direct, relaxing effect. Thus a bath that is the same temperature as the body protects the mother-to-be against the fight-or-flight response; it achieves the physiological state sometimes called ‘relaxation response.’ . . . The use of water avoids some obstetric interventions, such as forceps, vacuum extraction, and Caesareans, which bring their own risk of infection.” A mother’s labor is not only eased in water, but faster than hospital deliveries, according to Dr. Odent. Terrestrial newborns are held upsidedown by their ankles and spanked to make them inhale their first breath, but when they are born into water and rise to the surface, “air is all that is needed to stimulate the baby’s first cry.”9

      The newborns of other terrestrial mammals, such as the horse, can stand immediately after birth, unlike the delayed bipedalism of human babies, which are unable to walk for months, but nonetheless swim as soon as they leave the birth canal by vigorously kicking their legs, known as instinctual rhythmic limb action. The Russian godfather of water birthing, midwife Igor Tcharkovsky, demonstrated how “the reflexive motions that babies make with their arms and legs is, in actuality, an example of their natural inclination to swim, and not merely random, arbitrary movements, as has been generally thought. These actions closely resemble an adult’s breast stroke.”10

      Human infants crawling about on all fours “is terrestrial dog-paddling never used by other apes,” according to Opit.11 That these newborns instinctively know how to hold their breath, just as marine mammals do—wholly unlike any other primate—is indication enough of our evolutionary passage through an aquatic phase. From their fourth month up to the close of their first year, human infants demonstrate a floating reflex, rolling over on their backs to breathe on the water’s surface. Needless to point out, such an adaptation is utterly meaningless in a terrestrial environment.

      Human newborns are covered with antibacteriological squalene—a natural organic compound for waterproofing the skin—and assisted by adiposity, a special fat making them buoyant, common among marine mammals, but missing from our nearest terrestrial cousins, the chimpanzee, which would only be unnecessarily burdened by such weight.

      “Humans are unusual amongst land dwelling mammals,” writes Opit, “in that we carry large quantities of white adipose fat all year round and this extra weight slows us down and burdens us with heftier infants. Between the thirtieth and fortieth weeks of pregnancy, the amount of fat in the fetal child rises dramatically from thirty grams to four hundred thirty grams, so that it constitutes sixteen percent of the birth weight, which compares with three percent in the newborn baboon.”12

      Dr. Odent holds a similar view, “Compared with the chubby human baby,” he observes, “the baby ape is thin and bony.”13 Opit further notes that baby fat does not seem adapted to a terrestrial environment:

      Human adipose tissue is much more mature at birth when compared with the adipose tissue from the newborn of other animals. Its production in such large quantities creates a considerable draw on the energy reserves of the mother during the last weeks of pregnancy that no other primate has to endure. The development of so much fat tissue also disadvantages our babies, in that there are much less available nutrients and energy for the growth of the skeleton, and the growth rate of the fetal body length slows after the twentieth week of pregnancy.

      The skeleton is immature at birth when compared with other mammals, and so the infant is less mobile and much heavier to carry because of all the fat. White adipose fat is of no use in keeping the baby warm. That is the role of brown fat that supplies quick increases in temperature as it converts to energy, before the baby is able to shiver. However even this brown fat is converted to white adipose fat at the age of four months. Besides energy storage, there is only one function that white adipose fat performs extremely well, and that is providing buoyancy in water. Only aquatic mammals that need a great deal of buoyancy have large quantities of white adipose fat, and a surface feeding whale has fifty times the amount of blubber it would need to keep warm.14

      Yet more evidence suggests that human babies are adapted to water birth. Estelle Myers, an Australian researcher experienced in aquatic birthing, concludes that infants born in water mature into less aggressive individuals. Her colleagues add that such children are usually happier, physically stronger, more intelligent, and better adjusted than their playmates born in a hospital.15

      These observations were repeated in St. Petersburg (formerly Leningrad) at Number 10 Children’s Policlinic. Director Igor Smirnov notes that even babies not born in water, but which swam regularly soon thereafter, were able to reproduce monosyllables. They classified objects by shape and color so far ahead of their strictly terrestrial peers that he concludes “the aquatic environment promotes early speech development.”16

      Before Atlantis enumerated the unique function of human sweat glands, used to cool the skin through evaporation, because we lost most of our body hair while adapting to life in the sea. “The skin of an adult human can lose huge quantities of sweat,” observes Dr. Odent. “His skin is endowed with one hundred and fifty to four hundred sweat glands, called eccrine glands, per square centimeter [0.393701 inch]. The ape’s much sparser eccrine glands respond to emotion, but not to heat. Other species that apparently sweat, such as horses, are using their scent signaling glands.”17

      Adaptations to former aquatic phases cited in this chapter are vestigial traces of human evolutionary progress, which was cut short when the seas abruptly retreated, leaving our ancestors stranded once again on dry land. That suspended development appeared when our brain size began to shrink, a downsizing caused by drastically diminished intake of fatty seafood after our transference from marine to terrestrial habitats. We still possess laryngeal saccules, or vestigial air sacks long ago used to aid our ancestors in floating in the water. Another vestigial measure of interrupted change is the philtrum, or medial cleft, a vertical groove in the middle area of our upper lip—an infranasal depression that would have perfectly fit into the center ridge at the bottom of the nose, as the rest of a longer-grown upper lip covered or uncovered the nostrils, sealing them off from water for improved diving.

      “We have a large, hooded nose,” Opit writes, “instead of a pair of nostrils like most other monkeys. Imagine what would happen if a monkey or an ape tried to dive or swim under water. The water would, of course, run straight down its nostrils. But if a hooded extension arose to partially cover the nostrils from water, which comes sweeping down across the forehead and face as one dives or swims, the problem would be greatly alleviated. The only other species of monkey that has a hooded nose, the proboscis monkey of Borneo, is also the only other semiaquatic primate.”18

      Our downward-oriented nostrils avoid water splashing into the nose, and paranasal sinuses assist in keeping our head afloat above the surface of the water. “But what is really striking,” declares Dr. Odent, “is the great number of characteristics we have in common with sea mammals and that make Man an exception among the apes. The dugong and manatee are descendants of vegetarian hoofed animals; seals, sea-lions and walruses are the descendants of carnivorous animals; beavers are the cousins of purely terrestrial rodents. So why is it impossible that a primate followed the same route? This primate is Man.”19

      Evolution is never static, but a force for change flowing forward through time. We, and all living things around us, continue to evolve, imperceptible to us because of the relatively slow pace of growth. We count our individual lives in far less than ten decades, while human evolution progresses over hundreds of thousands of years. This biological gradualism is occasionally punctuated, however, by surges of change, when powerful events arise to challenge an organism to successfully adapt.
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