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Categories of 11
Evidence for 
Old World Contacts 
with Ancient America 

Norman Totten

V V hen Columbus refound America for Europe in
1492, he believed that the Bahamas, Haiti, and Cuba were
parts of the East Indies in eastern Asia; so naturally he
named the people whom he encountered on that initial voy-
age "Indians." His and subsequent Spanish trips caused
the church this curious problem: were native Americans
humans or not? In 1512 at the Fifth Lateran Council, Pope
Julius II declared that Americans had descended from
Adam and Eve, and thus are humans—as well as candidates
for conversion to the Christian faith.

Julius left open another issue: from which son of
Noah—Shem, Ham, or Japheth—had Americans descended?
This question hardly bothered merchants, soldiers, soldiers
of fortune, colonists, and slaves arriving in this hemisphere,
eventually by the millions. But the question of American
origins remained vivid for churchmen and scholars.
Rephrased in today's terms, the question meant: had
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Americans migrated here primarily from Europe, Africa, or
Asia?

It seemed obvious to most early European explorers
that Americans varied widely in physical appearance,
language, and life-style, and represented various amalgama-
tions of people. East Coast tribes physically resembled
European or Middle Eastern populations more than Far
Eastern ones, while the reverse was usually true on the
West Coast. Some American tongues had no known affini-
ties with other languages; others could be grouped easily or
with difficulty into language families. A few such as Cana-
dian Takhelne,1 have been grouped with Gaelic or some
other Old World language family.

Pottery made its appearance in the Northeast about
1000 B.C. In its type, it was closer to then-contemporary
northern European ware than to other American pottery.2

The earliest pottery at Valdivia, Ecuador, arguably the first
anywhere in America (c. 3100 B.C), bore the same range of
decorative patterns as Middle Jomon ware of western
Japan.3

Such observations merely state facts. In no way do
they denigrate the innate intelligence, creative potential or
achievements of anyone. The biological bases for tempera-
ment and intelligence vary far more between individuals
than between groups. In this connection, the label "racist"
has been applied and continues to be misapplied by some
members of academia to the more far-reaching diffusionist
interpretations for which I would like to present a defense.
The position of racism has very specific meanings when
judging individuals by their ethnic group of origin without
regard to individual worth. Some of us within the Epi-
graphic Society have actually risked our lives to combat
racism, and some of us are part or entirely Indian. This
particular charge made hypothetically in defense of isola-
tionism is inappropriate and, at best, a misunderstanding.
Any explanation of America's ancient cultural develop-
ments that does not take into account some combination of
diffusion and indigenous achievements is not in keeping
with the way civilizations have arisen everywhere on earth.

In referring to post-1492 European colonization of
America, the poet Robert Frost noted, "The land was ours
before we were the land's." The isolationism that
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characterizes most current archaeological theory is not just
an alternative view; it is one, in my mind, that causes
misunderstanding and considerable harm to our common
cultural heritage. In just one example, reported by Warren
Cook, a well-intentioned but incompetent archaeology judg-
ment has resulted in the dispersal and loss of most of the
Crespi collection.4 Isolationism sometimes results in not
reporting or even worse in hiding evidence which supports
opposing views. No member of the Epigraphic Society has
been allowed to view the Davenport Tablets, much less
make detailed studies of them (among others, I telephoned
the director's office and went to the museum in Iowa
where the tablets are housed but was denied access).
Collectors of ancient coins continue to be informed, incor-
rectly in my view, that all Greek, Roman, and Jewish coins
found in American soil and on its beaches are hoaxes or
modern losses.5 Thus evidence that academia itself may
someday come to realize to be of immense value continues
to be destroyed through current misunderstanding and bias.

Oral traditions in various American tribes refer to
ancestors who arrived by sea. Strangers were sometimes
sacrificed, as depicted in the Toltec-Maya mural fragments
found at Chichen Itza more than half a century ago and
never reported by Mexican archaeologists. Those murals,
as von Wuthenau and others have pointed out, depicted an
Old World type dragon-boat, with shields attached, and the
deaths of white and black strangers. The fact is that new
ideas are not easy to come by indigenously; and whether
better technology is developed in isolation or by introduc-
tion, it has often been attributed to culture-bringers who
are honored: Quetzalcoatl, Kukulcan, Wiracocha.

Although diffusion from the Old World to the New
World prior to 1492 occurred infrequently within long
stretches of local time, its impact was often far out of
proportion to its quantity because of the nature of human
conservatism versus creativity (which occurs most fre-
quently when ideas are in tension and conflict). One must
understand why and how creation occurs in order to
develop balanced accounts that incorporate both local
developments and outside influences. The burden for fair-
ness and accuracy lies not simply with those who challenge
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prevailing theory, but also with those who hold older, more
established views.

In modern times, oceans have been navigated in vari-
ous directions by hundreds of rigs with one- and two-man
crews carrying only a few supplies such as paddles, sails,
caulking, and something for catching fish and pressing out
their juices. The Atlantic, for example, has been crossed
intentionally during this century in kayaks, dugouts, inflat-
able rafts, reed-bundled boats6 (Carter called the Ra II, in
admiration, a "floating haystack"7), and a stitched animal
skin curragh.8 Once steered into a prevailing wind and
current, only an accident will prevent craft, large or small,
from eventually landing on a far-distant shore.

Charles Wolcott Brooks, who served as Japanese con-
sul in San Francisco during the mid-nineteenth century,
spent many hours researching the history of Japanese fish-
ing boats ("junks") that had beached on American shores
prior to 1850. He was able to document about a hundred
such landings—accidental voyages to be sure—and found
that in most cases crew members had survived the trip.
The Japanese sailors seldom returned home, but rather
blended into local Indian populations from Alaska to South
America, adding some new words to local languages.9

Although a vessel's size has little to do with its
seaworthiness, size does affect the movement of large
numbers of peoples and goods. Among Barry Fell's impor-
tant findings through the decipherment of ancient scripts
are his identifications and translations that indicate the
existence of pottery compass bowls in Liria, Spain, and in
New Mexico, both long before Columbus, about a thou-
sand years earlier than any form of compass was previ-
ously known to be in use in Europe.1 0 Our knowledge of
ancient navigation skills, exploits, and supportive techni-
ques and technology is still so limited that, if the early
navigators could read our reconstructions, in many cases
they would probably have a good laugh—maybe not at Paul
Chapman's work," but at that of most of us.

Ptolemy IV (221-204 B . C ) had built in Alexandria,
Egypt, a twin-hulled catamaran designed to carry marines;
it was propelled by four thousand rowers—quite a ship!12 In
56 B . C Julius Caesar recorded details of his battle with a 

190



Norman Totten 

fleet of the Celtic Veneti tribe, off the Atlantic coast of
modern France. Caesar wrote that the 220 Celtic ships
were considerably larger than his own and more seaworthy.13

They were built of heavy oak beams with large iron fittings
and employed supple leather sails and iron anchor chains.
All in all, the Celtic fleet was much better constructed than
Roman ships to withstand the violent Atlantic storms.

It is also worth noting that, in size, Roman merchant
ships of the first century A D . averaged 340 tons unladen.
This compares to about 106 tons for Columbus' flagship
and 180 tons for the Pilgrims' Mayflower. In A D . 64, when
the historian Flavius Josephus sailed across the often
stormy Mediterranean Sea to Rome, he was just one of six
hundred passengers in the ship—certainly a respectable size
even by mid-twentieth-century standards. Grain freighters
built to sail only with prevailing winds from Egypt to
Rome reached the enormity of 1200 tons unladen, about
twelve times the size of the ship that Columbus sailed.14

Looking westward from America across the Pacific to
China, let us next consider another bit of pre-Columbian
navigation. Zheng He departed China in A D . 1430
commanding a fleet of sixty vessels manned by a crew of
27,000 men. His flagship measured 140 meters long
(one-and-a-half times the length of a modern football field)
and could sail against or with the wind.1 5 Such massiveness
was not reached again in the known history of navigation
until we began to build aircraft carriers in this century.
Following visits to Arabia and East Africa, Zheng He
returned to China. On one trip his cargo included a live
giraffe for the imperial zoo that was recorded in an extant
contemporary painting.

Certain cultural parallels between ancient China and
Peru suggest Chinese influence in the Cupisnique-Chavin,
Moche, Nazca, and Chimu cultures that existed along Peru's
coastal desert from about 500 B . C . to A D . 1400. Numerous
nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars have observed
linguistic, epigraphic, artistic, religious-cosmological, and
technological parallels suggestive of such influence.16

Unfortunately, many once-great ancient libraries have
been either deliberately or accidentally destroyed and their
records lost—including those at Alexandria, Carthage, Merv,
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and cities of the Maya. Moreover, as is well known, carto-
graphic information and knowledge of voyages were often
well-guarded state secrets in the ancient world, for reasons
of military and economic advantage and for the advantage
of potential sites for refuge and colonization. What made
possible the irregular voyages to and from America on
ancient seas? Not compasses, nor ship dimensions and
types, for experienced seamen devised many ways to make
such crossings. To be sure, there were accidental drift
crossings caused by storms—broken rudders and masts, or
ships blown far off course. But there was also the daring
skill of the navigators, an unending search for wealth in
trade, curiosity, and the often desperate desire of
passengers to improve their lives.

From my studies, the evidence for ancient, occasional,
transoceanic contacts between America and the Old World,
including Asia, Polynesia, Africa, and Europe, can be
summarized in the following categories:

1. Languages. Some languages spoken in pre-Colum-
bian America were as mutually unintelligible as
modern Chinese and English. Other languages
were related to one another in their structures and
vocabularies. During the past decade, Barry Fell
has attempted to show that some American and
Old World languages were related to each other,
especially in cases in which the quantities of
shared vocabulary and structure are too great to
have been independently invented, or to have
developed independently in isolation following a 
postulated original diffusion thousands of years
ago.17

2. Epigraphy. Some Old World scripts have been dis-
covered in America and published prior to being
recorded during modern times in the Old World
itself, making forgery improbable. For instance,
prior to Fell's decipherment of Basque inscriptions
found in Pennsylvania, no one knew how to read
similar examples preserved in museums in Spain
and Portugal. Fell's achievement was confirmed
and republished by the world's foremost authority
on the etymology of the Basque language (Euskera),
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the late Imanol Agire.18 In addition, during
thirty-seven years of exploration in Oklahoma and
surrounding states, Gloria Farley has been able to
record more than a hundred inscriptions on stone
which appear in a variety of Old World scripts.19

3. Place Names. The linguistic roots and meanings
of place names have sometimes survived millennia
of changing inhabitants and their languages.
While this has been pointed out by many scholars,
perhaps the most provocative investigation is John
Philip Cohane's The Key, which shows the
phenomenon to be worldwide, including the Amer-
icas.20 Cohane's studies indicate an ancient diffu-
sion of word roots and meanings throughout large
parts of the Old and New Worlds.

4. Visual Symbols. A variety of symbols has been
employed, sometimes erratically, with common
meanings throughout much of the ancient world,
including America. Some symbols of the phos-
phene type—that is, caused to appear without light
and induced by either pressure on the eyeballs, a 
blow to the head, drugs, or electricity—may be in
our genetic makeup or irresistibly suggested by
their universal appearance in nature, such as
circles, concentrics, spirals. But what about sym-
bols as complicated and specific as classical
labyrinths? Labyrinths have not appeared univer-
sally in time or space, nor are they phosphene-
elicited or found naturally. Yet they were used in
areas of both ancient Europe and pre-Columbian
America.21

5. Artistic Styles. Styles lacking universal applica-
tion but traceable in geographical regions through
certain parts of the Old and the New World may
also suggest migration. Andreas Lommel focused
on the "X-ray Style" in art and came to such con-
clusions.22 Chinese characteristics, including what
appear to be written script characters, have been
found in Peru's ancient Nazca and Chimu cul-
tures.2 3 Further, some Moche pottery from Peru's
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north coast depicts physical features, tattooing,
and clothing typical of certain North African
Berbers, and a few depict Negroid facial features.
One Tiwanaku (Tiahuanaco) pot contains an
inscription referring to North Africa in the early
period of the common era.2 4 Ivan Van Sertima's
They Came Before Columbus discusses possible
African presence in ancient America, based partly
on artistic styles and features.25

6. Technologies. Serious questions arise concerning
unusual, difficult techniques, as in smelting,
soldering, and gold working, which involve steps
not easy to discover and not universally employed.
For instance, how can their developmental stages
be discerned and where do they appear to have
been fully developed? Paul Tolstoy detailed 121
traits in manufacturing bark cloth and bark paper
in Southeast Asia and Mesoamerica and concluded
that the technology must have diffused from the
Celebes to America.2 6

7. Religious Rituals. Numerous authors have been
struck by significant similarities between particular
American and Old World ceremonies. Some simi-
larities in ritual, belief, iconography, and rank
symbols express universal human psychological fac-
tors. But when considered with other categories
here enumerated, these comparisons may also sup-
port contact rather than isolated parallelism. For
example, Joseph Mahan has provocatively traced
seeming connections with Asia in the earth-sky
symbolism of America's Yuchis.27

8. Belief Systems. Ancient mythologies shared gener-
ally an underlying basis in a common astronomy
and cosmology. It is perhaps of importance that
art historians and mythologists have tended to
understand this better than archaeologists. Differ-
ent in conception but interesting in their conclu-
sions are de Santillana and von Dechend's Hamlet's 
Mill and Joseph Campbell's The Way of Animal 
Powers™ Although not concerned with bridging
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hemispheres, Marija Gimbutas provides a rare
bridging between archaeology and mythology.2 9

9. Native American Traditions. Most tribes once had
traditions about both their own origins and
peoples who appeared in their midst. At times the
traditions were couched in mythology and some-
times they consisted of straight oral history. While
occasionally such records have been maintained to
the present, they were generally recorded by
sixteenth- to eighteenth-century explorers and
scholars, or even in the late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century volumes of the American Bureau
of Ethnology of the Smithsonian Institution.
Examples are numerous. I used an early Spanish
account of Inca oral traditions about writing in the
pre-Inca Andes to shed some light on this curious
problem.3 0

10. Old World Sagas and Histories Referring to 
Travel to America. Apparent trips to America
have been recorded in Viking sagas such as
Hauksbok and Eyrbyggja (c. A D . 1250), by the
Greek historians Plutarch and Diodorus Siculus, in
several Chinese documents, and in medieval Euro-
pean accounts of voyages by Ireland's Saint
Brendan, the Welsh Prince Madoc, and the
Scotsman Henry Sinclair. Artifacts have been
found in America that accord with each of these
accounts. Barry Fell also deciphered an engraving
in situ on a large cliff face at Figuig, Morocco, that
told of a fifth-century Moroccan emigration.3'

11. Explorer and Colonial Accounts of Americans 
When First Encountered. Christopher Columbus

wrote on the sixth day of his first arrival in
America, referring to his crew: "They found a man
who had in his nose a piece of gold, which might
have been half the size of a castellano, on which
they saw letters. I was angry with them because
they had not bargained for it and given whatever
might be asked in order that it might be examined
and seen what money it was, and they replied to
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me that they had not dared to bargain for it."3 2

One well-known historian mistranslated this pas-
sage to make Columbus's note accord with the
modern bias that the hundreds of ancient coins
found in America, even those deeply embedded in
the soil, are modern losses or hoaxes.3 3

12. Comparative Anatomy. Balboa and other early
explorers in America referred to scattered groups
of white Indians and black Indians and to tradi-
tions of pygmies, in fact, peoples of just about
every type. Mexico's art historian Alexander von
Wuthenau offers explicit photographic documenta-
tion, in the pottery and carvings of Mesoamerican
and South American pre-Columbian artists, of all
the races and virtually every known physical
type.3 4 While old charts of group gene frequencies
in blood types are now known to be virtually
useless when employed without caution about
selectivity and changes through the influences of
diseases, studies of earwax and other body
chemistries are promising.

13. Animal Dispersions. George Carter has shown
that ancient American chickens are the domesti-
cated descendants of a Southeast Asian pheasant.3 5

In both Asia and America, where pre-Columbian
tradition has been maintained, chickens have been
kept primarily for their feathers and to be used as
sacrifices. The Greeks were the first to begin to
raise them for eating and for their eggs. Signifi-
cantly, Asian fowl types and names have been
maintained in South America, and Japanese names
are used among the Tarahumara of western
Mexico. Another curiosity suggesting migration is
that hairless dogs were eaten and castrated in both
Mexico and China. The alqo,36 an almost extinct,
nearly hairless dog, is still raised on boiled sweet
potatoes in coastal Peru.

14. Plant Dispersions. Let us ask several specific
questions that will make the point about diffusion
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of cultures. How and when did the Old World
bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria), used for
containers, become America's first domesticated
plant without known wild ancestors in America?3 7

Did coconut palms and plantains arrive in
America without human assistance? Did Ameri-
can peanuts make it to China by 2000 B . C by some
means other than human craft? Under what cir-
cumstances did strains of cotton grown in Mexico
(hybrid 26-chromosome Gossypium hirsutum) and
Peru (hybrid 26-chromosome Gossypium barba-
dense) each develop from 13-chromosome wild
cottons in Polynesia and America?3 8 How is it that
American pineapples are depicted in a Pompei
fresco buried since A D . 79.39 Maize, an American
plant, is reported to have been growing in West
Africa and Asia (Assam, Philippines) when the
first Europeans arrived.4 0 Also, as Professor Carter
has long pointed out, one does not independently
invent sweet potatoes and chickens.41

15. Disease and Immunology. Questions of parasite
transmittal, contagion, immunity, and even the
presence of certain diseases in the Old and the
New World need further study and should cast
some light on the issue of human contacts. At
present, we would not be able to detect through
archaeology the known effects of devastating
plagues without historical records about them.
When have plagues occurred for which we lack
historical records? What were they? Why did
they occur? How long and under what circum-
stances does general resistance to disease last in a 
population? Two human hookworm species that
supposedly could not survive a slow land migra-
tion through Arctic regions are found in certain
American Indians and in China and Japan; one of
them is not present in Polynesia.42 How are we to
explain this?

16. Comparisons of Old and New World Artifacts. 
When Old and New World artifacts are virtually
identical, are complex in their nature, and have
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been chosen from workable alternatives but not
universally so, then diffusion is suggested and the
burden of counterproof logically lies with those
who would insist upon independent invention.
South American and Solomon Island panpipes
almost identical in tone, pitch, and shape are a 
case in point. Pachisi, a board game of India, and
Aztec patolli are another such case.4 3 The list
could go on, including flat and cylinder stamps,
trumpets, flutes, and so forth.

17. Old World Artifacts Found in America. I have
four coins of the Roman emperor Hadrian ( A D .
117-138) acquired from workers who found them
several feet below the ground's surface in Los
Llanos, Dominican Republic, while excavating a 
building foundation. Hundreds of Old World coins
have been and continue to be found in America,
few reported, some modern losses or frauds, but
many recovered under circumstances that indicate
their presence in America before 1492 (as Colum-
bus himself was the first to report, see above item
no. 11). This is also true of Old World pottery,
tools, and figurines, ranging in date from the Neo-
lithic period to A D . 1500.44

18. American Materials in the Old World. This cate-
gory of potential evidence exists at present only
minimally, for who is looking? A breakthrough
may eventually occur with the analysis of the
sources of raw materials, such as copper in bronze,
and gold, when significant testing of Old World
museum collections becomes possible. New find-
ings of deep sea wrecks may be important. The
archaic "lunate knife" may have been dispersed to
Europe and to the Eskimos (as the ulu form) after
its initial development in the Northeast.4 5

19. Ancient Maps, Math, Astronomy. Of course, the
great libraries of Alexandria, Carthage, and Iberia,
of Central and Southeast Asia, of the Mayas and
Aztecs, were destroyed. But the spherical shape of
the earth, its approximate diameter, and systems of
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latitude and longitude were once known and used
to some extent from Europe to China, before being
lost and later rediscovered.4 6 The Piri Reis map
raises the possibility of the existence of ancient car-
tography.4 7

20. Cultures at Times of Basic Changes. This point
constitutes a focusing of all categories. The archae-
ological record (as with the broader fossil record
of species) indicates that isolated communities
tend to be conservative and retentive. My unpub-
lished study of the 5,000-year sequence of pottery
lamps in the Holy Land was my own initial data
bank for demonstrating this principle. Others who
have studied long artifactual sequences have
agreed independently with its validity. Even fossil
languages and pronunciations tend to be preserved
in isolated pockets after disappearance in mainline
areas (e.g., Jukta in Surinam, Gullah in South Caro-
lina, Elizabethan English on islands off Virginia
and the Carolinas). Significant changes and
creative developments are stimulated by environ-
mental alterations and cultural interactions. Rea-
sons for change require explanation; they do not
just happen.

It is a social scientist's dream to have a whole
geographical hemisphere where peoples developed for thou-
sands of years in virtual isolation from the rest of the
world. This hypothetical laboratory simply did not exist in
America. The illusions of the hypothesis itself have been
challenged by the evidence of many fields: epigraphy, art
history, bibliographic archives, archaeology, comparative
mythology and symbolism. The shame is that the response
formulated thus far to these challenges has generally been
less than scientific. Some have turned the isolationist
hypothesis into an article of faith, a dogma defended
through neglect of counter-evidence or with scorn, derision,
and mischaracterization.4 8

When a scientific approach comes to prevail, the
issue will not be between diffusion and isolation, nor will it
be decided by the continued use of a model so restrictive
as to exclude and misinterpret relevant data. The issue,
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rather, will be, What took place, when, and how much
change resulted from which kinds of diffusion and indige-
nous creation? Regrettably, that day has not yet dawned;
American archaeology remains committed to an isolationist
model destructive of certain anomalous facts. The case for
diffusion will continue to be made in a focused, lopsided
way until the case itself is incorporated into a prevailing
theory.

In the meantime, it might be helpful to define
"Indians" as any peoples who lived in America or whose
ancestors lived in America before 1492. That definition is
broad enough to include immigrants before 1492 from any
part of the world at any time, arriving by foot or by boat.
And who are "Americans"? Simply those who are now
here, no matter when they or their ancestors arrived. The
injustices of the past—including the dispossession of native
Americans from their lands and values, the importation of
African slaves, and the combined genocides and
oppressions that earlier institutions caused—can never be
rectified, but they can be resolved.

The American petroglyphs, fading messages left by
people here long ago, bring again to mind Frost's percep-
tion: "The land was ours before we were the land's."
Perhaps it is the Choctaw part in me reaching out. If so,
then who were the distant ancestors of the Choctaw? And
why could they not get along better with those Greek-like
Muskogees? Native Americans have long known what it
means to be observed and misunderstood, then catalogued,
by academics mostly concerned with advancing the cause
of their own careers and reputations. Why not treat native
Americans and their ancestors as something other than
specimens? If and when that challenge is taken up seri-
ously within academic halls, it will have to be acknowl-
edged that the Indian peoples of America have never
espoused the concept of isolationism, neither in their lives
nor in their oral histories.

Frost spoke also to the English, Irish, and Scottish
parts in me: 'The land was ours before we were the land's."
In the natural beauty of America's canyons, plains, forests,
mountains, and rivers, the disinherited once viewed these
features as sacred: the land keeps reaching out to claim us
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for its own. It is my hope that this discussion will help to
reestablish some of the intrinsic unity between past and
present upon which good futures are constructed.
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