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Abstract 

 

On the 12th of October 1892 when the quadricentennial of Columbus’s discovery of America 

was commemorated across the globe, not everyone rejoiced and not everyone cared. It was 

undoubtedly a great occasion, and the cult of Columbus is difficult to overrate, but there were 

many for whom the famous Genoese was not America’s discoverer. America had been 

discovered long before 1492. The Norsemen, the Welsh, the Irish, the Chinese, and the 

Phoenicians were all held to have beaten Columbus to the punch. Still others believed that 

America didn’t need to be discovered: intercourse between the two worlds had never from the 

day the Americas were peopled halted or ceased. The following, therefore, seeks to 

contextualise and explain various late nineteenth-century conceptions of pre-Columbian 

contact between the Old World and the New. Such ideas were not particularly aberrant. They 

grew out of and more often than not reflected the sociointellectual and geographical 

circumstances in which those who proposed them worked and lived. This project attempts to 

trace the development and reception of several theories of pre-Columbian contact, and thus 

aspires to make a useful contribution to the history and historical geography of anthropological, 

archaeological, and historical ideas.   
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Nonsense is nonsense, but the history of nonsense is scholarship. 

 

–Saul Lieberman 

 

The American who first discovered Columbus made a bad discovery. 

 

–Lichtenberg, The Waste Books 

 

It’s mighty hard to write nowadays without getting something or other worth listening to into 

your essay or volume. The foolishest book is a kind of leaky boat on a sea of wisdom; some of 

the wisdom will get in anyhow. 

 

–Oliver Wendell Holmes, Poet at the Breakfast Table 

 

I cannot recommend the experience of abridging one’s own work. An author is forced to re-

examine prose with minute care and I, at least, ended up with the bleak conviction that I was 

once incapable of writing a competent sentence, fashioning an adequate footnote, or making a 

clear argument. 

 

–Michael O’Brien, on abridging Conjectures of Order 
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Introduction. The Old World in the New 

 

It was late in the history of the world before Europe and America became known to each 

other. During the first fifteen centuries of the Christian era Europe was unaware of the vast 

continent which lay beyond the sea. Asia had ceased to influence her. Africa had not begun. 

Her history was waiting for the mighty influence which America was to exercise in her 

affairs through all the future ages.1  

 

These words of the Scottish journalist and historian Robert Mackenzie2 were certainly 

representative of one particular stream of nineteenth-century opinion, but, though the world is 

not quite so fructiferous as a plenum, contrary opinions, as the following seeks to make plain, 

were verily ten a penny. That Asia had never ceased to exercise an influence upon the Americas 

was a rather respectable position. In the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica it is 

stated that ‘America has of course been known to the barbarous tribes of eastern Asia for 

thousands of years’,3 and Élisée Reclus, who, next to the renowned non-crackpot Peter 

Kropotkin, is probably history’s most famous anarchist geographer, similarly noted that ‘[t]he 

Asiatics had no need to discover America, nor the Americans Asia, seeing that where they 

approach nearest the continents are visible from shore to shore’.4 Otis Tufton Mason agreed. 

‘[C]ontact was a constant condition to-day [sic] in the Behring Sea region’, the anthropological 

 
1 Robert Mackenzie, America: A History (London: T. Nelson and Sons… Edinburgh; and New York, 1882), p. 11. 

An earlier edition, entitled The United States of America: A History, was published in 1870.  
2 Mackenzie (1823–1881), who was educated at a school in St Andrews, was, during the 1840s, a reporter for the 

Dundonian Northern Warder. Mackenzie’s greatest claim to fame, however, is that he became a target, when 

several decades dead, of R. G. Collingwood’s invective and scorn. In the Idea of History, Collingwood employs 

Mackenzie as an example of the baleful influence that the idea of progress — ‘a piece of sheer metaphysics derived 

from evolutionary naturalism’ — could have upon the writing of history. ‘In order to realize the lengths to which 

this dogma of progress was pushed, it is necessary to go slumming among the unsavoury relics of third-rate 

historical work. A certain Robert Mackenzie published in 1880 a book called The Nineteenth-Century—A History, 

depicting that century as a time of progress from a state of barbarism, ignorance, and bestiality’. See Collingwood, 

The Idea of History, Revised Edition, with Lectures 1926–1928 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 144-

145.  
3 ‘America’, The Encyclopaedia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and General Literature, Ninth Edition, 

Volume I (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1875), p. 706.  
4 Élisée Reclus, The Earth and its Inhabitants: North America, Vol. I., British North America (New York: D. 

Appleton and Company, 1890), p. 4. Regarding claims of non-Asian, and specifically transatlantic, contacts with 

the Americas, Reclus, outside of the Viking case, was rather ambivalent: ‘[p]ossibly at some remote epoch vessels 

from the eastern hemisphere may have reached this western world. Mention has been made of Phoenician 

navigators, and the Greek legends have been revived touching the mythical land of the Atlantes [sic]. Reference 

is also still made to the old Welsh traditions regarding Madoc ap Owen’s discovery of the western lands wrapped 

in the perennial fogs of the great ocean. The Irish have similar legends, such as that associated with the name of 

St. Brendan; but the marvellous accounts of their bards are unsupported by a single fact which could give them a 

character of certainty’. See Reclus, The Earth, p. 5. Regarding the Irish claim, we will see, many people disagreed 

with the French anarchist’s conclusions.  
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editor of the American Naturalist informed the World’s Fair Congress of Anthropology in 

Chicago in 1893, ‘and that interchange has probably not been entirely interrupted for any 

considerable period of time since the occupation of the American continent began’.5 Walter 

Hough (1859–1935), the Smithsonian ethnologist, argued, in an annual report of the U. S. 

National Museum, that Tlingit armour, on the basis of bare resemblances, had its origin in 

Japan. ‘Plate armor [sic] in America is a clear case of the migration of invention’, he 

proclaimed, ‘its congeners having been traced from Japan northeastward through the Ainos, 

Giliaks, and Chukchis, across Bering Strait by the intervening islands to the western Eskimo’.6 

The great German geographer Friedrich Ratzel was similarly minded, and so were the 

ethnographers Vladimir Bogoraz and Richard Andree, both of whom readily assented to 

Hough’s speculation.7  

     That America was not unknown in Europe prior to Columbus, indeed, that America, 

generally speaking, was just about everywhere known, again contra Mackenzie, was something 

that one could hear and learn in numerous different contexts. Nineteenth-century American 

schoolbooks recounted, and asked questions about, the transatlantic exploits of the old 

Scandinavians,8 and they also, as might be cause for some surprise, sometimes asserted that 

the ancient Egyptians had crossed the Atlantic,9 and that the Phoenicians — preternaturally 

gifted in maritime matters as they, reputedly, were — had done likewise. The latter claim, more 

than a mite ironically, can be found in a text that was substantially based upon Mackenzie’s. 

 
5 William Henry Holmes, ‘The World’s Fair Congress of Anthropology’, American Anthropologist, 6 (4), 1893: 

p. 425. 
6 Walter Hough, Primitive American Armor (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1895), p. 651. 
7 For Ratzel, and the reception of Hough’s argument regarding Japan and the Tlingit, see the great sinologist 

Berthold Laufer’s Chinese Clay Figures: Part I, Prolegomena on the History of Defensive Armor (Chicago: Field 

Museum of Natural History: 1914), pp. 259-261. Laufer, it should be noted, outright rejected, for issues relating 

to the history of armour in Japan, Hough’s reasoning.  
8 In William Alexander Smith’s Topical Manual of American History (New York: Potter & Putnam Company, 

1898), p. 17, students are invited to fill out an ‘Outline Reference Map for Pre-Columbian Commerce and 

Discoveries’. Lands discovered by the Northmen are to be coloured green, and their voyages traced by dotted 

lines. Students are also required, on p. 12., to discuss ‘[t]he evidence on which knowledge of these [Norse] 

discoveries rest. Monuments, records, sagas. Credibility of the sagas’, etc. Smith, the author, was the 

Superintendent of Schools for Ansonia, Connecticut, and not, as would indeed have been even more intriguing, 

the identically named founder of the Boys’ Brigade. 
9 Egbert Guernsey, History of the United States of American, Designed for Schools… Revised Edition 

(Philadelphia: Moss & Co., 1869). Guernsey (1823–1903), who was a homeopathic doctor by trade and vocation, 

and very much, in historical matters, an epigone of Josiah Priest’s, whose name is included among his ‘authorities’, 

alleged that certain catacombs found near Lexington, Kentucky, were, in fact, Egyptian. ‘The conviction forces 

itself irresistibly upon our mind’, Guernsey wrote, ‘that the people who made this cavern and filled it with 

thousands of their embalmed dead were indeed from Egypt… The North American Indians were never known to 

form catacombs for their dead, or to be acquainted with the art of preservation by embalming’. ‘The trade-winds 

sweep westward across the Atlantic [from Africa], through a space of 50 or 60 degrees of longitude, carrying 

everything within their current directly to the American coast. Kentucky is but five degrees north of Egypt; so that 

a band of adventurers could easily have been driven near the eastern coast on the Gulf of Mexico, and there found 

in our majestic Mississippi something like the Nile’. See Guernsey, Designed for Schools, pp. 29-31. 
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In the Rhode Island poet Hezekiah Butterworth’s Young Folks’ History of America, which the 

author-cum-editor happily admitted was heavily ‘indebted to McKenzie’s [sic] admirable 

History of the United States, a work published abroad some ten years ago, for the larger part of 

the text, and especially for the fine moral analyses in the parts having reference to the Puritans, 

to Slavery, and to the War for the Union’,10 it is affirmed that ‘[i]t is highly probable that the 

American continent was known to the ancients, though in a somewhat imperfect way’ and that 

‘[w]e are told that certain of these navigators [the Phoenicians] were once driven on to a 

wonderfully fertile island in the Western Ocean, and that it was their purpose to keep this 

discovery a secret’.11 Butterworth also, on the basis of a rather fanciful chain of reasoning, 

attributed the Mississippian mounds and the pyramids of Mexico to the ‘Shepherd Kings’ of 

ancient ‘Central India’. According to Butterworth, after conquering Egypt and building her 

pyramids, the ‘Kings’, due to a grave and violent rebellion, were forced onwards to America, 

via the Bering Strait, where, following the Pacific coast, they ‘passed through Alaska to the 

temperate zone, and pushed south to Mexico, Central America, and Peru’.12  

     That poor old Columbus at times seemed not to be among the principal runners and riders 

for the honour of being denominated America’s ‘discoverer’ — ever a dubious and unreal title 

— was even, on one occasion at least, taken as a text by a well-known humourist. The New 

Hampshire-born poet, librarian, and comic writer Sam Walter Foss (1858–1911), in a column 

for the New-York Daily Tribune late in 1893, amusingly and amusedly declared, in a way in 

which I think I can be forgiven for quoting in full, that the whole notion of America’s 

‘discovery’ was naught but a thoroughly exasperating bust:  

 

In those grand and good old days, when we old folks were young, everybody believed that 

Christopher Columbus discovered America. The school books all said so, and if any man 

had questioned the veracity of a school book we would have expected to behold a 

thunderbolt from the bosom of heaven dart through the cloven sky and strike the impious 

wretch to the earth. But now any gump [sic] knows that Columbus didn’t discover America 

at all. He meant well, but he was too slow. Lief Ericson [sic], we are told, discovered it 

almost five hundred years before. But now we know very well that Lief didn’t do anything 

of the kind. Lief was an active young man, but he was born too late. An Irishman named 

 
10 Hezekiah Butterworth, ed., Young Folks’ History of the United States (Boston: Estes and Lauriat, 1881), p. v. 
11 Ibid., pp. 13-14. This claim Butterworth is likely to have derived from Diodorus Siculus via Samuel Mather.  
12 Ibid., p. 25. Butterworth’s ideas about the ‘Shepherd Kings’, regarding their activities in Egypt at least, are 

probably, at least in part, derived from William Whiston’s translation of Josephus’s Against Apion, where the term 

is used in relation to the Hyksos. 
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Brendin [sic] three or four hundred years earlier, in a moment of inadvertence, sailed over 

this way and accidentally stumbled against something which he was very much surprised to 

find, upon closer inspection, was a new world. But still Brendin didn’t discover America. 

He procrastinated too long. Some Buddhist missionaries from China had discovered it a 

hundred years before. But these missionaries could not have been very zealous. They were 

so dilatory. The Phoenicians had already discovered America many hundred years earlier.  

 

Foss continued,  

 

Of course, by this time we have no opinion of old Columbus at all, and the historians are 

calling him all kinds of names. He was a pirate and a slaver and a crank, they say. However 

this may be, we know he was as slow as cold molasses, and was so ignorant of history that 

he started out to discover America a thousand years or two after it had been discovered. But 

we really have not discovered the discoverer yet, and after studying the subject carefully, 

and after looking into all the original authorities, I am convinced that he never will be 

discovered. In fact, all the historians are barking up the wrong tree. They are on a false scent. 

They have run until they are out of breath upon the wrong trail. They have started with false 

premises and have consequently reasoned to a false conclusion. With most illogical haste 

they have all jumped to the conclusion that America has been discovered. Starting out with 

this egregious error, it is of course natural for them to try their best to discover its discoverer. 

But, of course, this is an utter impossibility. I have run all clews [sic] to the ground, and I 

have found that America has never been discovered. Columbus didn’t discover it. Lief didn’t 

discover it. Brendin didn’t discover it. The Buddhists didn’t discover it. The Phoenicians 

didn’t discover it. I have traced every rumor [sic] to its source and I have found that not one 

of them has a leg to stand on. America has never been discovered. The sooner we get this 

monstrous delusion out of our mind the better. But there is not doubt but this thing has gone 

on long enough. It has dilly-dallied along so that we are all justified in losing our patience. 

Shall we permit America to continue undiscovered any longer? Here is an opportunity for 

some ambitious young man to make himself famous. Who will volunteer?13 

 

Though one, no matter the above, should never underestimate the cult of Columbus,14 that very 

many people during the period with which I am concerned, during which the Columbian 

 
13 ‘Who Will Discover America?’, New-York Daily Tribune, 15th October 1893.  
14 On which see Claudia L. Bushman, America Discovers Columbus: How an Italian Explorer Became an 
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quadricentennial of 1892 was raucously celebrated,15 happily opined that the Old World and 

the New had never been completely kept apart or separated is a fact that can bear a great deal 

of repeating. Over the two immediately post-Columbian centuries, as Lee Eldredge Huddleston 

long ago showed,16 biblically informed theories of the peopling of the Americas often invoked 

historically familiar and well-known ‘nations’ — the Jews, the Phoenicians, the Carthaginians, 

and the Egyptians — as resources with which to domesticate, and epistemically conquer, the 

unbidden heterogeneity of the indigenous Americas. During the nineteenth century, many of 

the same ‘peoples’, as both visitors and settlers, continued to be invoked, and many a scholar 

could be found who was willing to argue that the Native Americans were quondam Jews.17 As, 

perhaps, is sometimes ignored, apparent stasis is just as much a part of intellectual history, very 

broadly construed, as innovation, invention, and incandescent ingenuity. Analogously, David 

Edgerton has, quite rightly, noted, that ‘twentieth-century technology’ was ‘not just a matter 

of electricity, mass production, aerospace, nuclear power, [and] the internet’, but also ‘the 

rickshaw, the condom, the horse, the sewing machine, [and] the spinning wheel’.18 Though 

there is undoubtedly much in the way of interpenetration and overlap, the history of theories 

relating to the peopling of the Americas, or, if one prefers, the origin of the American Indians, 

 

American Hero (Hanover [NH]: University Press of New England, 1992). My own mother, born at the start of the 

1960s in a terraced house just off the lower Springfield Road in Belfast, not far from Dunville Park and Clonard 

Monastery, knows it in her bones than ‘in fourteen-hundred and ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue’. One 

should also keep in mind that some of the people who gladly accepted that Columbus was, for example, preceded 

by the Vikings, did not believe the issue of pure priority to be an especially important one. Gardiner Greene 

Hubbard (1822–1897), for example, the inaugural president of the National Geographic Society and Alexander 

Graham Bell’s father-in-law, in a lecture on the ‘discovery’ of America given in the ‘reception room of the Yakima 

Club’ on the 7th of December 1892, said of the transatlantic activities of Leif Erikson and the Norse that ‘[t]he veil 

that hid the New World was only lifted for an instant at one corner, and it was reserved for Columbus, the Genoese, 

to make the existence of America known to the monarchs and scholars of Europe hundreds of years afterwards’. 

See ‘Yakima Favored By Noted Guests: Major Powell and Hon. Gardiner G. Hubbard Deliver Entertaining 

Lectures to Select Audiences’, The Yakima Herald, 8th December 1892.  
15 From the Hudson to the Manzanares, flags were flown, speeches given, badges worn, music played, and marches 

marched in honour of Columbus. Consider, for example, the following epitome from the North Carolinian Ashville 

Daily Citizen of the Spanish celebrations in Madrid: ‘Columbus festivities began this morning. The city is 

beautifully decorated; American flags are conspicuous. Early mass in honor [sic] of Columbus, in all the churches 

was attended by immense throngs. A monster procession of professors and students of the Spanish University 

attired in gay medieval costumes, and carrying ancient standards, marched through the principal streets’. See ‘Four 

Hundred Years Ago’, Ashville Daily Citizen, 12th October 1892.  
16 Lee Eldridge Huddleston, Origins of the American Indians: European Concepts, 1492–1729 (Austin: University 

of Texas Press, 2015). Huddleston’s book, which George Stocking called ‘a rather clerkish and repetitive survey 

of a large bibliography — useful, perhaps, but more than a bit dull’, was originally published in 1967. For 

Stocking’s remark, see George Stocking, ‘Lee Eldridge Huddleston. Origins of the American Indians: European 

concepts, 1492–1729. Institute of Latin American Studies’, Journal of the History of the Behavioural Sciences, 7 

(2), 1971, p. 212.  
17 See, for numerous examples, Tudor Parfitt’s The Lost Tribes of Israel: The History of a Myth (London: 

Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2002), and Zvi Ben-Dor Benite’s The Lost Tribes: A World History (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009). 
18 David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old: Technology and Global History Since 1900 (London: Profile Books, 

2008), p. xiii. 
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is not really my subject. The history and social geography of theories pertaining to the 

possibility and reality of pre-Columbian visitations and cultural intercourse and exchange 

between an already populated American continent and Mackinder’s ‘World-Island’, however, 

assuredly is. Columbus’s claim to fame and ‘discovery’ was not in the least bit universally 

acknowledged.  

 

Beyond the mounds 

 

With various notable exceptions — the literature on Norse contacts (to which I, minorly, add), 

Gwyn Williams’s well-executed historicization of the myth of Madoc,19 Lawrence Desmond 

and Phyllis Messenger’s study of Augustus and Alice Le Plongeon,20 Douglas Hunter’s work 

on Dighton Rock,21 and Terryl Givens’s excavation of the sources and reception of 

Mormonism22 — much of the best scholarly literature pertinent to the history of theories of 

pre-Columbian contact has taken as its centre of gravity the myth of the mound builders and 

the racist, ‘preprofessional’, prehistory of North American archaeology. As to the nature of that 

myth, the anthropologist Johnathan Marks has given as good, and as righteously ripe, a brief 

account as there has ever been:   

 

As the American nation expanded westward in the early nineteenth century, expelling, 

impoverishing, and exterminating the former inhabitants of the land, it soon came upon a 

remarkable series of geological phenomena. Near St. Louis, for example, sits a group of 

enormous conical mounds full of skeletal and cultural remains — a site now known as 

Cahokia. They seemed almost to be the overgrown remains of ancient towns, and clearly 

the products of human creativity. But the activity of what humans? Surely not the filthy 

savages we were busily displacing, dispossessing, and decimating. If their ancestors had 

made such large-scale and impressive things, it would seem as though they had a rather 

noble pedigree, and their suffering at our hands might seem almost… well, criminal. No, it 

must have been someone else who constructed those mounds. Somebody different — in 

fact, perhaps somebody who actually had been done in by the Indians we were killing. So 

 
19 Gwyn A. Williams, Madoc: The Making of a Myth (London: Eyre Methuen, 1979).  
20 Desmond and Messenger, A Dream of Maya: Augustus and Alice Le Plongeon in Nineteenth-century Yucatan 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988).   
21 Douglas Hunter, The Place of Stone: Dighton Rock and the Erasure of America’s Indigenous Past (Chapel Hill: 

The University of North Carolina Press, 2017). 
22 Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture that Launched a New World Religion (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2003).  
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maybe it even kind of served them right. But who were the mysterious ancient wonderful 

people who actually built the mounds? Hebrews? Vikings? Druids? Thus was American 

archaeology born, from the womb of an idiotic, racist question that would not be finally 

settled until the end of the century. Of course, it was the ancestors of the Indians themselves, 

and nobody else, who had built the mounds. The problem, such as it was, lay simply in the 

reluctance to acknowledge that the indigenous people, who were being aggressively 

dehumanized [sic] in order to rationalize [sic] what was being done to them, could possibly 

have done something so impressive.23 

 

Though this is a matter of great importance for understanding the ideology of the United States, 

understood, as in part it should be, as a settler-colonial project that was, and is, the product of 

violence, conquest, and dispossession, it is very far from the only context in which pre-

Columbian transcontinental and transoceanic contacts were debated, argued for, assumed and 

proposed.24 Such a concentration, in fact, can even lead one to miss quite a bit that is of 

relevance to the exploration of our subject. One example, in particular, I think, makes this point 

quite well.  

     In the standard picture of the history of North American archaeology, the polymathic 

entomologist Cyrus Thomas is presented as a great full stop: as the man who finally put an end 

to the myth of the mound builders and exorcised the spectre of extra-American influences from 

the newly professionalised fields of North American archaeology and anthropology. As 

 
23 Jonathan Marks, Why I Am Not a Scientist: Anthropology and Modern Knowledge (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2009), pp. 198-199. 
24 It is, however, assuredly one context. Consider, for example, the following words from the editor of the 

American Antiquarian Stephen Denison Peet regarding the nature of ‘Mound-builder religion’: ‘[w]ith the Druids, 

fire worship, sun worship, serpent worship and phallic worship formed a complicated system, which stamped 

itself upon the megalithic monuments of the land. The discovery of these various forms of superstition in the 

American continent suggests to us the possibility of a transmission of the same complicated cultus [sic] to the 

western coasts of the great sea. This is an important fact. Was it owing to the extension of the Phoenician voyages 

or to the zeal of Druidic priests that these things were introduced? The contact seemed to have produced a 

marvellous effect. It was not a decline from the bronze age which we see in these familiar symbols, but the effect 

of contact with European voyagers in pre-Columbian times, pre-Columbian discovery in fact. The conclusion is 

startling, but this is the only way that we can account for the marvellous resemblances. Certainly no ordinary 

nature worship could produce a cultus which would combine all the elements of the eastern faiths — Druidic, 

Phoenician, Hittite, all in one, nor could the law of growth account for the details as they are seen’. For Peet, 

whether or not the mound builders and the Native Americans were in any way related, their religion was proof 

positive of an extra-American inspiration: ‘[c]ould the Mound-builders have invented all this, and established 

their system over so great a territory, brought so many strange conceptions into their worship, unless they had 

received from some source a cult which was not indigenous to the continent. It is said by some that they were 

nothing more and nothing less than the ancestors of the present race of Indians, but by others that they were gifted 

with great intelligence; but whichever way we look at them, it does seem that they could not have had such a 

marvellous symbolism unless there had been among them someone from another continent’. See Stephen Denison 

Peet, Myths and Symbols, or Aboriginal Religions in America (Chicago: Office of the American Antiquarian, 

1905), pp. 215-216.  
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Stephen Williams has put it, ‘[w]hen the Smithsonian published Cyrus Thomas’s great report 

for the Mound Survey in 1894, it for all intents and purposes shut the door from a scientific 

standpoint on the Moundbuilder [sic] question’.25 Thomas’s heroically thorough Report on the 

Mound Explorations of the Bureau of Ethnology, the work for which was commenced in the 

early 1880s at the command of John Wesley Powell, did indeed do much to confirm in the 

minds of American archaeologists that the mounds of the Ohio and Mississippi River Valleys 

were the work of the Native Americans and the Native Americans alone — as, in fact, they 

undoubtedly are. However, what goes unmentioned and undiscussed in the work of Alice 

Kehoe,26 Margarita Díaz-Andreu,27 Robert Silverberg,28 Barbara Mann,29 Bruce Trigger,30 and 

Terry A. Barnhart,31 whose recent American Antiquities: Revisiting the Origins of American 

Archaeology is a genuinely helpful and engaging resource, is that Thomas, whom Mann calls 

 
25 Stephen Williams, Fantastic Archaeology: The Wild Side of North American Prehistory (Philadelphia: The 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), p. 74., see also p. 67. 
26 Alice Beck Kehoe, The Land of Prehistory: A Critical History of American Archaeology (London: Routledge, 

1998), p. 70. Kehoe herself, somewhat unusually for a modern Americanist, is not an enemy of pre-Columbian 

contacts. See her Traveling Prehistoric Seas: Critical Thinking on Ancient Transoceanic Voyages (Walnut Creek 

[CA]: Left Coast Press, Inc., 2016).  
27 Margarita Díaz-Andreu, A World History of Nineteenth-Century Archaeology: Nationalism, Colonialism, and 

the Past (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 291. 
28 Robert Silverberg, The Mound Builders (Athens [OH]: Ohio University Press), p. 131. Silverberg characterises 

Thomas as ‘a botanist and geologist, who was destined to be the slayer of the Mound Builder Myth’. 
29 Barbara A. Mann, Native Americans, Archaeologists, and the Mounds (Bern: Peter Lang, 2003), pp 86-87. 
30 Bruce G. Trigger, A History of Archaeological Thought, Second Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2008), p. 185.  
31 Terry A. Barnhart, American Antiquities: Revisiting the Origins of American Archaeology (Lincoln: University 

of Nebraska Press, 2015), pp. 402-418. Barnhart, we should note, quotes William Henry Holmes’s American 

Anthropologist review of Thomas’s Introduction to the Study of North American Archaeology (1898), in which 

Holmes notes that Thomas, regarding Central America, suspected the ‘intrusion of foreign elements of culture’, 

but does not expand upon this point. As to Holmes (1846–1933), who succeeded Powell as the ‘chief’ of the 

Bureau of American Ethnology in 1902, he doesn’t much feature in Barnhart’s work, and, because of this, neither 

do his views on pre-Columbian contact. Late in his career, however, Holmes appears to have been quite convinced 

that there had been some degree of historical intercourse between the East Indies and the New World: ‘[w]ith 

respect to the manner in which elements of Asiatic culture could reach middle America in the early Christian 

centuries — the period of Buddhistic propagandism — it may be said that the seagoing capacity of the ships of 

that period was very considerable, and it is thus not impossible that by design or by accident Buddhistic devotees 

should have landed on the shores of America. Neither is it impossible that these devotees of a creed, determined 

to carry their doctrines to the ends of the earth, should have coasted eastern Asia, reaching the continent of North 

America by way of the Aleutian Islands. The journey from Alaska to middle America would be a long one, but 

not beyond the range of possible achievement for the fanatical devotees of Buddhism. The suggestion that the 

hypothetical sunken continent of the Pacific may have served as a bridge is deserving of but slight attention’. This, 

though Holmes didn’t care to mention it, is fairly reminiscent of the eighteenth-century Sinologue Joseph de 

Guignes’s theory of ‘Fusang’, which, during the last few decades of the nineteenth century, through the work of 

such authors as Charles Godfrey Leland and Edward Payson Vining, enjoyed a new or renewed popularity. See, 

for some explication of de Guignes’s thought, Alexander Statman, ‘Fusang: The Enlightenment Story of the 

Chinese Discovery of America’, Isis, 107 (1), 2016: pp. 1-25. For the above quoted material from Holmes, see his 

On the Race History and Facial Characteristics of the Aboriginal Americans: From the Smithsonian Report for 

1919 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1921), p. 432.  
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a ‘careful and honest scholar’,32 continued to entertain the possibility of pre-Columbian 

transcontinental contacts even after he had put paid to the myth of the mounds.  

     In 1898, in an article entitled ‘Maya and Malay’, which, as perhaps has been 

historiographically significant, was published in the Auckland-based Journal of the Polynesian 

Society — which is not, one would imagine, a venue much frequented by academic 

Americanists — Thomas argued that there was evidence to suggest the former ‘presence among 

the Mayas of an intrusive Malay element’.33 In the Malay and Maya languages, with his word 

lists in tow, Thomas discovered ‘such a close and extended parallelism as would seem 

absolutely impossible, on the theory of accidental coincidence’.34 ‘If such theory is not 

tenable’, and Thomas certainly doesn’t appear to have thought that it was, ‘then the only other 

supposition is, that of contact or derivation’.35 Other examples of Thomas’s openness to long-

distance pre-Columbian cultural contact and diffusion can be easily enumerated, but the above, 

I think, is sufficient to make my point.36 We can take the time to note, however, that Thomas 

was helpfully clear, in a manner that is especially germane to the task of making plain the 

boundaries of my subject, in regard to the difference between the matter of pre-Columbian 

contact and that of the original peopling of the Americas. As Thomas explained in the American 

Antiquarian:  

 

That the original peopling of the continent lies so far back in the past as to render the 

comparison of customs, habits, arts, etc., with a view of determining from what particular 

people they were derived, valueless, is doubtless true. This, however, is but one branch of 

the general question, but one phase of the subject. Other, possibly many, arrivals at points 

along the coasts may have occurred during the long series of centuries which have passed 

since the arrival of the first immigrants. This possibility, or rather strong probability, opens 

 
32 Mann, Native Americans and the Mounds, p. 86.  
33 Cyrus Thomas, ‘Maya and Malay’, The Journal of the Polynesian Society, 7 (2), 1898: p. 89.  
34 Ibid., p. 99. 
35 Ibid.  
36 Thomas’s exchange with the Philadelphian anthropologist Daniel Garrison Brinton — now there was a man 

who truly abominated the notion of extra-American influences — which can be found in the pages of Science over 

the course of the spring months of 1893, is well worth perusing. There, Thomas — who, regarding the peopling 

of the Americas, protested against the ‘theory of a single original element, and the assumption that it was never 

influenced in pre-Columbian times by any other race’ — argued in favour of the reality of culturally significant 

‘intrusive elements’ on account of what he took to be the obvious material differences that obtained ‘between the 

archoeologic [sic] types of the Pacific and Atlantic slope[s]’ of America. See Cyrus Thomas, ‘Letters to the Editor: 

Prehistoric Remains in America’, Science, 21 (530), 1893: p. 178.  
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a wide field for legitimate scientific investigation, which is quite distinct from the question 

of the original peopling or first introduction of population.37 

 

Politics, geography, and popular culture 

 

In any case, I am not herein concerned with the productions of any one knowledge community, 

and I am not, and cannot pretend to be, either an adequate or a straightforward historian of 

American anthropology. As Daniel T. Rodgers has noted, ‘[i]deas jump the tracks of the 

academic disciplines that spawn them’,38 and, like Sarah E. Igo, I wholeheartedly endorse what 

might be called ‘free-range’ intellectual history.39 ‘Intellectual history and the history of 

popular knowledge, by which I mean convictions that are not the property of specific 

disciplinary or expert communities, have remained mostly separate enterprises’,40 Igo has 

noted; though here, I think it is somewhat defensible to say, the two enterprises, to some extent 

at least, are brought together and united. That, for example, the local drunkards John Dalton 

and Thomas ‘Tommy Tom’ Flynn were present at a talk given by George Francis Train in 

Dungarvan in Wexford in 1868, during which the irrepressible Train — who may well have 

been the model for Jules Verne’s Phileas Fogg — declared that Saint Brendan and not 

Columbus was the ‘discoverer’ of America, is, to my mind, just as much a datum to be 

acknowledged by historians and geographers with an interest in the diffusion and reception of 

historical ideas as what Charles Darwin or Karl Marx made of the jurisprudential and 

ethnological writings of Henry Sumner Maine.41 The ‘Science and Society’ of my subtitle, 

then, by no means indicates an adherence to a form of sociological dualism. Science is social: 

the superstructure does not sit, whether securely or precariously, upon a purely economic base. 

The cathedral and the factory, though I do not at all doubt the stomach’s priority over the brain, 

occupy the same space or plane.42 Rather, what I intend it to indicate is, firstly, a moderate 

 
37 Cyrus Thomas, ‘Prehistoric Contact of Americans with Oceanic or Asiatic Peoples’, The American Antiquarian, 

17 (4), 1895: p. 194.  
38 Daniel T. Rodgers, ‘Paths in the Social History of Ideas’, in Joel Isaac, James T. Kloppenberg, Michael O’Brien, 

and Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen, eds., The Worlds of American Intellectual History (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2017), p. 307. Though Rodgers’s point is one with which, in spirit, I completely agree, his assumption that 

ideas are ‘spawned’ by academic disciplines is not one that I would wish to defend. Academe is itself, of course, 

a context, but it’s not the only one in which academics reside. The academy and its disciplines tend towards 

porosity: myriad ‘outside’ forces inundate its walls.  
39 Sarah Igo, ‘Towards a Free-Range Intellectual History’, ibid., p. 324. For Igo, ‘free-range’ intellectual history 

‘entails foraging, for both thinkers and texts, in pastures at some remove from the traditional precincts of 

intellectual history’. 
40 Ibid., p. 327.  
41 See, for Messrs Train, Dalton, and Flynn, ‘Mr Train at Dungarvan’, The Wallaroo Times, 13th May 1868. 
42 For an acerbic discussion of the weaknesses of the ‘base-and-superstructure’ metaphor, see Gavin Kitching, 
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catholicity of concern, secondly, that certain of the theories of which I treat were once regarded 

as part of ‘science’, and, thirdly, that I attempt, with what success I cannot judge, to relate the 

contents and reception of a number of theories of pre-Columbian contact to the political, social, 

and religious contexts in which their proponents and their audiences strived and thrived. ‘Like 

other elements of human culture’, David N. Livingstone has noted, ‘science is located… it 

shapes and is shaped by regional personality’,43 and, whatever the ultimate, oft thoroughly 

negligible, status of their scientificity, much the same can be said of theories of pre-Columbian 

contact.  

     Ideas about the past, including theories of pre-Columbian contact, have grown and 

developed from myriad different soils, and one of the things that I hope to have achieved 

throughout the following is the bringing to, hopefully scholarly, light, several of the hitherto 

un- and underacknowledged transnational and extra-American contexts that, I argue, helped to 

form and shape the marrow and bone of divers theories of pre-Columbian contact. Late 

nineteenth-century transpacific shipping, the Meiji Restoration, Anglo-Protestant anti-

Catholicism, the intellectual culture of Presbyterian congregations, Scandinavian literary 

culture, Freemasonry, the historiographical legacy of the Spanish conquest of Mexico, and Irish 

nationalism, all appear, as contextual factors relevant to the formation of theories of pre-

Columbian transoceanic and intercontinental intercourse and migration, throughout these 

pages. That theories of pre-Columbian contact were of especial interest to immigrant 

communities in the United States, for broadly nationalistic reasons, was, though with scant 

elaboration, recognised many decades ago by the great historian of the American South C. 

Vann Woodward,44 and, for one reason or another, an in-depth examination of their political 

resonances — outwith their relation to the colonial dispossession of the indigenous peoples of 

the Americas45 — has yet to be produced. Though I openly disavow any claim to 

 

Karl Marx and the Philosophy of Praxis (London: Routledge, 1988), pp. 186–227.  
43 David N. Livingstone, Putting Science in its Place (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003) p. 179. 
44 C. Vann Woodward, The Future of the Past (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 40. Woodward 

writes: ‘[a]ccording to Marcus Hansen, more than 400 Norwegian journals have been established from time to 

time in America. Not only the Norwegians but also the Irish and the Jews have contested with Italians the claim 

to the discovery of America. These assertions of group pride in a common past, mythic or real, have accompanied 

a strong urge for assimilation and integration in American society… The priests who taught the children of the 

Irish slums that St. Brendan, Bishop of Clonfert, discovered America in the sixth century, or the rabbis who taught 

their charges that the Indians were the lost tribes of Israel, or the Bohemians, Poles and Swedes and Italians who 

assured the children that it was their countrymen who saved the day at Bunker Hill or Bull Run or the Bloody 

Angle were not advancing the cause of history. But they were providing defences against the WASP myths of the 

schoolbooks and some sense of group identity and pride and self-esteem to slum dwellers who were, in turn, 

regarded by the Best People as the scum of the earth’. There is much here to be commended, though I, unlike 

Woodward, would stress that the idea that Saint Brendan had ‘discovered’ America was hardly limited to the 

shanties: it was professed behind many a lace curtain too.  
45 See, for example, Barnhart, American Antiquities, pp. 248-251.   



12 
 

comprehensiveness, and what follows is far from comprehensive, that theories of pre-

Columbian contact were often influenced by socio-political forces and considerations is a 

theme to which we will on occasion return. Even today, in any case, theories of pre-Columbian 

contact continue to carry both political and religious freight and weight.  

     Very recently, the American historian Ibram X. Kendi, author of the much-lauded survey 

of American racism Stamped from the Beginning (2016), resurrected the Afrocentric claims of 

Ivan Van Sertima in support of the New York Times’s ‘1619 Project’, which, as was surely to 

be expected in our tragicomically Trumpian age — given its concentration upon the 

ineffaceable significance of racialised hereditary slavery to the American story — has aroused 

quite a bit of conservative ire.46 ‘Some Africans probably came before Christopher Columbus’, 

Kendi writes, complete with a hyperlink to Van Sertima’s, reputedly risible and racist, They 

Came Before Columbus.47  

     Not a bit more frivolously, in 2014, ‘[i]n a televised speech in Istanbul, Turkish President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan’, before a delegation of Muslim leaders from South America, ‘claimed 

that Muslims had discovered the Americas three centuries before the voyages of Christopher 

Columbus’.48 Though, at first glance, Erdogan’s declaration that Columbus had espied a 

mosque in Cuba and that ‘[c]ontacts between Latin America and Islam date back to the 12th 

century’ might appear to be nothing more than a rather rare bit of filiopietistic cant, and it is 

— the idea of a twelfth-century Latin America is certainly one worth savouring — it might 

also have been, as the Turkish-American journalist Pinar Tremblay has intelligently argued, a 

piece of political canniness. According to Tremblay, such grandiloquence has long been a 

feature of Erdogan’s political style:  

 

 
46 Nancy LeTourneau, ‘Why Are Conservatives So Threatened by the 1619 Project?’, accessed 18 th September 

2019, https://washingtonmonthly.com/2019/08/22/why-are-conservatives-so-threatened-by-the-1619-project/. 
47 Ibram X. Kendi, ‘The Hopefulness and Hopelessness of 1619’, accessed 12th September 2019, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/08/historical-significance-1619/596365/. For the rather ill-

tempered reception of Van Sertima’s claims by Americanist anthropologists, see Gabriel Halip-Viera, Bernard 

Ortiz de Montellano, and Warren Barbour, ‘CA Forum on Anthropology in Public: Robbing Native American 

Cultures: Van Sertima’s Afrocentricity and the Olmecs’, Current Anthropology, 38 (3), 1997: pp. 419-441. See 

also J. M. Blaut, The Colonizer’s Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism and Eurocentric History (New 

York: The Guilford Press, 1993), pp. 208-209, wherein Blaut writes: ‘[o]bviously, I do not agree with the theory 

of Ivan Van Sertima, as presented in his important work They Came Before Columbus [1976], concerning the pre-

Columbian diffusion of major civilizing [sic] traits from Africa to America, although he is very probably correct 

in his view that Africans did come to America before Columbus did’. 
48 Ishaan Tharoor, ‘Muslims discovered America before Columbus, claims Turkey’s Erdogan’, accessed 6th 

September 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/11/15/muslims-discovered-

america-before-columbus-claims-turkeys-erdogan/. 
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Whenever the going gets tough, it has been Erdogan’s classic approach to stir up Islamic 

and Turkish identities at the same time. He has masterfully employed this tactic to motivate 

his base on a mission to protect the Muslim identity. With several embarrassing domestic 

and foreign policy failures on his doorstep, this debate [on the presence of Islam in the pre-

Columbian Americas] allows Erdogan not only to muddy the waters, but also to generate 

support from his loyal core. He made it clear: If you do not believe that Muslims discovered 

America first before Columbus, you also fail to believe that Muslims can achieve success.49  

 

In light of Erdogan’s pre-Columbian commitments, that certain Chinese nationalists responded 

positively to the work of the former British Navy submarine commander Gavin Menzies — in 

which the great sailor Zheng He is claimed to have circumnavigated the globe and to have 

‘discovered’ America — should not be a cause for any surprise.50 Nor should the fact that the 

denizens of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, who, owing to the nature of their 

scripture, have long paid close attention to ethnological developments,51 continue to entertain 

a peculiar interest in all matters relevant to the possibility of pre-Columbian contact. I myself, 

in starting this project, greatly benefitted from the bibliography produced by the Mormon 

scholars John L. Sorenson and Martin H. Raish,52 and they are far from the only followers of 

 
49 Pinar Tremblay, ‘Erdogan attempts to bury policy failures by rewriting history’, accessed 7th September 2019, 

https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/11/turkey-muslim-conquest-america-columbus-

erdogan.html#ixzz5ztgGHJo3.  
50 Wang Gungwu, ‘China’s Cautious Pride in an Ancient Mariner’, accessed 19th September 2019, 

https://yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/chinas-cautious-pride-ancient-mariner. The academic response to Menzies has 

been nigh universally, and at times amusingly, hostile. In an Australian television interview in 2006, the eminent 

historian of exploration Felipe Fernández-Armesto, for example, described Menzies’s 1421 as ‘almost without 

exception wrong, factually wrong, and the conclusions drawn from it are logically fallacious, I mean, they are the 

drivel of a two-year-old’. Fernández-Armesto also exclaimed: ‘[t]he men in white coats always seem to be 

hovering in the margins of Mr Menzies’[s] book. And – and I am just tempted by the thought that he may be aware 

of that and that he’s just pulled off a gigantic joke’. See ‘Junk History’, accessed 10th August 2019, 

https://www.abc.net.au/4corners/junk-history/8953466. That theories of pre-Columbian contact are oft 

propounded in a chauvinistic mode — and, as the Turkish and Chinese cases amply attest, they often still are — 

has long been acknowledged. Justin Winsor, the first president of the American Library Association, stated as 

much in 1889: ‘[i]f Spain, Italy, and England gained consequence by the discoveries of Columbus and Cabot, 

there were other national prides to be gratified by the priority which the Basques, the Normans, the Welsh, the 

Irish, and the Scandinavians, to say nothing of Asiatic peoples, claimed as their share in the gift of a new world 

to the old. The records which these peoples present as evidences of their right to be considered the forerunners of 

the Spanish and English expeditions have in every case been questioned by those who are destitute of the 

sympathetic credence of a common kinship’. See Justin Winsor, ‘Pre-Columbian Explorations’, in Justin Winsor, 

ed., Aboriginal America, Narrative and Critical History of America Vol. 1 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, and 

Company, 1889), p. 59.  
51 See Colin Kidd, The Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant Atlantic World, 1600–2000 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 227: ‘Mormonism’s curious ethnological profile tends to 

attract less popular attention. Ethnology, however, is inextricably woven into the fabric of the Mormon faith. The 

Mormon religion is grounded in history, and at the heart of its sacred history is the peopling of the Americas’. 
52 John L. Sorenson and Martin H. Raish, Pre-Columbian Contacts with the Americas across the Oceans: An 

Annotated Bibliography, 2nd Edition, (Provo [UT]: Research Press, 1996). Sorenson and Raish’s annotations, it 

must be said, can be rather slight. Additionally, given that they are concerned with the veridicality of pre-
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the American Moses to have harboured a fascination with putatively pre-Columbian 

transoceanic traversals.53   

 

Bunk and debunking 

 

A concern with geography, context, audience, and reception — which, alongside much of the 

empirical matter that I wrangle with and address, is likely the predominant source of my 

project’s novelty — has not much characterised one of the other, more voluminous, literatures 

in which theories of Pre-Columbian contact have received a great deal of attention. Here I do 

not mean the profusions of people who, to this very day, still proclaim that the Phoenicians and 

the Maya are one and the same,54 but rather the work of ardent debunkers — those whose 

interest in the history of theories of pre-Columbian contact is largely predicated upon their 

innumerable infelicities.55  

     Though it should be obvious that I do not support any of the historical claims that were 

produced by the characters with which I herein deal, in my capacity as a historian who is 

interested in documenting, contextualising, and, heaven forbid, explaining, that which certain 

people have held to be true — every single one of us has very many different hats — bona fide 

truth and falsehood, for the most part, are to me what the orbit of the earth around the sun was 

to Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes: something that doesn’t make ‘a pennyworth of difference 

 

Columbian contacts, they do not direct their readers to newspaper articles, advertisements, and other more 

miscellaneous material. 
53 See, for example, the pseudonymously authored blog entitled ‘Book of Mormon Resources’, accessed 19 th 

September, http://bookofmormonresources.blogspot.com/2019/. 
54 A man, presumably, calling himself ‘Dr Frank Tifus’ and ‘Dr Adam Ireland’ published an e-book in support of 

this contention in 2012. Bizarrely, Tifus ‘quotes’ Cardinal Christoph Schönborn to the effect that his, Tifus’s, work 

should be read by ‘no good Catholic’ and that ‘Dr Tifus should be banned from writing as he is surly [sic] banned 

from heaven’. See The Phoenicians and the Mayans: A Shared Culture? (Spoo Publications, 2012). Adam 

Ireland’s other works, also published by Spoo, include I Need A Million Dollars and I Need A Million Dollars 

Now.  
55 See, for example, L. Sprague de Camp, Lost Continents: The Atlantis Theme in History, Science, and Literature 

(New York: Dover Publications Ltd, 1970); William H. Stiebing Jr., Ancient Astronauts, Cosmic Collisions, and 

Other Popular Theories About Man’s Past: Atlantis, Pyramids, Noah’s Ark (Amherst [NY]: Prometheus Books, 

1984); and Ronald H. Fritze, Invented Knowledge: False History, Fake Science and Pseudo-Religions (London: 

Reaktion Books, 2009). N.B. I absolutely do not wish to imply that these are bad books: they most definitely are 

not. In fact, my interest in our present subject can to some extent be traced to them. What I do want to suggest, 

however, is that, taken as a whole, they do not address the sort of questions, regarding, for example, the social 

penetration of a particular version of, say, the Phoenician ‘discovery’ of America, etc., that, if we wish to trace the 

contours of the history of thought in all of its manifestations, I think we should be interested in. In de Camp, 

Stiebing, and Fritze, we find something not unlike a rogues’ gallery of bad ideas. This, in itself, of course, is no 

bad thing, but such an approach doesn’t really give us much, or any, indication as to the intellectual habits and 

habitats of the supporters and advocates of such ideas, or, indeed, the extent and nature of the audiences that they 

enjoyed. Their social life, so to speak, especially in de Camp and Stiebing, is not at all well attested to.   
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to me or to my work’.56 It shouldn’t be news to anyone, I think, and hence not at all particularly 

interesting to restate or reaffirm, that much of our species’ earthly sojourn has been taken up 

by error’s conversations with itself. Stephen Williams’s definition of ‘fantastic archaeology’, 

in his otherwise marvellous monograph that bears that phrase as its title, as ‘alternative views 

of the past that use data and interpretations that will not stand close inspection’, does not get 

us very far.57 Are there any sixteenth-, seventeenth-, eighteenth-, or nineteenth-century ideas 

about the past of which we cannot say that they will not stand close inspection? A category 

that, if strictly applied, would encompass everything from Erich von Däniken’s Chariots of the 

Gods? to Michel Foucault’s ‘great confinement’58 and the economist Gregory Clark’s 

‘evolutionary’ economic history A Farewell to Alms is not a very useful one. As the historian 

Michael D. Gordin has noted, regarding the deployment of such terms as ‘pseudoscience’, 

‘pseudohistory’, and ‘pseudoarchaeology’, which, perhaps, are more productive of heat than 

light: there has never been a ‘person who wakes up in the morning and thinks to himself, “I’ll 

just head into my pseudolaboratory and perform some pseudoexperiments to try to confirm my 

pseudotheories with pseudo-facts”’.59 

     Relatedly, I do not believe that being motivated by a debunking spirit necessarily lends itself 

well to the always imperfect pursuit of historiographical sophistication. To take but one 

example, the Egyptocentric diffusionism of the Australian anatomist Grafton Elliot Smith, 

more of whom anon, has on occasion been needlessly travestied. In Glyn Daniel’s The Idea of 

Prehistory, the late Disney Professor of Archaeology at the University of Cambridge claimed 

of Elliot Smith, for whose ideas he had a most profound distaste, that he ‘saw small groups of 

people setting out, mainly by sea, from Egypt and colonizing and civilizing the world’.60 Elliot 

Smith, however, in his The Ancient Egyptians and the Origin of Civilization (1923), a book 

from which Daniel was able to quote, plainly states that ‘it must not be assumed that the 

Egyptians themselves were directly responsible for spreading their great inventions abroad 

throughout the world’.61 The science fiction writer L. Sprague de Camp, who was a founding 

 
56 See any edition of A Study in Scarlet.  
57 Williams, Fantastic Archaeology, p. 12.  
58 Roy Porter, Madness: A Brief History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 92-100. 
59 Michael D. Gordin, The Pseudoscience Wars: Immanuel Velikovsky and the Birth of the Modern Fringe 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), p. 1. A particularly, if not quite a characteristically, poor use of the 

term ‘pseudoscientist’ can be found in JoAnne O’Connell’s biography of the composer of ‘Camptown Races’ 

Stephen Foster. There she uses it in reference to Louis Agassiz — one of the nineteenth century’s most prominent 

men of science. If Agassiz was a pseudoscientist, then, during the 1800s at least, there were only pseudoscientists. 

See O’Connell, The Life and Songs of Stephen Foster (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016), pp. 100-101. 
60 Glyn Daniel, The Idea of Prehistory (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1971), p. 94.  
61 Grafton Elliot Smith, The Ancient Egyptians and the Origin of Civilization (London: Harper & Brothers, 1923), 

p. xii. 
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member of the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal,62 made 

a similar mistake when he affirmed that ‘it is hard to see why the diffusionists should pick the 

Egyptians as the source of Heliolithic culture, since of all the great nations of antiquity they 

were the most stubborn and self-satisfied stay-at-homes’.63 The art historian R. Tripp Evans is 

even more all out at sea. In discussing the influence of the mountebankish French artist, 

explorer, and near-supercentenarian Jean-Frédéric Waldeck (c. 1768–1875) on questions 

relating to the presence of the elephant in North and Central American sculpture and art, Evans 

writes:  

 

[b]y “proving” the elephant’s presence in North America, Waldeck invited speculation about 

the direction of their migration. Although readers of Voyage pittoresque64 — and Waldeck 

himself — may have believed that the connection ran from Africa to America, later diffusion 

theorists employed Waldeck’s “elephant thesis” to assert that world culture had originated 

in the Americas, most notably G. Elliot Smith, whose treatise Elephants and Ethnologists 

(1924) resurrected and amplified Waldeck’s theories.65  

 

This, in the famous words of Wolfgang Pauli, is not even wrong. Admittedly, we are all 

perfectly fallible, even if we are not, not quite, permanently hateful before something not unlike 

the Lord. Unmanaged antipathy towards one’s subject, however, I think we can all agree, is 

unlikely to help mitigate our tendency to err. ‘In the final analysis’, the historian of 

anthropology Henrika Kuklick has averred, ‘if we are incapable of sympathetic understanding 

of persons unlike ourselves — whether by virtue of their social status, geographical place, or 

temporal location — the cause of much scholarship, not just of anthropology, is lost’.66 

 

A note on sources  

 

Though they are among the most mundane of sources in social and political history, newspapers 

are a resource not much used by students of the past of the past. Only one, The Daily Telegraph, 

is mentioned by name in Trigger’s A History of Archaeological Thought, and Donald R. Kelley, 

 
62 Kendrick Frazier, ‘Science and the Parascience Cults’, Science News, 109 (22), 1976: p. 346. 
63 Sprague de Camp, Lost Continents, p. 131.  
64 Waldeck’s Voyage pittoresque et archéologique dans la province d’Yucatan (1838).  
65 R. Tripp Evans, Romancing the Maya: Mexican Antiquity in the American Imagination, 1820–1915 (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2004), p. 40.  
66 Henrika Kuklick, ‘Introduction’, in Henrika Kuklick, ed., A New History of Anthropology (New York: John 

Wiley & Sons), p. 6. 
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in his Fortunes and Frontiers of History, though on a few occasions he makes mention of how 

they have been used by others,67 does not, at any point, deploy them as objects that, in and of 

themselves, grant insight into how the past was perceived, conceived, and constructed over the 

course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Here, however, as they allow us to gain, at 

least in a fitful fashion, some impression of the social penetration and reception of certain 

theories and ideas, they are referred to rather freely. As are works that are in some sense betwixt 

and between. A lot of the material to which I refer, though historical and/or anthropological in 

its themes and orientations, is not likely to be integrated into the history of history or that of 

anthropology. It is outside the disciplinary matrix. The French economist and historian Marc 

Flandreau has said that ‘writing about the marginal or the interstitial is theoretically possible 

but very costly’,68 but, with any luck, this doesn’t always hold true.  Here I should also note, 

very much thanks to the diligence of innumerable digitisers, that I have derived much succour 

from ‘the implacable serendipity of the [i]nternet search’.69 N.B. Most of the material that I 

have explored is written in English, and largely Irish, British, and American in origin. A few 

French, Spanish, Italian, and German sources, however, are here and there referred to.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
67 See, for example, Fortunes of History: Historical Inquiry from Herder to Huizinga (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2003), pp. 103, 110, 202, 315, and Frontiers of History: Historical Inquiry in the Twentieth Century (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), pp. 105, 119.   
68 Marc Flandreau, Anthropologists in the Stock Exchange: A Financial History of Victorian Science (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2016), p. 28.   
69 The phrase is Flandreau’s. Ibid., p. 32.  
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Chapter one. The transpacific past of Charles Wolcott Brooks 

 

On the 29th of March 1860 the USS Powhatan, commanded by one Captain George F. 

Peterson, arrived at San Francisco carrying a rather august human cargo. The steam frigate, 

which was formerly the flagship of Commodore Matthew Perry and soon to see service in 

the American Civil War at Fort Pickens, Mobile, and Fort Fisher, having sailed from the 

newly opened port of Yokohama, conveyed to the Californian coast the very first Japanese 

embassy to the United States of America. The embassy’s primary objective was the 

ratification of the Treaty of Amity and Commerce of 1858, which, alongside several other 

unequal treaties with western powers that were injudiciously signed by the Tokugawa 

shogunate, has long been regarded as having helped to precipitate the Meiji Restoration. As 

suggested by William G. Beasley, ‘[t]he trigger for these events was the action taken by the 

Western powers to open Japanese ports to foreign trade, itself part of a wider process of 

imperialist expansion in India and on the China coast’.1 What is of moment for our present 

subject in briefly detailing this occurrence, however, is not its relevance to any grand 

geopolitical development or world-historical event. Rather, it is the identity of one of the 

three men with whom the Japanese embassy’s ‘formidable display of rank’2 deemed it 

appropriate to meet as a matter of official and exclusive first contact. That man, to whom, 

and to whose ideas, we will be paying quite a lot of attention, was Charles Wolcott Brooks 

(1833–1885): one of Henry Adams’s umpteen third cousins, and, according to the Californian 

historian George Hinkle, ‘a man of remarkable virtuosity’.3 

Born in Hingham, Massachusetts, on the 1st of October 1833,4 Brooks was the only son of 

the Unitarian Congregationalist clergyman and educationalist Charles Brooks (1795–1872), 

who, though largely in an absentee fashion, was once Professor of Natural History at Albert 

Gallatin’s University of the City of New York. Brooks, given his father’s moderate 

peripateticism,5 was partly educated in France, and, upon returning to the United States, took 

 
1 William G. Beasley, The Japanese Experience (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1999), p. 188.  
2 Viz. the princely ambassadors Shimmi Masaoki, Muragaki Norimasa, and Oguri Tadamasa. See George Hinkle, 

‘Samurai in San Francisco: The Japanese Embassy of 1860’, California Historical Society Quarterly, 23 (4), p. 

342. 
3 Ibid., p. 343.  
4 Hinkle mistakenly reports that Brooks was born in Medford, Massachusetts, where he did, however, spend much 

of his childhood. See Court of Commissioners of Alabama Claims, no. 5489 — Class 2, 13th January 1883.  
5 The elder Brooks had several ‘European absences’ and a number of well-known European acquaintances. Harriet 

Martineau, Wordsworth, and Victor Cousin were reportedly among them. See Minna C. Smith, ‘An Old New 

England Minister’, in The Book Buyer: A Review and Record of Current Literature, 24 (3), 1902: pp. 206-209.  
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to the water like a duck to water. As Hinkle, paraphrasing Brooks’s obituary in the Daily Alta 

California, has noted:  

 

In 1851, at the age of eighteen, he [Brooks] shipped as supercargo on an East India 

merchantman out of Boston, studied navigation on board, and after the death of the captain 

in a foreign port, took command and brought the ship home. Following this venture, he 

seems to have had considerable experience at sea. At any rate, by 1855 he certainly had a 

deep interest in Asiatic peoples and an extensive knowledge of Pacific waters.6 

 

Brooks’s primary means of sustaining himself was the business of business, and he set up 

shop in California during the latter half of the 1850s. Brooks, as the proprietor of Charles 

Wolcott Brooks & Co.7 and a director of the Fireman’s Fund Insurance Company,8 was a 

transpacific shipping and insurance merchant, and very much, in the exclusionary and 

exclusivist sense of the term, a person of society. Brooks’s home address — a permanent 

residency at the Lick House hotel dating from the late 1860s — was recorded in the 1884 A 

Social Manual for San Francisco and Oakland,9 and, more generally, he appears to have been 

 
6 Hinkle, ‘Samurai’, p. 343. C.f. the Alta’s 17th of August 1885 obituary: ‘[w]hen he was not more than eighteen, 

he was given a position as supercargo by a leading Boston firm on one of their East India trading-ships. He 

occupied his spare time on the outward voyage in studying navigation, and at one of the first ports in a foreign 

land the Captain was seized with a fatal illness and in a few hours was buried. The young supercargo now took 

charge of the vessel, and after loading with a valuable cargo he returned to this country. This gained him the 

confidence of the wealthy firm and he made one or two voyages in their behalf’. Hinkle, if anything, somewhat 

underrated Brooks’s maritime experience. Brooks, for Boston’s Pierce & Hunnewell, went ‘around the world’, 

late in 1852, on the clipper ship John Gilpin’s maiden voyage from New York to San Francisco (and from thence 

to Calcutta and Penang). Brooks, as is also worth mentioning, in 1854, received a copy of the great oceanographer 

Matthew Fontaine Maury’s Sailing Directions from Maury himself. Brooks, after working for Pierce & 

Hunnewell, moved on to San Francisco’s Gabriel B. Post & Co: the mail agent for Hawaii from 1852 to 1855 and 

‘the oldest and leading house in the Sandwich Island trade’. See, for some inadvertent insights into Brooks’s early 

career, M. F. Maury, Explanations and Sailing Directions to Accompany the Wind and Current Charts, approved 

by Captain D. N. Ingraham… Volume II. (Washington: Cornelius Wendell, 1859), pp. 756–759. 
7 Alongside William Frank Ladd and Edward Fitch Hall Jr. Charles Wolcott Brooks & Co., until it folded late in 

1867, was a general purpose shipping company, which, according to an advertisement in a March 1860 edition of 

the Honolulu-based newspaper The Polynesian, gave ‘[p]articular attention… to the purchase, shipment and sale 

of [m]erchandise, chartering and freighting vessels, supplying whaleships, and negotiating whalers’ [e]xchange’. 

Brooks’s company, as indicated by numerous notices in The Pacific commercial advertiser — a Hawaiian offshoot 

of the New-York Commercial Advertiser, of which its owner and editor, Henry Martyn Whitney, was a former 

employee — was also responsible for the upkeep of the Hawaiian Packet Line: one of only two regular postal and 

cargo services that ran, from 1864, between Boston, San Francisco, and Hawaii. 
8 Following the death of Samuel H. Parker in 1866, Brooks was briefly the Fund’s president. See ‘The Oldest and 

Largest Fire Insurance Company Organized on the Pacific Coast’, The Resources of California, January 1882: p. 

11. 
9 A Social Manual for San Francisco and Oakland: With Addresses of People of Society, Membership of Clubs, 

and Miscellaneous Matter for Business or Social Use (San Francisco: The City Publishing Company, 1884), p. 

37. In the Social Manual, Brooks’s address, as above, is stated as, presumably being available, ‘at the Union Club’. 

Direct reference to the long duration of Brooks’s residency at the Lick House can be found in his Daily Alta 

California obituary. 
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an enthusiastic participant in postbellum San Francisco’s burgeoning bourgeois civic culture. 

Brooks, variously, was a member of the Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons of the 

State of California, the Mercantile Library Association of San Francisco, the Geographical 

Society of the Pacific, the Union Club of San Francisco, the California Art Union, and the 

Art Committee of the California Commission of the Paris Exposition of 1878. He was also, 

just prior to his death in 1885, temporary chairman, and then permanent president, of the 

Ladies’ Silk Culture Society of California: a society, founded in support of ‘the cause of home 

labor [sic] throughout not only the Pacific Coast, but the entire United States’, that sought to 

‘demonstrate beyond a question that the production of raw silk in the United States is entirely 

practicable, and that the start already given to the industry deserves further encouragement at 

the hands of the National Government’.10 

      Brooks, like myriad other American bourgeois with New England backgrounds and 

Californian abodes, maintained an interest in the human and natural sciences.11 In 1874, he 

was elected a resident member of the California Academy of Sciences, and, in 1881, was 

made secretary of its board of trustees. Brooks was something of an avocational ethnologist 

and, without much in the way of doubt, a comparatively original theorist of pre-Columbian 

contact. Unlike most other proponents of pre-Columbian intercourse between the Old and 

New Worlds, Brooks contended that historically significant human migration from the 

Americas to Eurasia — specifically, from Peru to China — had happened alongside 

somewhat less surprising and largely adventitious traffic in the opposite and more traditional 

eastbound direction. As was noted in a generally appreciative, if not completely accurate, 

survey of Brooks’s quietly heterodox views in The Popular Science Monthly:  

 

The colonization of the American Continent from the “Old World,” so-called, is one of 

the commonplaces of historical speculation; the colonization of the “Old World” from 

America is a theory of more recent origin, and yet perhaps as plausible as the one it is 

intended to supplant.12  

 
10 W. P. Gibbons, Memorial of the Ladies’ Silk Culture Society of California (c. 1885), pp. 1-3; see also ‘The Silk 

Societies’, Pacific Rural Press, 13th June 1885. 
11 Regarding the importance of businesspeople to American intellectualism, Richard Hofstadter once noted: ‘[i]n 

the absence of either a strong hereditary aristocracy or state patronage, the condition of art and learning in America 

was dependent upon commercial wealth, and on this account the personal culture of the American business class 

was always a matter of special importance to intellectual life’. See Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American 

Life (New York: Vintage Books, 1963), p. 244.  
12 ‘America Origin of the Chinese’, The Popular Science Monthly, August 1875, p. 509. Though Brooks’s Sino-

Peruvian theory, as I call it, was indeed comparatively original, there were a few older theorists whose ideas bore 

some resemblance to his. Consider, for example, Joaquín Martínez de Zúñiga’s contention, in his An Historical 

View of the Philippine Islands (1814), ‘that the Tagalic [Tagalog] language and original population of all the 
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In any case, Brooks, by way of circumstances that are now insuperably obscure, though most 

likely related to his maritime endeavours, had by 1860 cultivated a strong working 

relationship with Japanese officialdom.13 This relationship proved to be so strong in fact, and 

so mutually beneficial, that it was to survive the demise of the Edo regime. Brooks, from his 

appointment on the recommendation of the United States Minister Resident in Japan Robert 

Bruce Van Valkenburgh in 1867 until his resignation in 1874, successfully functioned, from 

his base in San Francisco, as Japan’s first consul and representative on the west coast of 

America.14 He was also, in many respects, and this role substantially predated his official 

 

islands westward of the coast of South America derive from that continent’. As the Episcopal Bishop of Glasgow 

and Galloway Michael Russell (1781–1848) summarised Zúñiga’s contribution: ‘Zuniga, the learned author of a 

history of the Philippine Isles, has urged, with considerable ingenuity, a number of reasons in support of the 

conclusion that the Polynesians must originally have emigrated from the American continent. For example, he 

draws confirmation to his opinion from the singular circumstance that the names of places in the interior of South 

America are very similar to those of the Philippines. A great many other words, it is added, are either actually of 

Malayan derivation, or assimilate closely to that language. In examining the structure of the two tongues, he felt 

himself compelled to adopt the opinion that they flow from one source; and he affirms, accordingly, that the 

Indians resident in the Philippines are descended from the aborigines of Chili and Peru’. See Martínez de Zúñiga, 

An Historical View of the Philippine Islands, VOL. I., John Mayer, trans., (London: J. Asperne, Cornhill; and 

Nonaville and Fell, New Bond-Street, 1814), p. xi; see also Michael Russell, Polynesia, Or, An Historical Account 

of the Principal Islands in the South Sea, Including New Zealand (Edinburgh: Oliver & Bond, Tweeddale Court, 

1842), p. 33. That Brooks’s theory somewhat resembled Zúñiga’s did not go unnoticed. The Australian 

Presbyterian minister, Chartist sympathiser, and republican John Dunmore Lang (1799–1878), whose work was 

read by Darwin, stated as much in the second, ‘greatly extended and improved’, edition of his Origin and 

Migrations of the Polynesian Nation: Demonstrating their Original Discovery and Progressive Settlement of the 

Continent of America (Sydney: George Robertson, 1877), p. 28: ‘[p]reposterous, however, as the theory of De 

Zuniga may appear to all intelligent and candid persons, we learn, from a work published in London during the 

present year, that so far from the hypothesis of De Zuniga having been exploded, the Japanese Consul in San 

Francisco, a Mr. Charles Wolcott Brooks, a gentleman of high character and superior attainments, actually 

delivered a lecture in advocacy of De Zuniga’s theory, before the California Academy of Science[s] in that city, 

so recently as the 4th of May, 1875’. The case for Chinese settlement in Peru, a scenario exactly opposite to that 

proposed by Brooks, was once made by James C. Southall, and, in a more circumscribed fashion, Augustus Le 

Plongeon. See James C. Southall, The Recent Origin of Man, as Illustrated by Geology and the Modern Science 

of Prehistoric Archaeology (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1875), pp. 568-569, 572-573.  
13 Hence his meeting with the embassy. Hinkle regards the development of this relationship to be suggestive of 

‘important activities in the fifties… of which, unfortunately, there is no clear record’. See Hinkle, ‘Samurai’, p. 

343. N.B. What would have perhaps been the most useful piece of biographical writing pertaining to Brooks, a 

concise self-written life and times initially prepared for publication in the Daily Alta California for which the 

paper’s published obituary was a last-minute substitute, was quite regrettably sequestered by an unidentified 

Union Club friend. This comparative lack of substantive biographical information is perhaps the reason why 

Brooks, despite his patent significance, is rarely, if ever, mentioned in general histories of the diplomatic, cultural, 

and other relations that have existed between the USA and Japan. See, in a manner of speaking, for example, the 

absence of any mention of Brooks in Michael R. Auslin’s Pacific Cosmopolitans: A Cultural History of U.S. – 

Japan Relations (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press, 2011).  
14 ‘Japanese Consular Commission’, New York Times, 13th February 1868. The text of Brooks’s commission is as 

follows: ‘Charles Wolcott Brooks — We have the honour of stating to you that on the recommendation of his 

Excellency R. B. Van Valkenburgh, Minister Resident of the United States in Japan, that you being righteous and 

distinguished among men for ability, you are proper to appoint as Japanese consul at San Francisco. Accordingly, 

documents accrediting you shall be delivered you from the Japanese Minister for Foreign Affairs, Ogasawara Iki, 

No Kami, to his Excellency R. B. Van Valkenburgh; and we hope that on forwarding the above matter to your 

government through his Excellency R. B. Van Valkenburgh, you will be properly noticed. Our minister having 

read your previous communication on this subject, we are now very happy to appoint you first on this matter. The 

government was informed that for many years you have taken kind care of Japanese, for which our Minister for 

Foreign Affairs feels very grateful to you, and we also present our thanks before you. We trust that you will be 



22 
 

consular assignment,15 one of Japan’s foremost commercial and technical fixers in the 

English-speaking world. Brooks amply contributed to a brief pre-Meiji period of externally 

encouraged economic and political liberalisation: a time during which, under the aegis of the 

shogun’s ever attentive gaze, western advisers were contracted and engaged.16 In 1861, 

Brooks played a pivotal role in securing the aid of American geological expertise in order to 

apprise the Japanese government of the means and methods of industrial production. As the 

Freiberg University of Mining and Technology-educated Raphael Pumpelly noted in his 

Reminiscences:  

 

the Japanese government had instructed Mr. C. W. Brooks, their commercial agent, to 

engage two geologists and mining engineers for exploring a part of the Japanese Empire… 

[and] to introduce modern methods in some great gold and copper mines already 

producing on Nippon.17   

 

Ten years later, Brooks, as a secretarial and logistical aide, accompanied another Japanese 

embassy, the Meiji Iwakura Mission of 1871 to 1873, as it travelled throughout America, 

Europe, and the Middle East. This mission, which included a brief stop off in Cork,18 was 

undertaken to investigate the ‘social and economic conditions of the various [western] 

powers’ in order to ‘clarify the basis of their “enlightened” civilization’.19 As Brooks related 

 

ever true to the interests of Japan at all times; and his excellency, the minister resident, will communicate to you 

our wishes in this case. May you enjoy good health. We present our sincerest regards to you. Respectfully 

communicated. Keiō, 3rd year, 28th day, 9th month. Edzure Kaga, No Kami; Ichino Ichikwzen, No Kami; Hawakats 

Omi, No Kami; Ichikawa Kawachi, No Kami; Kihoutchi Jons, No Kami; Sakaye Isosima, No Kami; Kasi 

Seizabroo’. Significantly, Van Valkenburgh believed that Brooks was the ‘first consul ever appointed by the 

Japanese government’ and that his commission was the first ‘ever issued to a foreigner’. See R. B. Van 

Valkenburgh to William H. Seward, 18th November 1867. 
15 Note, however, that Brooks is sometimes represented, both by himself and by others, as having had a continuous 

sixteen-, seventeen- or eighteen-year consulship. Considering his 1867 commission, and, indeed, the social, 

political, and constitutional changes that occurred in Japan over the years of his service, however, this cannot be 

true. In any case, this is not an issue, no matter how confused, that in any way vitiates, scuppers, or damages any 

of my arguments or claims. That Brooks did indeed have a long engagement with Japan and its government, under 

the bakufu and the Meiji, is the only fact, and it is a fact, that I require.   
16 This period was, however, nonetheless punctuated by substantial anti-foreign military activity, characterised by 

Beasley as ‘terrorism’, on the part and behalf of various elements amongst the samurai class. See Beasley, 

Experience, p. 197. Irrespective of that, however, as recorded by H. J. Jones, ‘[t]he bakumatsu experience in the 

hiring of foreigners, as in other aspects of policy, had pronounced effects on the new government which emerged 

with the Meiji Restoration in 1868’. See H. J. Jones, ‘Bakumatsu Foreign Employees’, Monumenta Japonica, 29 

(3), 1974: p. 305. 
17 Raphael Pumpelly, My Reminiscences, Vol. 1 (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1918), pp. 267, 304. The 

other geologist was the Yale-educated Williams Phipps Blake. 
18 ‘The Japanese Embassy in Cork’, The Freeman’s Journal, 17th August 1872. 
19 Alistair Swale, ‘America’, in Ian Nish, ed., The Iwakura Mission in America & Europe (Richmond: Japan 

Library, 1998), p. 7. See also Donald Sassoon, The Anxious Triumph: A Global History of Capitalism: 1860–1914 

(London: Allen Lane, 2019), pp. 110-111, who notes: ‘[t]he delegation led by Iwakura Tomomi (1871–3), the first 
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in a letter to his maternal uncle, the Bostonian importer and abolitionist Edward Wilkinson 

Kinsley (1829–1891), certain of the embassy’s members, in pursuit of this objective, were 

afforded the opportunity to meet with some of the best remembered writers and thinkers of 

the mid to late Victorian era. As Brooks remarked of one such superlative individual:  

 

Yesterday I called with Mr. Mori [Mori Arinori, the Japanese Ambassador to the United 

States] upon Professor Huxley whose learning is so widely renowned, and received from 

him a most warm reception. We found him as one might expect from his writings, clear 

and intelligent, filling his sentences in conversation with the rich knowledge of a well-

stored and thoughtful mind.20 

 

Brooks’s efforts in the service of the Japanese state, as consul in San Francisco and general 

busybody abroad, proved to be more than satisfactory, and were very much appreciated by 

his Japanese colleagues. Just prior to the start of the Iwakura Mission, Brooks’s consular 

salary was increased to the tune of two thousand Mexican dollars,21 and the Daily Alta 

California, upon receiving and relaying news of his resignation in 1874, by way of their 

Japanese correspondent the pseudonymous Japonicus, reported that Brooks had been ‘offered 

a responsible position in the Eastern States by the Japanese Government’.22 The Japanese 

authorities, in other words, who were happy to trust Brooks with rather large sums of 

money,23 appear to have been loath to let him go. Though the suggested position failed to 

materialise, or, in fact, was simply declined,24 the editors of the Alta were more than 

convinced that Brooks was suited, on account of his prior form and achievement, to any and 

all future diplomatic engagements that the Japanese government might offer or propose: 

‘[q]uiet, intelligent, modest and gentlemanly always, of unimpeachable integrity, he has been 

a liberal representative of a liberal Government, and is worthy of any position under the 

 

of many, visited the West to deal not only with diplomatic matters but also to study aspects of Western government 

and cultures. It found sources of inspiration in many countries. Japan imported from France fashion items, the 

school district system, the criminal code (the Napoleonic Code), and even the French jurist Gustave Boissonade… 

From Germany they took the civil code and the organization of the army; from Britain, the Navy, the telegraph 

and the railways; and from the United States, the universities’.  
20 Brooks to Kinsley, 13th April 1873. Additionally, Mori, also in a letter addressed to Kinsley, records meeting 

with Spencer, Max Müller, and Carlyle.  
21 Charles Lanman, The Japanese in America (London: Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer, 1872), p. 24.  
22 ‘Charles Wolcott Brooks’, Daily Alta California, 8th November 1874.  
23 Brooks, on behalf of ‘the Embassy of his Imperial Majesty’, donated five thousand dollars to the City of Chicago 

following the Great Chicago Fire, or ‘calamitous conflagration’, of 1871. See Lanman, Japanese in America, pp. 

28-29.  
24 In 1875, though with what degree of responsibility it is difficult to tell, Brooks served as Saburo Takaki’s 

viceconsul at 703 Market Street in San Francisco. Takaki, incidentally, was once Brooks’s viceconsul.  
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Government of Japan, for which his natural and acquired abilities fit him’.25 Significantly, 

the Mikado himself, as a widely syndicated news story made demonstrably plain,26 was just 

as convinced of Brooks’s general competence as the Daily Alta’s various, and variously 

accurate, correspondents and scribblers. The Emperor, after verbally lauding Brooks for his 

myriad services to Japan, during a personal audience in Tokyo in 1874, gifted him, as a token 

of his Majesty’s most august appreciation, a full-size portrait of the imperial person.27 

No matter his official role as a foreign functionary of a revivified Japan, Brooks, in all of 

this, as perhaps befitted a man whose financial contacts and involvements encompassed 

California, Polynesia, and colonial Canton,28 was and remained a rather ardent proponent of 

American territorial and commercial expansion. Sparing no superlatives in his account, 

written for Old and New,29 of the then recent American annexation of the coral atoll later 

aptly named Midway,30 Brooks portrayed the Pacific Ocean as a geographical tabula rasa: 

as an arena of ‘unlimited opportunity for enterprise, requiring but little capital and skill, well 

directed, to develop a future our anticipations can scarcely over-estimate’.31 Furthermore, 

after thoroughly surveying the potential logistical benefits of archipelagic hegemony, Brooks 

 
25 ‘Charles Wolcott Brooks’.  
26 Originating with the Alta and reprinted in such venues as The Hawaiian Gazette. 
27 ‘Interview with the Mikado’, The Hawaiian Gazette, 25th February 1874.  
28 Brooks’s dealings with, and personal visits to, China are briefly alluded to in his testimony before the Joint 

Special Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration of 1876 — a committee that formed part of the discursive 

backdrop to the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. Brooks’s opinions appear to have been highly valued. Frank M. 

Pixley, the eighth Attorney General of California, regarded him as ‘an intelligent merchant of our city… [who 

was] pretty familiar with the questions involved here’, and two papers written by Brooks upon Chinese subjects 

were included in the appendix to the committee’s report. Additional evidence of Brooks’s direct involvement with 

China and the Chinese is given by his presence on the passenger lists of ships returning to San Francisco from 

Shanghai and Hong Kong. See, for example, the front page of the 19 th of May 1868 edition of the Daily Alta 

California, on which Brooks is noted as a returnee from Hong Kong upon the Pacific Mail Steamship Company’s 

steamer New York. See also, for evidence of the expansion of Brooks’s commercial activities into Chinese waters, 

the 5th of April 1862 edition of the Sacramento Daily Union, in which it was recorded that ‘[t]he John T. Wright 

has been purchased by C. W. Brooks & Co., to be employed in the Chinese coasting trade’. That purchase, 

however, does not seem to have been particularly auspicious. Seemingly, the Wright, as the Daily Alta California 

and Marysville Daily Appeal reported, came a cropper at the Langshan Crossing on the Yangtze River in 1864. 

For more on the Chinese Exclusion Act see Robert Wald Sussman, The Myth of Race: The Troubling Persistence 

of an Unscientific Idea (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University, 2014), p. 99, and Erika Lee, America for 

Americans: A History of Xenophobia in the United States (New York: Basic Books, 2019), pp. 92-99; for Brooks’s 

involvement with the Joint Special Committee, see the Report of the Joint Special Committee to Investigate 

Chinese Immigration (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1877), pp. 12, 941, 1215-1241. 
29 A Boston-based general interest magazine, to which William Morris once contributed, that was edited by the 

prominent Unitarian minister Edward Everett Hale (1822–1909) and later absorbed by Scribner’s Monthly. 
30 An as of then merely mooted (re)naming with which Brooks was not the least bit pleased: ‘[a] proposition has 

been before Congress to change the name of the islands, to Midway Islands, which, however appropriate the name, 

is an action without precedent, and has in it a touch of meanness wholly unworthy of fair dealing justice’. See 

Charles Wolcott Brooks, ‘Our Furthest Outpost’, Old and New, June 1870, p. 837. Prior to becoming ‘Midway’ 

the islands comprising the atoll were commonly known, after their American discoverer N. C. Middlebrooks, as 

the Middlebrooks or Brooks Islands. In accounting for Brooks’s displeasure, Hinkle mistakenly avers that Brooks 

and Middlebrooks, whom he simply denominates ‘Brooks’, were ‘closely related’. See Hinkle, ‘Samurai’, p. 345.  
31 Brooks, ‘Furthest Outpost’, p. 835.  
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went on to describe the nascent industrialisation of ‘Oriental nations… rapidly emerging into 

the full light of modern and western civilization’32 as a pecuniary opportunity that American 

business was well positioned to exploit. As Brooks confidently predicted, ‘their [i.e. the 

oriental nation’s] hoarded wealth will soon demand for them railroads, steamships, and 

telegraphs produced by American enterprise and example’.33 

One could even say, if one is willing to tempt anachronism, that Brooks was very much 

an advocate of what we would now regard as globalisation. It is certainly true that his rhetoric, 

whether designedly so or otherwise, at times plainly vitiated the assumed permanencies of 

the Victorian spatial imaginary.34 For example, in an article on Chinese immigration that was 

published in the Overland Monthly in 1869, Brooks forcefully argued that the geocultural 

distinctions that have customarily been drawn between the ‘East’ and the ‘West’, with ‘one 

empire… remain[ing] comparatively stationary, while the other encircle[d]… the globe’,35 

were no longer operative in an age in which ‘[s]team [could]… girdle the earth in ninety 

days’.36 As Brooks solemnly rhapsodised, from what was an increasingly self-confident 

Californian position, ‘San Francisco stands on the middle ground, between the Orient and 

Occident of former years. Our Progress westward renders these terms obsolete. Steam brings 

Asia to our very door’.37 Evidently, as has been recognised by Stephen Kern amongst many 

others, the ideological articulation of technologically induced time-space compression long 

predates the onset of any postmodern, or even self-consciously modern (as in modernist), 

condition.38  

For Brooks, in any case, immigration was the means ‘by which civilization advances and 

develops’.39 National isolation, though much lauded by some other American commentators, 

was, by way of contrast, the predominant cause of stagnation and decline. The much-derided 

immigration of Chinese ‘coolies’ to California, of which Brooks was, somewhat 

idiosyncratically, an enthusiastic supporter, was in no way an exception to this supposedly 

 
32 Ibid., p. 836. 
33 Ibid. 
34 E.g., that, in the words of Kipling, ‘East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet’. 
35 Charles Wolcott Brooks, ‘The Chinese Labor Problem’, Overland Monthly, November 1869, p. 407. 
36 Brooks, ‘Furthest Outpost’, p. 836. 
37 Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, p. 407. 
38 Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space: 1880–1918 (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press, 1983). 

Cf. David Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p. 264: ‘[t]he expansion of the 

railway network, accompanied by the advent of the telegraph, the growth of steam shipping, and the building of 

the Suez Canal, the beginnings of radio communication and bicycle and automobile travel at the end of the century, 

all changed the sense of time and space in radical ways’. Harvey’s discussion of those who experienced and 

expressed such change, however, is largely restricted to canonical artists, architects, and authors.  
39 Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, p. 418. 
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universal rule. Brooks’s support for what ‘divines, judges, and others’ believed to be ‘ruinous 

to our laboring classes, promotive of caste, and dangerous to free institutions’, principally on 

account of the putative fact that the ‘Mongolian race’ had ‘no desire for progress and… no 

conception of… responsible representative government’,40 though surely indicative of some 

sort of cosmopolitan ethic, was not, however, free from all ambivalence and ambiguity. For 

although Brooks evinced a certain degree of admiration for Chinese culture and civilisation 

in a broadly Voltairean mode — admiring Chinese government,41 Chinese methods of 

ratiocination42, and even what he took to be Chinese religion, ‘a very pure religion… [not 

Buddhism] but… Fung Shuy [sic]… the religion of the masses of China… [y]ou may say of 

them as we would say of a good Christian, that a good Christian must be a good man’43 — 

he was nonetheless beholden to the racial presuppositions of both the science and the 

liberalism of his era.  

Despite the fact that for Brooks — who was, it should be mentioned, a thoroughgoing 

Yankee and an abhorrer of slavery — the Chinese were ‘a far superior race to the negro race 

physiologically and mentally’,44 ‘[h]eirs’, as they were, ‘of the collected wisdom of many 

centuries’,45 he nonetheless depicted their coming to America in largely instrumental and 

parochial terms. Brooks, in truth, professed to regard the Chinese immigrant as a means by 

which to advance the sociocultural standing of the ‘white’ working-class, and he was not, 

therefore, the least bit shy about subordinating the Chinese, much like the fictive and much 

maligned ‘negro’, to an overt racial hierarchy. In conscious opposition to opponents of 

Chinese immigration, Brooks was of the opinion that the recurrent introduction of well-

disciplined Chinese labour, far from spelling doom for the suppositiously ‘native’, rather 

nativist, workman, would occasion ample opportunity for the literal bourgeoisification of the, 

nascently undifferentiated, ‘white’ proletariat. Even the Irish, Brooks alleged, would stand to 

benefit from an influx of Chinese hands:  

 

 
40 Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration, pp. iv-v. 
41 Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, p. 410. 
42  Especially their mechano-arithmetical capabilities and techniques: ‘[t]hey figure by mechanical figuring frames 

with rapidity far exceeding our way of adding, subtracting, multiplying, or dividing’. Ibid., p. 411. 
43 Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration, pp. 945-946. Relatedly, and, in truth, somewhat remarkably, 

Brooks also implied, albeit quite darkly, that Confucius had foretold the coming of Christ: ‘Confucius, who is 

sometimes called the “Star in the East” — whose writings are still respected by scholars of all nations — affirmed 

that his work would be completed by a true saint, to be looked for and found in the West’. See Brooks, ‘Labor 

Problem’, p. 410. 
44 Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration, pp. 942. 
45 Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, p. 419. 
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Let them cease to be hewers of wood and drawers of water… [l]et them employ Chinese 

servants, and exercise ability by finding employment for twenty Mongolians to labor, 

under their supervision, in ditches where they labored themselves before. In few words, 

we say to our present laboring classes: [b]ecome employers instead of continuing common 

laborers. Thus, the existing population could be no poorer, but the community, in fact, 

richer for their presence, by realizing profit from the fruits of their labor.46 

 

Additionally, Brooks averred that any legislative endeavour designed to staunch the flow of 

Chinese, or indeed any other, migrants and wanderers, would inevitably prove economically 

injurious. For, ‘like the Fourierite system’,47 any such concerted attempt to contravene the 

laws of political economy ‘would become thoroughly inoperative from natural causes’.48 

Conversely, Chinese labour, supplied in proportion to its demand — a demand that was 

especially acute, Brooks noted, in the postbellum South — ‘will advance our national 

prosperity, enabling us to undertake public works, to which the aqueducts of Rome, the 

pyramids of Egypt, or the Great Wall of China, shall be as their early civilization to that we 

now enjoy’.49 As should perhaps elicit no surprise, Brooks was of the opinion that his own 

line of business — broadly transport and shipping — was likely to be a particular beneficiary 

of, and a considerable contributor to, such immigration-induced economic abundance:  

 

Coming to us, necessarily by water across the Pacific, they can only reach us in proportion 

to our marine transportation. To bring large numbers, adequate to a demand likely to 

spring from the Cotton States, facilities must be largely and rapidly increased… [wages 

sent home from California to China] generally… assist in bringing more neighbors and 

friends to this country; and [thus] contribute… largely to [the] support [of] American 

shipping.50  

 

 
46 Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, p. 412. 
47 Brooks was likely old enough to remember the collapse of the transcendentalist ‘quasi-Fourierist phalanx’ of 

Brook Farm in 1847. The commune in West Roxbury, on the outskirts of Boston, was only thirteen miles away 

from Medford, Massachusetts, where Brooks grew up, and only twenty-three from Hingham, where he was born. 

See Catherine L. Albanese, A Republic of Mind and Spirit: A Cultural History of American Metaphysical Religion 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), pp. 172-176.  
48 Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, p. 412.  
49 Ibid., p. 416.  
50 Ibid., pp. 409. 414. 
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As to why such immigration occurred in the first place, Brooks adverted not only to causally 

efficacious ‘natural laws… [that are] greater than man’s ability to combat’,51 but also to the 

functioning of a progressive anthropocentric naturalised providence. This subtle, though not 

entirely opaque mechanism, was one through which, as Brooks declared in a spirit of 

Unitarian cosmic optimism, ‘[e]arth supplies, in appointed time, from hidden reserves, what 

becomes necessary for the wants of man’.52 This locution, which may well betoken the 

influence of his father and of Masonry, thrice occurs within Brooks’s writings.53 Brooks, in 

sum, would appear to have closely approximated Sidney Pollard’s picture of the archetypal 

nineteenth-century man: one who, forgoing any reference to sociogeographical or ideational 

heterogeneity, ‘as philosopher, as consumer, [and] as member of a class, could accept the 

idea of progress almost as an axiom’.54 ‘The human mind is unmistakably progressive’, 

Brooks later wrote, ‘and progression is an eternal principle’.55 

Brooks’s attitudes towards contemporary matters, his support of capitalistic industry, 

transnational commerce, cooperation, and travel — his bourgeois, if not always particularly 

substantive, internationalism — were well reflected, and at times plainly voiced, in the work 

that he produced on Asian, European, and American antiquity. This work, which comprised 

three major papers that were originally read before the California Academy of Sciences56 

 
51 Ibid., p. 416. 
52 Ibid., pp. 407, 419. As noted by Mark A. Noll, ‘Unitarians promoted a benevolent God, a beloved universe, and 

a sublime human potential’. See Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 284. Brooks, with Edward F. Hall Jr., donated one thousand dollars to the 

construction of a new Unitarian ‘edifice’ on Geary Street near Stockton in San Francisco in 1862. See Clotilde 

Grunsky Taylor, ‘Starr King Heads List: Subscribers to First Unitarian Society’s Building Fund’, California 

Historical Society Quarterly, 29 (3), 1950: pp. 251-254.  
53 Exclusive of any alternative renderings. Brooks also employed the more typical image, found, for example, in 

Lyell and Darwin, of the economy of nature to substantially quite similar ends: ‘[i]n Nature’s grand economy we 

have learned that everything has its appointed time; nations as well fruits develop and ripen through exact and 

latent laws; she has her century plants as well as Jonah’s gourd’. See Brooks, ‘Labor Problem’, pp. 407, 419; 

‘Outpost’ p. 828; and Charles Wolcott Brooks, Early Migrations: Origin of the Chinese Race, [and the] 

Philosophy of their Early Development, With an Inquiry into the Evidences of their American Origin; Suggesting 

the Great Antiquity of Races on the American Continent (San Francisco: Reprinted from the Proceedings of the 

California Academy of Sciences, 1876), p. 5.  
54 There is of course no one idea of progress. A formulation such as Pollard’s, if treated as nothing more than a 

form of conceptual or literary shorthand, is, however, relatively benign. See Sidney Pollard, The Idea of Progress: 

History and Society (London: Pelican, 1971), p. 105.  
55 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 5. 
56 Then housed, by way of ‘financial assistance from Charles Crocker, Leland Stanford, and others’, in what was 

once the First Congregational Church of San Francisco at the corner of California Street and Grant Avenue. The 

abovementioned location, which would later become the site of the Sing Fat Bazaar (a locally notorious pagoda-

topped shopping emporium), served as the Academy’s headquarters until 1891, when, ‘[t]hrough the philanthropy 

of James Lick’, who was, incidentally, Brooks’s hotelier/landlord, a more appropriate and modish abode ‘was 

erected on… Market Street, between Fourth and Fifth… with stores and offices in front, and a commodious 

museum at the rear’. Quite unfortunately, this new and purpose-built residence, ‘one of the finest museum 

buildings in America, impressive with marble grandeur and the bewildering juxtaposition of objects characteristic 

of nineteenth century museum practice’, eventually succumbed to the famous post-earthquake fires of 1906. See, 

for more on the California Academy of Sciences, Robert Cunningham Miller, ‘The California Academy of 
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over the course of 1875 and subsequently reprinted from the Academy’s proceedings as a 

series entitled Early Migrations in 1876, constructed and construed the ancient past as having 

involved much more mobility, hybridity, intercourse, and exchange — inclusive of various 

emphatically pre-Columbian trans-hemispherical contacts and conjunctures — than most 

previous writers on similar and cognate subjects apparently had reason to suspect or suppose. 

The transpacific merchant, in other words, conspired to produce a transpacific past. 

Evidently, the hoariest of all hoary old Marxian dictums, no matter its implicit dualism, 

retains in this connexion an obvious pertinence and validity: ‘[i]t is not the consciousness of 

men that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their 

consciousness’.57  

 

Transpacific Japanese drift 

 

The first of the papers read by Brooks before the California Academy of Sciences, delivered 

on the 1st of March 1875 and entitled ‘Japanese Wrecks, Stranded and Picked up adrift in the 

North Pacific Ocean, Ethnologically Considered’, expanded upon the work of the Californian 

congressman and amateur historian Horace Davis (1831–1916),58 and had as its subject the 

linguistic and somatic impact of shipwrecked Japanese sailors upon the indigenous peoples 

of the Pacific Northwest. Brooks’s interest in this topic, he wasn’t shy to acknowledge, was 

largely a byproduct of his work for the Japanese government. According to Brooks, this 

occupational circumstance, though not without the occasional longueur, brought in its wake 

certain epistemic guarantees and numerous intellectual enjoyments:  

 

 

Sciences and the Early History of Science in the West’, California Historical Society Quarterly, 21 (4), 1942, p. 

369. 
57 Karl Marx, ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’, in Lucio Colletti, ed., Karl Marx: 

Early Writings (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p. 425. Regarding socio-theoretic dualism more generally: 

Marx(ism) is by no means unique in this. Many, and perhaps even most, reflections upon the purported relations 

that prevail between mind and society, being and consciousness, base and superstructure, etc., tend towards a 

latent dualism. What Michel Foucault had to say in this regard, however, was, I think, on the right track: ‘[n]othing 

is fundamental… [t]here are only reciprocal relations… [w]hat is interesting is always interconnection, not the 

primacy of this over that, which never has any meaning’. See Michel Foucault, ‘Space, Knowledge, and Power’, 

in Paul Rabinow, ed., The Foucault Reader (New York; Pantheon Books, 1984), pp.  247, 254.  
58 Horace Davis, Record of Japanese Vessels Driven Upon the North-West Coast of American and its Outlying 

Islands (Worcester [MA]: Charles Hamilton, 1872), esp. p. 5. Davis’s mission statement was admirably 

straightforward: ‘[w]ithout any speculation upon the origin of the Indian Tribes, I desire to bring together a few 

facts regarding the possibility of an admixture of Japanese blood on the northwest coast of America; and shall 

confine myself to this narrow point, leaving it for others to draw wider conclusions from these premises, or kindred 

facts’. Though Davis published on this subject a few years before Brooks, Brooks, as Davis made no attempt to 

hide, was one of his chief informants.  
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The sources of information at [my] command have been exceptionally good. During 

seventeen years, in which I represented the Government of Japan at this port [San 

Francisco], it has been my pleasure to devote much critical attention to the subject of 

Japanese wrecks, picked up adrift in the North Pacific Ocean and stranded upon the 

northwest coast of America and its various outlying islands, and those of the chain 

extending from Hawaii towards Niphon [Honshu].59  

 

Though Brooks was unable to directly detail and describe any pre-Columbian instances of 

transpacific Japanese drift — electing instead to give quite a lengthy enumeration of early 

modern to then-contemporary occurrences of Japanese waifs unintentionally happening upon 

American and other shores60 — he nonetheless suggested that due to the longstanding 

technical inadequacies of Japanese naval tradition61 ‘[that] [t]he number [of ships], of which 

no record exists, which have thus suffered during the past nineteen centuries must be very 

large’ and ‘probably [amounted to] many thousands of vessels’.62 That the number of such 

 
59 Charles Wolcott Brooks, Japanese Wrecks, Stranded and Picked up adrift in the North Pacific Ocean, 

Ethnologically Considered as Furnishing Evidence of a constant infusion of Japanese blood among the Coast 

Tribes of North-western Indians (San Francisco: the California Academy of Sciences, 1876), p. 8. 
60 In total, Brooks enumerated sixty such cases of transpacific drift. His information pertaining to early modern, 

principally seventeenth-century, incidents was predominantly derived from ‘Mr. Hubert H. Bancroft’s 

unparalleled collection of ancient books and valuable manuscripts relating to the early history of the native races 

of the Pacific States’. For information regarding later, primarily mid nineteenth-century, cases, Brooks was largely 

dependent upon his own, and that of his many correspondents’, personal knowledge and experience: ‘[i]n at least 

37 of the cases quoted, I have either seen the saved, or received a personal account from those who were 

themselves witnesses. Hawaiian and Japanese accounts I have myself gathered in those countries’. Interestingly, 

amongst ‘those whose kind cooperation’ Brooks took ‘pleasure in acknowledging’ was Yukichi Fukuzawa (1835–

1901), whom Brooks described as ‘one of the most advanced literary men of Japan’. Fukuzawa, whose portrait 

now adorns the 10,000 yen note, has been described by one of his most passionate modern admirers, the 

Cambridge anthropologist Alan MacFarlane, as ‘arguably the greatest Japanese social thinker of the last three 

centuries’ and the ‘man who did more than any other to make Japan a land of liberty, wealth and equality’. 

Whatever the accuracy of MacFarlane’s somewhat hyperbolic description, he is indeed quite right to remark that 

although ‘Fukuzawa… [is now] little known outside his native country… [his western] [c]ontemporaries 

recognized his eminence and influence’. Various persons who are known to have engaged in one way or another 

with Brooks’s ethnology, for example, namely Edward S. Morse and William Elliot Griffis (more of whom anon), 

saw fit to praise Fukuzawa’s work. As to Brooks’s relationship with Fukuzawa, this dated back to the Japanese 

embassy of 1860: an occasion upon which Brooks, inhabiting the role of the epistemically empowered colonial 

superior, ‘took an Indian boy on board the Japanese steam corvette Kanrin-maru, where a comparison of Coast-

Indian and pure Japanese words was made at my [his] request, by Fukuzawa Ukitchy [sic], then Admiral’s 

Secretary’. Regarding the geographical distribution of Japanese wrecks, Brooks, in addition to a cartographic 

representation prepared with the assistance of George Davidson, gave the following tabulation: ‘[o]f the sixty 

cases here reported, 27 wrecks were encountered at sea, and the balance stranded, as follows: [o]n the Aleutian 

Islands, 8; Coast of Kamschatka [sic], 6; Alaska, Oregon, Hawaiian and Brooks Islands, two each; [o]ff San Diego, 

Acapulco, Nootka Sound, San Bonito, Queen Charlotte, Cedros, Providence, Baker’s, Stapleton, Ocean and 

Ladrone [Mariana] Islands, one each’. For Brooks’s reflections upon his sources and his debt to Fukuzawa see 

Brooks, Japanese Wrecks, pp. 5, 8-9, 21. For Fukuzawa’s reputation as one of Japan’s foremost social theorists, 

see Alan MacFarlane, The Making of the Modern World (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), pp. 140, 151-152.  
61 Going all the way back to ‘the sixteenth year of the reign of Emperor Suizin [sic], B. C. 81, [when] merchant 

ships and ships of war are first spoken of as built in Japan’. See Brooks, Japanese Wrecks, p. 8. 
62 Ibid. 
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incidents, as recorded by Brooks, markedly increased with the passing of the centuries — 

approaching its zenith near or at the time of his writing, ‘36 wrecks reported… since the rapid 

settlement of this coast in 1850 to 1876’63 — was not, therefore, something that he took to be 

indicative of any secular or significant tendency or trend. Rather, such an increase was merely 

apparent: a statistical artefact that resulted from ‘the fact… that [the] increase of commerce 

on the Pacific has distributed there a large fleet, whose presence has materially increased the 

chances of rescue to disabled vessels, and the likelihood of receiving reports from stranded 

wrecks’.64  

Save for the expansion of modern industry and trade, then — which for Brooks was a 

harbinger of the expansion of science65 — the Pacific remained, at least so far as shipwrecks 

were concerned, as it always had been. This was not, however, Brooks affirmed, how it 

needed to be. For, as he made no effort to obscure, his diligent collation ‘of this record… [of 

shipwrecks and strays] which has so interesting an ethnological import’ was not merely an 

academic or scholarly exercise. For, though he had received no mandate to do so, Brooks also 

aspired, by way of sharing the nautical information that he had collected and transcribed, to 

encourage the Japanese government to undertake what he rather highmindedly described as 

‘immediate steps in the great interest of a common humanity’.66 Brooks, in short, on the 

strength of his own studies, invited the Meiji state to improve ‘the models of her vessels… 

adopting those with seagoing qualities, [so that] this long record of disasters may speedily be 

abridged if not wholly terminated’.67  

Whatever the value and subsequent reception of his attempted policy recommendation — 

and making such a recommendation may not have exceeded his competence as one of the 

Japanese government’s premier contacts in the western United States — it is evident that in 

relation to the history of Japanese shipwrecks that Brooks effectively engaged in a form of 

retrospective extrapolation. For Brooks, the wrecks of the present, as should perhaps elicit no 

 
63 Ibid., p. 20.  
64 Ibid. 
65 For Brooks, where commerce led science couldn’t help but follow: ‘[t]he great Pacific Ocean and its adjoining 

waters, under the impulse of this age of steam, is becoming the highway of an enterprising commerce, and steadily 

unfolds an attractive field of research to ethnological and linguistic archaeologists’. Relatedly, and with at least 

some degree of justice, Brooks portrayed himself as one of the fundamental vectors by way of which Japan 

interfaced with scientific modernity: ‘[m]any young Japanese are already attracted to scientific pursuits, and their 

valuable technical as well as general results, are beginning to claim the attention of naturalists. Much valuable 

scientific work has been done by Japanese scholars since their early lessons received from Professor Wm. P. Blake 

and Professor Raphael Pumpelly; two eminent American scientists, whom I had the honor of selecting and 

engaging in the summer of 1861, on behalf of the government of Japan, to act as government Mineralogists and 

Mining Engineers’. See Brooks, Japanese Wrecks, p. 22. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
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surprise, given that he appears to have had a steadfast commitment to the uniformity of nature 

and a nomothetic conception of natural science, were as good a guide to the wrecks of the 

past as one was ever likely to have.  

That Brooks took the present to be a natural analogue to the past, and hoped that ‘[b]y 

calling attention to material already in hand… hidden laws, underlying [the] ethnological… 

[and] physical conditions here presented’68 could and would be deduced by his colleagues, 

placed him squarely within the methodological mainstream of nineteenth-century historical 

science. For, if shorn of its nautical peculiarities, Brooks’s methodology was not at all 

dissimilar to that employed and promoted by the great Scottish-born Canadian archaeologist 

Daniel Wilson (1816–1892). As Alice Kehoe has usefully summarised, ‘[m]ethodologically, 

scientific archaeology was presented in both Wilson’s encyclopaedia [Britannica] article and 

his books as a subfield of quaternary geology that uses comparative ethnography instead of 

zoology to interpret its data’. The ‘forest-dwelling Ojibwa’ of Ontario and Quebec were to 

Wilson ‘the personification of the ancient ancestors of the Scots’, and hence, so he thought, 

especially informative as to the myriad ins and outs of ancient Caledonian culture and 

society.69  

As to why fates such as those referenced above specifically befell Japanese, and not, say, 

Chinese ships,70 Brooks invoked contemporary meteorological and oceanographic 

knowledge. Closely cleaving to the discoveries of his fellow member of the California 

Academy of Sciences George Davidson (1825–1911), ‘our highest authority upon questions 

connected with the great ocean currents of this [the Pacific] ocean’,71 Brooks attributed causal 

responsibility for the transpacific maunderings of rudderless Japanese junks to the incessant 

functioning of the Kuro Shiwo:  

 
68 Ibid., 5. 
69 Alice B. Kehoe, ‘Europe’s Prehistoric Dawn Reproduced: Daniel Wilson’s Magisterial Archaeology’, in David 

L. Browman and Stephen Williams, eds., New Perspectives on the Origins of Americanist Archaeology 

(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002), pp. 136, 138.  
70 Brooks, although he was not at all, as we have already alluded to and will expand upon below, a universal foe 

of pre-Columbian contacts between the Americas and China, explicitly rejected, on fairly Japanocentric grounds, 

any identification of the legendary land of Fusang with the present territory of the continental United States: ‘[t]he 

famous voyage of the Buddhist priest from China, at the beginning of the seventh century, to a country called by 

him Fusang, (meaning, translated “to aid or cultivate mulberries,”) was at the exact period when Japanese 

historians record their first official intercourse with China; and was probably reached by a coasting voyage along 

the western coast of Corea [sic], thence along the northern coast of Niphon, around Yeso [Hokkaido], and 

southerly, to the southeastern shore of Niphon, where mulberry trees were then cultivated abundantly, and which 

was undoubtedly the land of Fusang. A careful study of the native records seems to indicate that [t]his much 

mooted Chinese voyage could not possibly have extended to the American coast’. See Brooks, Japanese Wrecks, 

p. 21.  
71 Brooks, Japanese Wrecks, p. 19. Davidson, who was president of the California Academy of Sciences from 

1871 to 1887, spent fifty very productive and successful years with the United States Coast Survey. 
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Literally [the] “black current,” a gulf stream of warm water, which sweeps northeasterly 

past Japan toward the Kurile and Aleutian Islands, thence curving around and passing 

south along the coast of Alaska, Oregon, and California. This stream, it is found, has swept 

these junks toward America at an average rate of fully ten miles a day.72  

 

Moreover, directly concerning the conspicuous absence of similarly afflicted Chinese boats, 

Brooks noted  

 

[that] [t]here also exists an ocean stream of cold water, emerging from the Arctic Ocean, 

which sets south close in along the eastern coast of Asia. This fully accounts for the 

absence of Chinese junks on the Pacific, as vessels disabled off their coast would naturally 

drift southward.73  

 

For Brooks, the Kuro Shiwo was not only implicated in the to-ings and fro-ings of particularly 

ill-starred Japanese sailors, but also in more general biogeographical matters. For, in 

conjunction with westerly equatorial currents, the effects of which were evidenced by the 

oceanic journeys undertaken by ‘redwood logs, and drift-wood from Oregon’,74 the Kuro 

Shiwo supplied, or so Brooks alleged, an alternative explanation to ‘the hypothesis of an 

intervening continent where the broad Pacific now rests… [for] the similarity of flora upon 

many islands of the Pacific and the high terraces of our Sierra Nevada mountains’.75 Without 

wishing to deny the reality or the relevance of significant past geological change, especially 

‘at… [that] period when the fiery interior of the earth was in a state of inconceivable agitation, 

and its equilibrium disturbed’,76 Brooks nonetheless contended  

 

[that] [t]he spores or seeds of plants may, however, have been more recently transferred 

by clinging to the earth around the roots of such mammoth trees as floated from the high 

latitudes of the northwest coast of America. Once cast upon any island and rooted, they 

would soon replant and extend themselves. Driftwood from Columbia River and Puget 

Sound distributed itself throughout the North Pacific, and the windward shores of the 

 
72 Ibid., p. 7. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid., p. 18. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
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Hawaiian Islands are literally lined with it, as well as with redwood logs of formidable 

size.77 

 

In any case, on the strength of his enumeration and retrospective extrapolation, Brooks took 

it to be established that ‘[s]mall parties of male Japanese ha[d] repeatedly reached the 

American continent by sea, [having been] cast upon its shores after floating helplessly for 

months’.78 Upon arriving in the Americas, the Japanese castaways, Brooks affirmed — his 

understanding of the birds and the bees being apparently more rudimentary than romantic — 

‘naturally unit[ed] with [the] women of the native races… [leaving] descendants more or less 

impressed with their physical peculiarities’.79 Brooks argued that this ‘limited, but constant 

infusion of Japanese blood, almost entirely from male seamen, was undoubtedly sufficient to 

modify the original stock of all coast tribes along our north-western shore’,80 and, even more 

significantly, their spoken and written languages. Brooks believed that this was so to such an 

extent that he regarded Japanese and the dialects of the natives of the Atka and Adakh islands 

to be mutually comprehensible, and those of the ‘coast tribes of Oregon and California’ to be 

noticeably imbued with stray words, ‘idioms, constructions, honorific, separative, and 

agglutinative particles’ of rogue, typically truncated, Japanese:   

 

Quite an infusion of Japanese words is found among the coast tribes… [e]ither pure, as 

tsche-tsche, milk, or clipped, as hiaku, speed, found reduced to hyack, meaning fast, in 

Indian; or yaku, evil genius in Japanese, similarly reduced to yak, devil, by the Indians. In 

almost all words showing such similarity, the Indian word is always an abbreviated word, 

or shorter word than the Japanese, from which it may be argued that the latter was the 

original and the former derived.81  

 

Such claims of Japanese genetic and linguistic influence upon American and near-American 

indigenes, however, did not go unchallenged, albeit not, not in the least bit surprisingly, on 

the grounds that Brooks approached his quarry with an eminently homogenising and patently 

reductive ethnographic ear. For example, in 1886, in a brief notice in Science entitled 

‘Alleged Early Chinese Voyages to America’, the ‘Alaskan pioneer, anthropologist, coast 

 
77 Ibid., pp. 18-19. 
78 Ibid., p. 19. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
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pilot, malacologist, paleontologist, zoologist, nomenclaturist, poet, and man’ William Healey 

Dall (1854–1927)82 averred — in response to the use made of Brooks’s paper by one Dr 

Ernest T. Hamy of the Société de Géographie de Paris83 — that although ‘[that] wrecked 

Japanese, and possibly Chinese, from time to time were cast on the shores of America is 

beyond [any] question… neither in art nor language have they left any appreciable trace on 

American anthropology’.84 As to why not, Dall was brutally brusque, if no less lacking than 

Hamy or Brooks in ample substantive evidence. Such castaways, Dall declared, ‘nearly 

always males, and incapable of colonizing’ were more often than not ‘either killed or 

enslaved by the [Native] Americans in accordance with a general usage’.85 As has not often 

enough been remarked, but is certainly worthy of remark, arguments against diffusionist 

accounts of cultural and social change or advancement could be just as racist and just as 

empirically inadequate as the targets of their scorn.  

Intriguingly, the Smithsonian anthropologists William John McGee and Cyrus Thomas, 

the great bane of the mounds, were to attribute an argument very much like the one which 

Dall had directed against Brooks to Daniel Garrison Brinton (1837-1899) in their jointly 

authored Prehistoric North America of 1905.86 The Pennsylvanian surgeon, scientist, and 

 
82 W. P. Woodring, William Healey Dall: 1854–1927, A Biographical Memoir (Washington: National Academy of 

Sciences, 1958), p. 92. Dall, much like Brooks, was the son of a Massachusettsan clergyman and a member, as of 

1865, of the California Academy of Sciences. Quite unlike Brooks, however, Dall was also a former student of 

Louis Agassiz’s, who, as is well known to students of the history of American natural science, was ‘a legend in 

his own lifetime’. See David N. Livingstone, Darwin’s Forgotten Defenders (Vancouver: Regent College 

Publishing, 1997), p. 57.  
83 Hamy (1842–1908), who was formerly one of Broca’s assistants at the Hôpital Saint-Antoine and a founding 

member of the Société des américanistes, before an appreciative audience that included Jean Louis Armand de 

Quatrefages and Hyacinthe de Charencey, invoked Brooks alongside certain older authorities — primarily Joseph 

de Guignes and John Lloyd Stephens — in order to support his belief that the Chinese had some manner of 

intercourse with pre-Columbian Honduras at the close of the eleventh century. Hamy’s principal evidence of this 

was ‘a stone in the form of a deep convex pie, with a round hollow or cup in the centre of the dome, from each 

side of which a curved line extends to the margin, which is surrounded by a border much like that put on pies by 

pastry-cooks’, found at Copán, which he interpreted ‘as the sign Taë-Kai [sic] of the Chinese, which is venerated 

by them as symbolic of the essence of all things’. Dall, who had quite a fine line in scholarly invective — having 

once remarked that belief in the ten lost tribes of Israel should no longer be given time in anthropological circles 

and rather become ‘[a] subject of investigation by psychologists interested in aberrant mental phenomena’ — 

much lamented Hamy’s apparent loss of epistemic virtue, which was, he supposed, a danger inherent to the nature 

of the field. ‘The temptations of such unbridled hypotheses are the curse of anthropology’, Dall remarked, ‘and it 

is extraordinary that such a veteran as Hamy should become entangled in their meshes’. Whatever the force of 

Dall’s objections, Hamy’s interpretation was not exactly laughed out of court. George W. Bloxam, for example, 

uncritically reported Hamy’s findings before the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland in 

1887. For Hamy’s ‘deep convex pie’, see William Healey Dall, ‘Alleged Early Chinese Voyages to America’, 

Science, 8 (196), 1886: 402-403; for Dall’s inventive invective see Robert Wauchope, Lost Tribes and Sunken 

Continents: Myth and Method in the Study of American Indians (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), p. 

135.  
84 Dall, ‘Alleged Early Chinese Voyages’, p. 402.  
85 Ibid.  
86 Published as the nineteenth volume of a subscription-led series, The History of North America, which was edited 

by Francis Newton Thorpe (1857–1926), the former Professor of American Constitutional History at the 
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Gettysburg veteran Brinton, who indefatigably abhorred all theories of pre-Columbian 

contact,87 and, along with John Wesley Powell and Frederic Ward Putnam, has long been 

regarded as one of the three great triumvirs of pre-Boasian North American anthropology, did 

indeed make such an argument in his The American Race (1891), but, as stands to reason, 

McGee and Thomas were not at all persuaded or impressed. Contra Brinton, the 

anthropologists continued to regard the question of culturally significant pre-Columbian 

transoceanic contact to be as open and as legitimate as it had ever been. Brinton’s argument, 

in a word, was weak: 

 

Without stopping to argue the points raised by this able author [Brinton], it may be stated, 

and as we think, truly, that the reasons given to support his view are mere suppositions, 

and not altogether justified. The history of the first meetings of American natives with 

Europeans does not justify the statement that the accidental visitants “would have been 

promptly slaughtered”. The first reception, where no act of violence was offered by the 

Europeans, was generally, in fact almost universally, friendly. Had an ancient Chinese or 

Japanese sage with a few companions landed on the Mexican or Central American coast, 

and been kindly received by the natives, as would most likely have been the case, it is 

impossible to say to what extent new and advanced ideas might have been diffused among 

the people.88  

 

University of Pennsylvania.  
87 Brinton’s opposition to the suggestion of extra-American, and especially Asian, cultural influences upon the 

indigenes of the Americas was so great that he even derided the notion, which he admitted was ‘[p]robably the 

favourite theory at the present day’, that the Americas were peopled by way of migrations across the Bering Strait. 

For Brinton, in light of various biogeographical distributions and correlations, western Europe was much more 

likely than anywhere else to have been the biological point of origin of the ‘American race’. In any case, though 

Brinton presented his opposition to attempts ‘to trace the typical culture of this [the American] continent to the 

historic forms of the Old World’ as the application of a general anti-diffusionist principle that was grounded in the 

psychic unity of mankind, in relation to Africa he was willing to abandon, without much in the way of extended 

argument, the presumption of cultural autochthony. Whereas, for Brinton, ‘the rich theology of Mexico or Peru’ 

compared favourably with the ‘barren myths’ of China, ‘[t]he low intellectual position of the Austafrican race is 

revealed by the facts that in no part of the continent did its members devise the erection of walls of stone; that 

they domesticated no animal, and developed no important food-plant; that their religions never rose above 

fetichism [sic], their governments above despotism, their marriage relations above polygamy’. ‘The brick-built 

cities of the Sudan were constructed under Arab influence’, Brinton believed, ‘and the ruins of stone towers and 

walls in the gold-bearing districts of South Africa show clear traces of Semitic workmanship’. For Brinton’s 

thoughts on the Bering hypothesis and the European origin of the American Indians see The American Race: A 

Linguistic Classification and Ethnographic Description of the Native Tribes of North and South America (New 

York: N. D. C. Hodges, Publisher, 1891), pp. 20-21, 32; for his comments on the autochthony of Native American 

culture and its comparative theological sophistication see Essays of an Americanist (Philadelphia: Porter & Coates, 

1890), pp. 18, 60; for his estimation of, broadly, Sub-Saharan Africa, see his Races and Peoples: Lectures on the 

Science of Ethnography (Philadelphia: David McKay, Publisher, 1901), pp. 190-193.   
88 W. J. McGee and Cyrus Thomas, The History of North America: Volume Nineteen: Prehistoric North America 

(Philadelphia: George Barrie & Sons, 1905), p. 256. 
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Irrespective of whether Dall was riffing on Brinton or Brinton riffing on Dall, though the 

latter, we suggest, was significantly more likely,89 regarding the supposed mutual 

intelligibility (and shared vocabularies) of Japanese and divers American languages, Dall was 

no more supportive of this than he was of anything else that Brooks had to say. For, as Dall 

noted, in his own experience, contrary to that of Brooks, such communications as took place 

between Aleuts and Japanese ‘were wholly by signs, and not by spoken language, as the 

Aleuts could not understand a word of Japanese without its accompanying signs’.90 What the 

exact nature of those signs was, however — dactylological, semaphoric, pictorial, Lagadoan, 

or otherwise — and just how exactly they enabled and facilitated interlingual communication, 

Dall did not say.  

Though in regard to Brooks’s transpacific infusions of Japanese blood Dall was, evidently, 

very much a sceptic, regarding other theories of culturally impactful pre-Columbian contact 

he was neither so circumspect nor so hostile. Regarding the similarities in labretifery, 

masking, tattooing, and religious ideology that could apparently be observed between 

Polynesia, Melanesia, and the Pacific slope of America, Dall was willing to declare that these 

were likely the result of ancient transpacific communications that had probably ‘occurred 

before either Melanesian, Polynesian, or American had acquired his present state of culture 

or his present geographical distribution’.91 The geographical cooccurrence and spread of such 

 
89 Especially given their respective dates of publication, and, indeed, that Brinton had edited for Science. In any 

case, it is also likely that Brinton was, albeit much more indirectly than Dall, responding to Brooks. The full 

context of the remark quoted by McGee and Thomas is as follows: ‘[i]t is not impossible that in recent centuries 

some junks may have drifted on the Northwest coast. But their crews would undoubtedly have been promptly 

slaughtered; and it is only in later ages that the Chinese and Japanese constructed such junks’. What really 

suggests, or even confirms, that Brinton was, maybe unwittingly, responding to Brooks, however, is the fact that 

he noted that a ‘distinguished ethnologist has recently published a map showing the courses by which he supposes 

the Japanese arrived in America’. The distinguished ethnologist in question was the ‘cautious and conservative 

old French savant’ and veteran monogenist Armand de Quatrefages (1810–1892), whose map, to which Brinton 

took some exception, was that produced by Brooks with the assistance of George Davidson some fifteen years 

before. Quatrefages, in the prefatory material of his Histoire générale des races humaines (1887), even noted, 

though Brinton ignored this, that he had ‘borrowed from Whipple his sketch of the distribution of the Tiguex 

Pueblos, and from Mr. Brooks his map of the Japanese shipwrecks’. As to how Quatrefages came across Brooks’s 

work, it has already been mentioned that he was present at the talk given by Hamy before the Société de 

Géographie de Paris that precipitated Dall’s response. That Quatrefages agreed with Brooks that ‘there can be no 

doubt that the Japanese races have contributed a certain contingent to the settlement of America [my trans.]’, and 

that Hamy felt able to refer to him as a reliable authority, would seem to indicate that in France, for a few years at 

least, Brooks’s ideas were circulated and discussed. Further confirmation of this is provided by the work of the 

geographer Élisée Reclus, who references Brooks in his The Earth and its Inhabitants: North America, Vol. I., 

British North America (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1890), p. 5. For Brinton’s prompt slaughtering and 

his indirect reaction to Brooks, see The American Race, p. 19; for the above quoted characterisation of 

Quatrefages, see The Popular Science Monthly, January 1882, p. 402; and for Quatrefages’s use of Brooks’s map, 

see his Histoire générale des races humaines: Introduction a l’etude des races humaines (Paris: A. Hennuyer, 

1887), pp. xviii, 559. 
90 Dall, ‘Alleged Early Chinese Voyages’, p. 402. 
91 William Healey Dall, On Mask, Labrets, and Certain Aboriginal Customs, with an Inquiry into the Bearing of 

their Geographical Distribution (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1885), p. 149.  
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customs had to Dall ‘the appearance of an impulse communicated by the gradual incursion 

of a vigorous, masterful people upon a region already partly peopled by weaker and receptive 

races’,92 which, perhaps, to put it mildly, was not an unusual sort of thought for a highly 

mobile nineteenth-century Anglo-American naturalist like Dall to have. That the history of 

all hitherto existing society was the history of race struggle was a nineteenth-century 

commonplace,93 and Dall’s race, Boston Brahmin that he was, was winning. 

As to whether such apparent similarities as those noted above could have resulted from 

mere happenstance or chance, Dall thought, though he didn’t deign to show his working, that 

‘[t]he mathematical probability of such an interwoven chain of custom and belief being 

sporadic and fortuitous is so nearly infinitesimal as to lay the burden of proof upon the 

upholders of the latter proposition’.94 Interestingly, in making his argument in favour of 

transpacific cultural diffusion, Dall betrayed evidence that he mightn’t have been long after 

popping down the shops: ‘[i]t is true that there is no such arrangement in savage society as 

that by which a fiat in Bond Street determines that within six months every white man’s head 

shall be roofed with a particular style of hat. Nevertheless communication among them is 

rapid, and in things they understand, or are interested in, faithful and effective, even between 

unfriendly tribes’.95 That thinking with fashion could influence thinking within science has 

recently been shown by Evelleen Richards in her exhaustive account of the development of 

Darwin’s theory of sexual selection,96 but, so far as I am aware, no general survey of the 

subject has thus far been produced.  

 

The uniformity of boats 

 

Brooks’s second paper, which he read before the Academy on the 15th of March 1875, and 

which was entitled ‘Early Maritime Intercourse of Ancient Western Nations’, had as its 

primary purpose the investigation of the ‘facilities of [m]igration among early types of the 

human race’.97 By way of showing that various ‘western’ peoples — ‘the Arabians, 

 
92 Ibid., p. 150.  
93 And, according to Foucault, ‘a mobile and… polyvalent discourse’. See Michel Foucault, Society Must be 

Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975–76 (London: Penguin, 2004), p. 77.  
94 Dall, On Mask, Labrets, and Certain Aboriginal Customs, p. 150.  
95 Ibid., p. 149. 
96 Evelleen Richards, Darwin and the Making of Sexual Selection (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).  
97 Charles Wolcott Brooks, Early Maritime Intercourse of Ancient Western Nations, Chronologically Arranged 

and Ethnologically Considered as Illustrating Facilities for Migration among Early Types of the Human Race, 

which, under a Universal Law, may furnish a basis to assist analogical researches among aboriginal races around 

the North Pacific Ocean (San Francisco: the California Academy of Sciences, 1876), p. 3.  



39 
 

Phoenicians, Greeks, [and] Hebrews, etc.’98 — had engaged in quite substantial maritime 

enterprise and trade prior to the Christian era, Brooks, by way of analogy, sought to argue 

that similar traffic had most probably existed throughout the East Indies and the Americas 

and the Pacific as well.   

     ‘By such statistics’, Brooks suggested, adverting to the history of open water activity from 

the Irish Sea to the Bay of Bengal, ‘the inference fairly follows: that maritime nations of Asia, 

including the Japanese… may have enjoyed like facilities of intercommunication’.99 The 

essential soundness of such an analogically girded argument was guaranteed, so far as Brooks 

was concerned, by the fact that ‘[n]ature is universally consistent’ and that ‘similar 

conditions’, wherever they may be, ‘lead to similar results’, whatever they are.100 The lines 

of progress and development that Brooks believed to be observable by way of reference to 

the history of one specific part of the globe — irrespective of any local developmental 

irregularities: ‘man even in his perturbations’, Brooks alleged, ‘is a creature of law’101 — 

were also traceable and patent in parts quite other:  

 

The refinement of matter is a process ceaselessly going on in the Eastern as well as in the 

Western hemisphere; for the parental law of physical and mental formation, and 

progressive development is universal, coextensive and coeval with nature, [n]o solitary 

world or people has a special code of laws.102  

 

Brooks’s casual invocation of the principle of the uniformity of nature in relation to what was 

and is a substantially idiographic and empirical historical matter, though to us perhaps quite 

bold, was by no means contextually strange. The argument from principle was, after all, 

considered by some nineteenth-century figures, including Ernst Mach,103 to be superior as a 

means of knowledge production to more steady-as-she-goes inductive methodologies.104 The 

 
98 Ibid., p. 12. Evidently, the ‘west’ is a moveable feast.  
99 Ibid., p. 3. 
100 Ibid., pp. 13, 4.  
101 Ibid., p. 3. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Paul Feyerabend, Farewell to Reason (London: Verso, 1999), p. 136.   
104 It is surely appropriate to mention in this connection that for certain commentators upon the history of science 

the whole notion of induction has been something of a myth: more a product of talk about science than an integral 

part of any scientific practice. See, for example, Peter Medawar, who notes: ‘[i]t is indeed a myth that scientists 

actually carry out inductions or that a logical autopsy upon a completed episode of scientific research reveals in 

it anything that could be called an inductive structure of thought. “Induction”… is a word lacking the qualities 

that would justify its retention in a professional vocabulary. It is seldom if ever used in a sentence of which it is 

not itself the subject, and it has no agreed meaning’. Even those scientists who took themselves to be following 

inductive, or, more widely, Baconian methods, Charles Darwin, for example, were, for Medawar, somewhat 
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methodological assumption of nature’s uniformity was, in particular, put to many disparate 

ends. Consider, as an illustration of this, the fact that the Scottish physicists Balfour Stewart 

and Peter Guthrie Tait, in their Unseen Universe: or Physical Speculations on a Future State 

(1875), employed that assumption in order to argue in support of the logical coherence, and 

compatibility with modern physical science, of personal immortality.105 Likewise, as P. M. 

Heimann has recorded, ‘[John] Tyndall justified his argument for the ability of science to 

investigate all aspects of nature by the doctrine of the uniformity of nature, “the absolute 

reliance of law in nature”’.106  

     Brooks’s argument in favour of the universality of ancient seaborne traffic was not the 

only occasion upon which he explicitly referred to the principle of nature’s uniformity in 

support of an essentially extrapolatory contention. In 1879, at a public reception given by the 

California Academy of Sciences to Lieutenant Commander George W. De Long (1844–1881) 

and various other members of the ill-fated quasi-governmental Bennett Exploring Expedition 

to the North Pole,107 Brooks argued, with reference to ‘the great analogy of nature’ and ‘the 

almost universal features of all land known to us’, that ‘it is perfectly logical to infer… that 

an arctic continent exists’.108 Brooks noted that the geomorphology of all continental 

formations included ‘an appendage trending southward’, and, on account of this observation, 

proceeded to avow that ‘Greenland, which is known to us, may bear to an unknown arctic 

continent the same relation that South does to North America, or Africa to Europe’. For 

Brooks, what was and is just one way of looking at the world was apparently the one way of 

looking at the world. One example, so long as it was a good one, was all one needed. Good 

scientific practice, contrary to certain caricatural preconceptions, was, as Brooks understood 

it, scarcely the least bit inductive, careful, or Baconian:  

 

lacking in consistency and candour. See Medawar, The Art of the Soluble (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1969), 

pp. 150, 154.   
105 P. M. Heimann, ‘The “Unseen Universe”: Physics and the Philosophy of Nature in Victorian Britain’, The 

British Journal for the History of Science, 6 (1), 1972: p. 73.  
106 Ibid. 
107 ‘Ill-fated’ because their expeditionary steamer, the USS Jeannette, came to be, quite famously, trapped, 

crushed, and sunk amidst the Arctic’s frozen seas. Brooks himself reflected upon the geographical significance of 

this naval disaster in a paper read before the California Academy of Sciences on the 1st of September 1884. Though 

more than half of the Jeanette’s ‘gallant’ crew perished during the course of their mission, including its presiding 

officer, the aforementioned De Long, Brooks was of the opinion that the eventual fates of various of the 

expedition’s objects and effects — tents, casks, etc. — were illustrative of important oceanographic facts. As 

Brooks noted, in light of the reported whereabouts of certain of the Jeannette’s ‘relics’ and remains: ‘[i]t is a new 

and important fact, worthy of careful record by physicists of all nations, that ice-floes from north of Herald Island, 

opposite Bering Strait, dividing Asia from America, are drifted to the south-western point of Greenland in the 

Atlantic’. See Charles Wolcott Brooks, Arctic Drift and Ocean Currents: Illustrated by the Discovery on an Ice-

Floe off the Coast of Greenland of Relics from the American Arctic Steamer “Jeannette.” (San Francisco: George 

Spaulding & Co., 1884), p. 3. 
108 ‘Are the Polar Regions Habitable?’, The Opelousas Courier, 2nd August 1879. 



41 
 

In a world governed by mathematical law, whose every atom is geometrically correct, and 

subject to mathematical proof, we may reasonably judge of the unknown by what we can 

see, cautiously using the great law of analogy as our guide. If we should judge of the 

ultimate atom, or the most distant orb in space, we may study for that purpose some object 

around us, or our globe taken as a whole.109  

 

Interestingly, such reliance upon unempirical deductive norms, including that exhibited by 

Brooks — who was, as has been mentioned, the issue of a clergyman — might have owed 

just as much to religion as it did to the ‘internal’ developments of nomothetic natural science. 

The popular Protestant conception of the immutability of truth is in its own way a 

conservation law:  

 

belief in the changelessness of truth… had deep roots… and seemed reinforced by 

Enlightenment confidence in the power of scientific reason to discover the fixed laws of 

nature. As was true of the laws of physics uncovered by Newton, the truths thus discovered 

[in theology, etc.] should be universal and invariable. Truth, whether found in nature or 

Scripture, was not relative to time or culture.110  

 

Brooks, as may also be briefly noted, took the opportunity during his recounting of the 

maritime and commercial history of the ancient, largely Mediterranean, ‘west’ to 

prognosticate upon the comparative literary fortunes of various historical personages. For 

Brooks, ever the committed and imaginative bourgeois, it was only a matter of time before 

‘Watt, Fulton, Arkwright, Whitney, and Morse… [would] claim a greater share of our true 

admiration, than agents of destruction like Alexander, Caesar or Genghis Khan’.111 Relatedly, 

the ancient Romans, despite the very high esteem in which they were held by sundry other 

nineteenth-century thinkers, were to Brooks’s mind very far from being objects worthy of 

uncritical approbation. For, whatever their other virtues, they were, in his quite florid 

estimation, ‘general enemies of commerce’ whose ‘extended selfishness which they called 

patriotism… rendered it impossible for any mercantile nation to flourish within… [their] 

 
109 ‘The Bennett Expedition to the North Pole’, The Popular Science Monthly, August 1879, p. 558. 
110 George Marsden, ‘Everyone One’s Own Interpreter?: The Bible, Science, and Authority in Mid-Nineteenth-

Century America’, in Nathan O. Hatch and Mark A. Noll, eds., The Bible in America: Essays in Cultural History 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), pp. 80-81.  
111 Brooks, Early Maritime Intercourse of Ancient Western Nations, p. 4. 
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grasp’.112 The laggards of Latium were not, it seems, the least bit good for business. In any 

case, in conclusion, and in unacknowledged contradiction with his otherwise unreflective 

employment of monolithic racial and national categories, and, indeed, with what he was to 

take to be the Chinese case, Brooks sought to complicate certain ‘casual observations’. Due 

to the sheer extent of ancient maritime intercourse and interaction, Brooks thought it right to 

argue and affirm  

 

that early races have been far more spread and intermixed, than the casual observer would 

suppose, and that, however distinct any type of mankind may appear, all will be found to 

be more or less composite, excepting, perhaps, some remnant of early aborigines, driven 

into a forced seclusion among the fastnesses [sic] of interior mountain ranges.113   

 

What the French linguist and historian Maurice Olender has said of the myriad ethico-

intellectual discrepancies that are to be found within the oeuvres complètes of such well-

known scholarly worthies as Herder and Renan is, then, predominantly on account of his 

unconsciously inconsistent racial imagination, just as applicable to Charles Wolcott Brooks:  

 

a scholar’s writings can be a place where conflicts crystallize: an author’s whole work can 

be based on positions that to us seem mutually contradictory. Herder and Renan could take 

a historical approach at one point only to abandon it at another; they could defend 

nationalist or racist views in one place, only to criticize such views elsewhere.114  

 

The lesson here, I think, is that temporally specific partial evidence should never be reified 

as an unqualified exemplar of any given individual’s ever-developing thought. Cognitive 

messiness and inconsistency, regardless of whether or not it is diachronic or synchronic in its 

nature or form, should never be elided: ‘[t]o confine an author to a single image of his [sic] 

work, often concocted by later researchers for purposes of their own, is to recreate [or even 

falsify] the past by inventing precursors for the present’.115  

 

 

 
112 Ibid., pp. 5, 10.  
113 Ibid., p. 13. 
114 Maurice Olender, The Languages of Paradise: Race, Religion, and Philology in the Nineteenth Century 

(Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 18. 
115 Ibid. 
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Sino-Peruvianism 

 

In the third and most substantial of the ethnological papers that Brooks delivered before the 

California Academy of Sciences, which he entitled ‘Origin of the Chinese Race, [and the] 

Philosophy of their Early Development’ and read before an audience of 62 on the 2nd of May 

1875,116 Brooks asked a difficult question to which he gave an American answer. ‘How came 

the Chinese — a people so ancient, so reserved, and so wholly unlike their surrounding 

neighbors, or indeed any other race upon the continent of Asia’, Brooks inquired, ‘to be thus 

alone in this corner of a continent, walled in apart from all neighboring races?’.117  

     Before addressing what was titularly advertised as the main subject of his essay, however, 

Brooks insisted on doing something somewhat more. For, as was seemingly demanded by an 

adherence to good and proper method, Brooks, in a fashion that had precedents in Leibniz 

and the tradition of universal history more generally, proclaimed that prior to searching for 

‘the origins of any [particular] race’, one must first ‘define a belief in the origin of man’ as a 

whole.118 Brooks’s extensive consideration of this, for him subsidiary yet nonetheless 

relevant, question, eventuated in his giving a profession of faith in an exceptionally eclectic 

evolutionism.  

In sum, Brooks’s approach to evolutionary theory was synthetic and syncretic. Electro-

vitalism, naturphilosophie,119 Darwin, Lamarck, embryological and stadial-historical 

 
116 A story in the Wisconsinite Manitowoc Tribune, quoting from the San Francisco Chronicle, noted that the 

audience for Brooks’s third paper was ‘larger than usual’ and that ‘it was listened to with interest, and applauded 

at the close’. See ‘The Chinese held to be the Original Inhabitants of America’, The Manitowoc Tribune, 20th May 

1875.  
117 Charles Wolcott Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, Philosophy of their Early Development, with an Inquiry 

into the Evidences of their American Origin; Suggesting the Great Antiquity of Races on the American Continent 

(San Francisco: the California Academy of Sciences, 1876), p. 20. 
118 Ibid., p. 5. Regarding Brooks’s historiographical and methodological closeness to the work of the great 

monadologist, see Justin E. H. Smith’s account of Leibniz’s approach to the writing of the history of the House of 

Brunswick: ‘Leibniz’s work as court genealogist required him to do serious research as a medieval historian. Yet 

he appears constitutionally unable to stay focused on the narrow matter at hand, and evidently seems to believe in 

earnest that in order to adequately write the narrow history of European noble families that is his official task, he 

must account for the origins and migrations of European peoples. Indeed, ultimately Leibniz believes that a truly 

adequate work of history would be one that accounts for the origins of the earth itself, the formation of the 

continents and so on’. Smith, Nature, Human Nature, and Human Difference: Race in Early Modern Philosophy 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), pp. 200-201.  
119 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 6: ‘[t]he animating principle of all existences, appears like a purer and 

more highly refined essence or form of electric force; equally manifest in mental and physical development, and 

exactly adjusted in all its different degrees to successive stages of progressive refinement… [t]he progressive life-

principle of the human mind, in common with endless varieties of electric phenomena, manifests universal 

consistency in the positive and negative phases of a subtle activity’. Ideas such as the above, which, to some 

extent, were traceable to the influence of Swedenborg and Mesmer, also had, as is surely well known, considerable 

currency with late nineteenth-century spiritualists and occultists. Similar formulations, for example, are rife in 

Blavatsky. The intellectual distance between ‘scientists’ and ‘mystics’, therefore, should not be exaggerated. See, 

for example, the following remarks from the geologist Joseph Le Conte (1823–1901), who was ‘perhaps the most 
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recapitulationism,120 all informed his conception of the past. Additionally, Brooks gave 

sincere and quite poetic credence to what can best be described as a pan-organicist 

panentheism. ‘The Great Intelligent Principle of the Universe pervades the entire world’, 

Brooks gravely proclaimed, in much the same fashion ‘as our mind fills our whole physical 

frame’. ‘The manifestation of this principle we call Life’, he declared, ‘which all things 

possess in greater or less degree’.121 Whatever the coherence of this personal but nowise 

aberrant synthesis,122 Brooks believed it to be nigh on confirmed by various recent 

paleontological discoveries. The equine remains that Edward Drinker Cope’s great and 

abiding nemesis Othniel Charles Marsh had handily displayed in a tendential, or, as Stephen 

Jay Gould has supposed,123 a tendentious, progressivist fashion, did much, Brooks believed, 

to substantiate his opinions: 

 

I accept the hypothesis of universal evolution by a slow process of cosmic development, 

from matter which includes within itself the elements of all atmospheric, mineral, 

vegetable and animal existence, but latent until its energies are quickened by that 

progressive life principle which ceaselessly radiates from the Great Intelligent Mind of the 

Universe, and is everywhere essential to awaken development. This hypothesis… is able 

to stand the test of human reason, and now seems tangibly demonstrated, especially in the 

connected chain of fossils recently discovered and arranged by Professor Marsh, which 

 

influential scientific popularizer of evolution in the United States’: ‘[w]hat, then, is force, or the universal energy 

of Nature? It is an effluence from the person of Deity pervading the universe — an effluence closely connected 

with Him, yet distinct from his person… [w]hat is spirit? It is this same all-pervading force of Nature — this same 

Divine energy, or a portion of it, individuated more and more until it becomes a separate entity, a self-conscious 

person’. For Le Conte see Ronald L. Numbers, ‘Myth 17: That Social Darwinism has had a Profound Influence 

on Social Thought and Policy, especially in the United States of America’, in Ronald L. Numbers and Kostas 

Kampourakis, eds., Newton’s Apple and Other Myths about Science (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press, 

2015), p. 140; and Joseph Le Conte, Religion and Science: A Series of Sunday Lectures on the Relation of Natural 

and Revealed Religion, or the Truths Revealed in Nature and Scripture (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 

1878), p. 278.   
120 C.f. the Canadian anthropologist Alexander Francis Chamberlain’s The Child: A Study in the Evolution of Man 

(1900), and, more famously, Sigmund Freud. Brooks was an avid proponent of phylogenetic infantodevelopmental 

theorisation: ‘[m]any traits, exemplified in lower animals, are successively developed in children, and [only] 

overcome by proper control: such as gluttony, cunning, and deceit — the latter a lingering trait of weakness, 

general with inferior races. They repeat the antics of a very active and mischievous race; their first attempts at 

drawing, resemble the rude figures made by our primeval ancestry and present wild tribes; furthermore, like 

“children of the forest,” our younger children have not reached the age of self-cleanliness’. See Brooks, Origin of 

the Chinese Race, p. 10. 
121 Ibid., p. 6.   
122 There were, after all, many famous men of science who quite happily pledged allegiance, without fear of 

contradiction, to both Darwin and natural theology: Asa Gray, for example. See Jon H. Roberts, ‘Myth 18: That 

Darwin Destroyed Natural Theology’, in Ronald L. Numbers, ed., Galileo Goes to Jail and Other Myths about 

Science and Religion (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press), pp. 161-169.  
123 Stephen Jay Gould, The Richness of Life: The Essential Stephen Jay Gould (London: Vintage Books, 2007), p. 

362.  
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visibly illustrate, by an incontrovertible record of natural history, the evolution of the… 

horse family, anchitherium, hipparion, etc.124  

 

For Brooks, man himself was ‘the highest physical ultimate of matter’ and the inheritor of an 

‘immortal quickening principle’ and had evolved in a manner not unlike that of the horse. 

Nature had made no jumps, even if, as was possible, it appeared to have a jockey: ‘[a] 

continual unbroken chain of organisms has extended from palaeozoic formations to those of 

our day, governed by a law that knows no change’.125 The colour-coded Blumenbachian 

diversity exhibited by still extant modern humans, therefore — Brooks was apparently averse 

to the simplified tripartite racial taxonomy of Cuvier — was not a product of discontinuous 

polygenesis:  

 

Change is everywhere the soul of nature. The race which first acquired the human form, 

and became properly entitled to be called Man, probably ascended from one original type, 

which has since diversified, and may in this age be divided into five distinct varieties (not 

types), generally classified as Caucasians — white, Mongolians — yellow, Malayans — 

brown, Americans — red, and Negroes — black.126  

 

Brooks, relatedly, happily accepted the newly established antiquity of man, and the 

‘discovery of time’ more generally, with quite exquisite equanimity. For although Brooks 

admitted that ‘in contemplating the vastness of such a past, the mind becomes lost in 

amazement at the vista opened into antiquity’, he also held that ‘[g]reater freedom in 

chronology’, especially if one’s quarry comfortably antedated the traditional biblical span, 

was ‘absolutely necessary’. ‘The histories of China’, Brooks avowed, ‘contain records of the 

past which modern chronologies have insufficient room to measure’.127  

 
124 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 5.  
125 Ibid., p. 6.  
126 Ibid., p. 8. It is fascinating to note that Brooks entertained a commitment to the utility of global colour-based 

and pseudo-continental racial taxonomies alongside a commitment to the equation or conflation of race with 

nation. Even though Brooks would surely have counted the Chinese among the ‘Mongolian’ or ‘yellow’ variety 

of mankind, he nonetheless regarded them, as we will show below, to be radically racially distinct from the other, 

presumably ‘yellow’, peoples by whom they were surrounded. That race talk in toto was beset by all manner of 

internal and external inconsistencies, though regrettably unacknowledged by most of Brooks’s nineteenth-century 

contemporaries, was, however, acknowledged by some. The great Haitian anthropologist and politician Anténor 

Firmin (1850–1911), for example, ably showed that this was so in his anti-Gobineau rejoinder De l’égalité des 

races humaines (1885).  
127 Ibid., p. 13. That Chinese chronologies far antedated those associated with the Bible was not a point original 

to Brooks. As Umberto Eco has adverted, the French Protestant scholar Isaac de La Peyrère indicated as much a 

couple of centuries before. See Eco and Jean-Claude Carrière, This is Not the End of the Book (London: Vintage 
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That science had developed ‘unanswerable proofs of… [a] greater antiquity of the human 

race, than current ecclesiastical histories have been supposed to allow’ was not, however, for 

Brooks at least, of any earthshattering theological or potentially irreligious significance. The 

new chronology, he assured his audience, and whether or not his audience required 

(re)assurance is undoubtedly something of an open question, posed no danger to true morality 

and ‘sound religious principles’.128 Evolution, as Brooks conceived of it — syncretic, many-

sided, and all-pervasive — did nothing to diminish the cosmic stature of the Christian God, 

or, indeed, that of any ersatz Hegelian Absolute, but, rather, gave ‘to the Infinite higher 

attributes, and more nearly connect[ed] him with all created things’.129 ‘The God of the true 

scientist’, Brooks declared, in wholehearted intellectual and rhetorical agreement with such 

popular expositors of astronomy as Richard A. Proctor,130 ‘is grander and more 

comprehensible’ than the God of dogmatic theology to mankind.131  The recitation of ‘[t]hese 

introductory facts’, to Brooks’s patently capacious mind, was demonstrably ‘necessary to 

ethnological research’.132  

According to Brooks, for whom it was a matter of course that the Chinese were ‘one of 

the oldest families of the ancient world’ — their ‘[u]nalterable fixedness in forms of belief’ 

furnishing ‘convincing evidence of great antiquity’133 — it was both a practical and a 

theoretical impossibility for the genesis of their stock to have occurred in Asia. This was so, 

as Brooks repetitiously averred — ever careful to, albeit somewhat self-contradictorily, 

convey the boldest of his assertions in the language of the ‘possible’, the ‘probable’, and the 

merely ‘hypothetical’ — for several different though intimately connected historical, 

geographical, and biological reasons.  

Firstly, Brooks was of the opinion that the Chinese were somatically and culturally 

separate and distinct from all other Asian peoples. They were, he argued, a people literally 

quite apart in both body and mind. The ‘[p]ure Chinese appear’, or so to Brooks they 

 

Books, 2012), p. 203. See also, for La Peyrère more generally, David N. Livingstone, Adam’s Ancestors: Race, 

Religion, and the Politics of Human Origins (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008).  
128 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 13.  
129 Ibid. 
130 Though Brooks’s attitude here, i.e. concerning the relationship between science and religion, exhibits strong 

cognitive and rhetorical similarities to those of Proctor, there is no evidence of any direct literary or other 

connection having existed between them. That their linguistic habits and rhetorical topoi were, however, strikingly 

alike, is surely of some significance. See, for the sake of comparison, Bernard Lightman, ‘Science and the Public’, 

in Peter Harrison, Ronald L. Numbers, and Michael H. Shank, eds., Wrestling with Nature: From Omens to Science 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), p. 361.   
131 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 13. 
132 Ibid., p. 7. 
133 Ibid., pp. 11, 10.  
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appeared, ‘like a race absolutely distinct from [the] nations by whom they are surrounded’ 

— differing not only ‘in physical characteristics of form, color, and expression’ but ‘in 

language, in their written characters, their literature, and religious observances’ as well.134 

Due to these characteristic and constitutive idiosyncrasies, the Chinese were highly unlikely, 

so Brooks maintained, to be derived from any unitary pan-Asiatic source. Moreover, these 

differences were, Brooks argued, awfully longstanding affairs. They were, in truth, so far as 

he was concerned, veritably perennial facts of eastern life that one was able to trace, with just 

a little knowhow, assiduousness, and wit, all the way back to the time of ‘the fourth dynasty 

of Egypt’ circa ‘B. C. 3893’.135 This exceptionally distant and doubtlessly dusty time was 

one during which, Brooks alleged, in a manner commensurate with Max Müller’s formerly 

predominant ‘solarist’ account of the historical development of ancient religion, 

 

one vast system of idolatry [existed] throughout Asia, and the countries bordering on the 

Mediterranean, all worshipping emblems, more or less types of the sun or solar principle, 

[save for] China standing alone — far back in the twilight of history… a solitary exception 

on the continent of Asia.136  

 

For Brooks — who was regarded by his fellow San Franciscan and scholar Hubert Howe 

Bancroft (1832–1918) as ‘a most learned gentleman, and especially well-versed in Oriental 

lore’137 — even Chinese approaches to the styling of hair were indicative of a quite radical 

 
134 Ibid., p. 11. 
135 Ibid. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Native Races, Vol. V.: Primitive History (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft and 

Company 1883), p. 51. As we have already noted, Brooks was indebted to Bancroft’s library for some of his 

information pertaining to Japanese shipwrecks. Bancroft and his co-authors — for his volumes on The Native 

Races of the Pacific States of North America were nigh on industrially produced — give good coverage of various 

theories of pre-Columbian contact, but do not, and this is why they do not form a major part of my project, really 

advocate or support any one view in particular. Bancroft’s well-hedged general conclusion on the matter, however, 

can be usefully quoted in full: ‘[t]he preceding résumé shows pretty conclusively that the American peoples and 

the American civilizations, if not indigenous to the New World, were introduced from the Old at a period long 

preceding any to which we are carried by the traditional or monumental annals of either continent. We have found 

no evidence of any populating or civilizing migration across the ocean from east or west, north or south, within 

historic times. Nothing approaching identity has been discovered between any two nations separated by the 

Atlantic or Pacific. No positive record appears even of communication between America and the Old World — 

intentionally by commercial, exploring, or warlike expeditions, or accidentally by shipwreck, — previous to the 

voyages of the Northmen in the tenth century; yet that such communication did take place in many instances and 

at different periods is extremely probable. The numerous trans-oceanic analogies, more or less clearly defined, 

which are observed, may have resulted partially from this communication, although they do not of themselves 

necessarily imply such an agency. If scientific research shall in the future decide that all mankind descended from 

one original pair, that the centre of population was in Asia rather than in America, and that all civilization 

originated with one Old World branch of the human family — and these are all yet open questions — then there 

will be no great difficulty in accounting for the transfer of both population and culture; in fact the means of 
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racial alterity. Brooks was, in other words, happy, or perhaps ignorant enough, to employ a 

seventeenth-century historical contingency — alongside much other similarly remarkable 

evidence — as a means by which to anachronistically construct, and consequently depict, the 

Chinese as perpetually and ineluctably other in relation to their nearest neighbours:  

 

Some similarities of race exist between some types of Coreans and Japanese, while the 

Chinese are quite singular and unlike. Their oriental peculiarities, which strike the casual 

observer, are their dress, shaved heads and queues, habits, odor, and guttural language. 

[The] Chinese are the only nation on the continent of Asia to use chairs and tables. Isolated 

nations, like hermits, cannot escape being distinguished by eccentric habits.138   

 

As to why Brooks portrayed the Chinese in this way at that time, no inkling of which was 

given in his earlier discussion of Chinese immigration in the Overland Monthly, one can only 

surmise. It is, however, quite possible that he was eventually influenced in this regard by his 

Japanese colleagues, for whom, ever since the ‘Opium War did its part to discredit the idea 

of Chinese superiority’,139 China was no longer the gold standard of civilisational 

achievement. Conscious Japanese disassociation from Chinese culture and tradition — a 

trend that was further catalyzed by the Meiji Restoration — may well, therefore, have 

contributed much to Brooks’s idiosyncratic naturalisation of what he took to be the 

differences between China and Japan.  

     That Brooks transhistoricised and projected backwards a late nineteenth-century Japanese 

discourse of Chinese otherness is, to my mind, a distinct possibility. Brooks’s acquaintance 

Yukichi Fukuzawa, who, like Brooks, participated in the embassy of 1860, and with whom 

he corresponded regarding the transpacific destiny of Japanese shipwrecks, was but one of a 

number of Japanese intellectuals who were very much of the opinion that Japan needed to 

 

intercontinental intercourse are so numerous and practicable that it will perhaps be impossible to decide on the 

particular route or routes by which the transfer was effected. If, on the other hand, a contrary decision be reached 

on the above questions, the phenomena of American civilization and savagism will be even more easily accounted 

for’. Ibid., pp. 133-134. 
138 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 26. The ‘shaved heads and queues’ of which Brooks spoke were not, of 

course, unspeakably ancient affectations, but rather products of the Qing conquest of China. Very far from being 

a sign or survival of sempiternal ‘oriental peculiarity’ or hermetical eccentricity, this hairstyle was, in fact, a 

punitive imposition, much resisted by the Chinese, that was pioneered by the Manchu prince and regent Dorgon 

in 1644. As Jonathan Spence has noted: ‘Ming Chinese men had prized long and elaborately dressed hair as a sign 

of masculinity and elegance, and they bitterly resented Dorgon’s decree. In many areas the order led them to take 

up arms against the Manchus even when they had already formally surrendered’. See Spence, The Search for 

Modern China (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1991), p. 39.  
139 Marius Jansen, Japan and Its World: Two Centuries of Change (Princeton: Prince University Press, 1995), p. 

43.  
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‘shed its Oriental connections’.140 There was, in fact, an entire species of Japanese litterateur 

for whom ‘the hierarchy of prestige had been decisively restructured’,141 and for whom ‘the 

West’ as a ‘geographical and idealized [sic] entity that represented progress and modernity, 

replaced China as Japan’s ideal’.142 Mori Arinori (1847–1889), another Japanese moderniser 

with whom Brooks was personally familiar,143 even advocated, before he fell victim to a 

reactionary assassin’s blade,144 that ‘Japan substitute English for Japanese’.145 In any case, 

Brooks’s attitudes towards China and the Chinese, whatever the extent to which they were 

subject to various Japanese influences, were certainly subject to variation.146  

 
140 Sushila Narsimhan, Japanese Perceptions of China in the Nineteenth Century: Influence of Fukuzawa Yukichi 

(New Dehli, Phoenix Publishing House, 1999), p. 201. According to Fukuzawa, the ‘[t]he Japanese had to learn 

to become civilized to avoid succumbing to ‘aggressive foreigners’. That meant adopting modernity, 

industrialization, and independent thought. He exhorted the Japanese to abandon their old customs and transform 

Japan into ‘a new Western nation’’. See Sassoon, The Anxious Triumph, p. 112. See also Christopher Harding, 

Japan Story: In Search of a Nation, 1850 to the Present (London: Allen Lane, 2018), p. 36, who notes: ‘Fukuzawa 

Yukichi excoriated the conservative Confucian scholars of the recent past as ‘rice-consuming dictionaries’’ and 

‘urged upon Japan modes of learning that were practical and pragmatic’. 
141 Jansen, Japan and Its World, p. 67.  
142 Stefan Tanaka, Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 

p. 36.  
143 Brooks’s father also seems to have known Mori. See Ivan Parker Hall, Mori Arinori (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard 

University Press, 1973), pp. 180-181. Hall, we can note, does not appear to have realised that Charles Wolcott 

Brooks was Charles Brooks’s son.  
144 Harding, Japan Story, p. 71. Mori, who at the time of his death was Japan’s Minister of Education, was accused 

by his attacker of ‘profaning the divine presence and offending the imperial family on a visit to the Grand Shrine 

of Ise’. Mori was alleged to have entered the shrine without first removing his shoes.  
145 Marius Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press, 2002), p. 402.  
146 That Brooks’s characterisation of the Chinese endured many notable, if not often noted, inconsistencies is 

rather difficult to ignore. In a recent doctoral dissertation concerning mid to late nineteenth-century Californian 

and British Columbian immigration policies, Jay Martin Perry, like Catherine Lee and Claire Jean Kim before and 

after him, straightforwardly portrays Brooks as an adherent of the rather cliché position that the habitually 

conservative and subservient Chinese could in no way be assimilated into American, or, more specifically, Anglo-

Saxon, society. This characterisation, however, can only be sustained by way of a rather partial exposition. For 

although it indeed has a great deal of textual support — including certain sections of Brooks’s testimony before 

the Joint Special Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration of 1876 and practically all of what he says in the 

Canadian Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration of 1885 — in what was his most extensive 

consideration of the question of Chinese immigration to California, namely, his ‘The Chinese Labor Problem’ in 

the Overland Monthly, Brooks came to the opposite conclusion: ‘Chinese already here, have come about fast 

enough to our wants. They quickly catch the spirit of American enterprise, and profit by its elevating influences’. 

In explaining this discrepancy, it is perhaps not insignificant to note that the editor of the Overland Monthly at the 

time of Brooks’s article was the romantic chronicler of Gold Rush California, and widely misconstrued satirist of 

anti-Chinese sentiment, the poet Bret Harte. Whatever the truth of the matter, for the representation of Brooks as 

a straightforwardly anti-Chinese figure, which, it should be obvious, is not completely apt, see Jay Martin Perry, 

‘The Chinese Question: California, British Columbia, and the Making of Transnational Immigration Policy, 1847–

1885’ (PhD diss., Bowling Green State University, 2014), pp. 1-2, 191-192; Catherine Lee, Fictive Kinship: 

Family Reunification and the Meaning of Race and Nation in American Immigration (New York: Russell Sage 

Foundation, 2013), p. 57; and Claire Jean Kim, Dangerous Crossings: Race, Species, and Nature in a 

Multicultural Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 53. For more on Bret Harte, and the 

suggestion that Brooks’s ideas might have been more than germane to the poet’s political purposes, see Margaret 

Duckett, ‘Plain Language from Bret Harte’, Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 11, 1957, and Tara Penry, ‘The Chinese 

in Bret Harte’s Overland: A Context for Truthful James’, American Literary Realism, 42 (1), 2010. For the above 

quoted remark from Brooks, see his ‘Labor Problem’, p. 419. 
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Anyhow, as to Brooks’s second proof of the extra-Asian provenance of the Chinese race, 

this was largely a geographical affair. Brooks argued that what is now China was a 

geographically secluded south-eastern extremity. According to Brooks, China was a land that 

was geographically inaccessible in ‘early times’ on account of the, thoroughly fanciful, fact 

that it was ‘hemmed in on the west and north by a chain of mountains’ that were ‘practically 

impassable’.147 Due to this, predominantly imaginary, geographical insularity, Brooks 

thought that it was unlikely, even impossible, for China to have been populated by way of 

any migration that had tramped across the Eurasian Steppe. All such putative 

Volkswanderungen, Brooks alleged, had missed China by miles: 

 

All facts go to show that migrations over Central Asia, from Arabia across the continent 

must have passed north of China, (which country seems to have maintained her 

individuality intact), and reached the shores of the Pacific near the peninsula of Corea, 

which is still inhabited by a populous nation, quite unlike the Chinese race.148 

 

The Chinese excepted — and they were Brooks’s only exception, given that his 

understanding of prehistorical Eurasian migrations was otherwise wrought from familiarly 

Aryan steel — ‘[a]ll other civilizations and emigrations throughout Asia appear to have 

moved from Asia Minor, and the high central portions of the North and West’.149  

Textual evidence in favour of China’s largely suppositious geographical seclusion was 

provided, for Brooks, by the rather fragmentary writings of the ancient Helleno-Babylonian 

astronomer and historian Berosus. This now obscure but formerly common reference,150 

Brooks is likely to have owed to John Denison Baldwin (1809–1883). Baldwin, who was, in 

no particular order, the editor/proprietor of the Worcester Spy,  an abolitionist, a clergyman, 

and a stalwart correspondent of the great Charles Sumner’s, enjoyed a reputation ‘as a 

sagacious political counsellor’ and took part in the Republican National Convention of 1860, 

during which ‘at his suggestion, Hannibal Hamlin of Maine, was nominated as Vice-

President, on the ticket with Abraham Lincoln’.151 As is more relevant to our subject, 

however, he was also one of the foremost synthesists of the antiquarian erudition of the 

 
147 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 20.  
148 Ibid., pp. 18-19.  
149 Ibid., p. 20.  
150 See Colin Kidd, The World of Mr Casaubon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 45-46.  
151 Samuel E. Staples, Memorial of John Denison Baldwin: Minister, Legislator, and Journalist (Worcester [MA]: 

Daniel Seagrave, 1884), p. 7.  
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antebellum United States, and Brooks appears to have fruitfully and freebootingly perused 

his Pre-Historic Nations of 1869:  

 

Our opinion of the general inaccessibility of China from other parts of the continent of 

Asia, in early times, is confirmed by a passage in the history of Besorus [sic], relating the 

conquests of the Arabian sovereign, Schamar Iarusch, Abou Karib, who reigned over 

Chaldea, and 245 years before the rise of the Assyrian empire carried his arms, B. C. 1518, 

into Central Asia, occupied Samarcand [sic], and for a long time attempted, without 

success, the invasion of China.152 

 

Compare Baldwin:  

 

An Arabian sovereign called Schamar-Iarasch, and also Schamar-Iarasch-Abou-Karib, is 

described by Hamza, Nuwayri, and others, as a powerful ruler and conqueror, who carried 

his arms successfully far into Central Asia. It is said that he became master of all the 

countries in that direction, occupied Samarcand for a long time, and even invaded 

China.153 

 

Thirdly, and finally, Brooks argued that the Chinese could in no way have been literal 

autochthones or children of the soil. Due to the fact that in nature’s grand economy ‘no breach 

of continuity’ had ever occurred, the Chinese couldn’t help but be from somewhere else.154 

‘[T]he age of spontaneous generation’, as Brooks understood it, was naught but an initiatory 

phase of ‘the general ripening of the globe’, and hence abiogenesis could scarce be licitly 

invoked in order to the explain the present whereabouts of the Chinese race.155 ‘[I]f this 

 
152 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 17. 
153 John Denison Baldwin, Pre-Historic Nations; or, Inquiries concerning some of the Great Peoples and 

Civilizations of Antiquity, and their Probable Relation to a still Older Civilization of the Ethiopians or Cushites 

of Arabia (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1869), p. 110. Baldwin, as should be mentioned but needn’t be expanded 

upon here, critically discusses the comparative likelihoods of various pre-Columbian contact scenarios in his 

Ancient America, in Notes on American Archaeology (1871). Baldwin’s memorialist, the Massachusettsan hymnist 

and temperance campaigner Samuel E. Staples, noted, however, that Baldwin’s historical works did ‘not profess 

to be the result of original investigation among the primitive sources of knowledge on… [such] subjects. [But]… 

are in part compilations of material not readily accessible to most readers, and in part the author’s speculations, 

[which are] ingenious and plausible in the main’. Staples, Memorial of John Denison Baldwin, p. 8. Despite this, 

as Terry A. Barnhart has suggested, it would be questionable to characterise Baldwin’s work as that of a populariser 

simpliciter. See Barnhart, American Antiquities: Revisiting the Origins of American Archaeology (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 2015), p. 216.  
154 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 6. 
155 Ibid., p. 7. 
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people did not develop from the soil they now occupy’, Brooks queried, ‘we must search for 

the most probable mode of access by which their earliest ancestry reached their present 

home’.156 Where then, if not Asia, did the Chinese arise? 

Drawing on Chinese myth, which he regarded as ‘the lingering remnants of very ancient 

history, preserved and distorted by tradition’,157 as well as cultural analogies, natural causes, 

and a belief that the antiquities of the Americas were perhaps the most ancient of all,158 

Brooks propounded an American case. ‘[M]any plausible reasons are found, which argue the 

possibility, and almost probability, that some early aborigines of the pure Chinese race’, 

Brooks declared, ‘may have crossed by sea from the coast of Peru to China in an early or 

remote age of the world’.159  

If, as ‘Agassiz tells us’, Brooks wondered aloud, ‘America is the oldest continent… 

geologically considered… why should we not look to it, as the spot where the human race 

first gained ascendancy?’, and ‘why… [w]hen, in the early development of America, progress 

was sufficient to facilitate emigration… may she not have furnished population to Asia?’.160 

Why, in short, Brooks patriotically implored — and he was in his own way an American 

nationalist161 — is the New World not the Old and the Old World not the New? Agassiz had 

 
156 Ibid., p. 20. 
157 Ibid., p. 3. 
158 For Brooks, ‘plausible grounds of inference exist[ed], that the earliest manifestations of culture known to us… 

[were] among the primitive settlers of Central America, who, having mechanical invention, art, and the rudiments 

of science, built dwellings and temples, which yet endure as testimony of their progress’. ‘The ruins of Copan 

[sic], and disintegrating pyramids of Palenque’, very far from being the magnificent remnants of pre- and post-

classic Maya imagination and ingenuity that they are to us today, were, to Brooks’s mind, ‘convincing proof of a 

great pre-historic race in Central America, at an immensely early period’. This period was so early, in fact, that 

Brooks considered ‘[i]t… fair to infer that the pyramids of Yucatan were antediluvian and escaped inundation’. 

Relatedly, the Noachian deluge itself, Brooks averred — probably influenced in this regard by the work of the 

Scottish autodidact and geologist James Croll (1821–1890) — was a direct effect of the manner in which the most 

recent glacial period had come to an end: ‘when a succession of warm summers, produced by the perpendicularity 

of the earth’s axis to the plane of the ecliptic, succeeded in reducing these huge accumulations of polar ice, its 

volume retired, covering many valleys not previously submerged. This could have given rise to the legend of the 

Flood, which may have occurred, but could not have been universal, for a sufficient amount of water does not 

exist to cover the highest mountains, and submerge the entire earth’. Ibid., pp. 30, 18, 29. N.B. It is possible that 

Brooks, for his account of the unimaginable antiquity of Mesoamerican material culture, was in part dependent 

upon Baldwin’s brief discussion of the ideas of Brasseur de Bourbourg, for which, see Baldwin, Ancient America, 

in Notes on American Archaeology (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1871), pp. 159-160. 
159 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 18.  
160 Ibid., p. 30.  
161 See, for example, Brooks to Kinsley, 9th August 1873, wherein he proclaims: ‘[t]hank God I was born an 

American in good old New England. Who can receive a nobler birthright, or a greater blessing?’. Somewhat 

ironically, on Alice Kehoe’s account, American exceptionalism has been one of the principal causes behind the 

rejection of pre-Columbian transoceanic contacts by academic Americanists in recent times. Nationalism, 

evidently, granting that it had a role to play in Brooks’s thinking, and accepting that it is not in the least bit a 

unitary phenomenon, can have myriad queer and contradictory effects. See Kehoe, The Land of Prehistory: A 

Critical History of American Archaeology (London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 190, 194; and Traveling Prehistoric 

Seas: Critical Thinking on Ancient Transoceanic Voyages (Walnut Creek [CA]: Left Coast Press, Inc., 2016), p. 

11.  
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argued, after all, and there were scarce many authorities that were greater than he, that 

‘America, so far as her physical history is concerned, has been falsely denominated the New 

World. Hers was the first dry land lifted out of the waters, hers the first shore washed by the 

ocean that enveloped all the earth beside’.162 Maybe even American prehistory, very much in 

line with certain nineteenth-century conceptions of the providential mission of modern 

American civilisation — so many shining cities on so many shining hills — was, if suitably 

draped in the purple of science and reason, truly exceptional. 

Admittedly, whether Brooks intended to imply that man was out of America as he is now 

thought out of Africa is not completely clear, but that he believed, or was willing to believe, 

in the ‘Peruvian’ origin of all things Chinese is perfectly patent. Brooks’s evidence for this 

rather grand example of intercontinental and transoceanic cultural and racial derivation was, 

as already alluded to, heterogeneous. ‘Authentic’ ancient Chinese records of imported 

advancement, however, loomed large in the mix. The ancient accounts of ‘a sovereign named 

Tai Ko Fokee, or Great King Stranger’, who was probably a ‘foreign conqueror’ who had 

‘commenced his reign’ in ‘B. C. 3588’, were, in particular, of especial significance for 

Brooks’s argument.163  

According to Brooks, the legendary tales of ‘Tai Ko Fokee’ — which, I think likely, is an 

idiosyncratic Cantonese-inspired rendering of Taihao Fuxi164 — indubitably betokened an 

 
162 Louis Agassiz, Geological Sketches by L. Agassiz (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1867), p. 1. 
163 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 15.  
164 Regarding Brooks’s handling of Chinese sources, one should most definitely keep in mind that he could neither 

speak, read, nor write Chinese. Brooks’s professional communications with Chinese merchants and labourers, 

whether in Canton or San Francisco, was, as Brooks himself quite frankly admitted, wholly conducted in what he 

called ‘pigeon English… a literal translation of the Chinese idiom, that is, word for word, as it would be if 

translated literally’. Furthermore, the only Chinese record or text that Brooks appears to have known at first-hand 

(probably by way of a Japanese translation; the first western translation, i.e. that of Édouard Chavannes, was not 

to appear until 1895), viz. Sima Qian’s Records of the Grand Historian (c. 94 BC), was, and is, only minimally 

relevant to the very early periods with which he was primarily concerned: Sima’s main narrative commences with 

the reign of the legendary Huángdì or Yellow Emperor, some 981 years after the suppositious reign of Brooks’s 

Fokee. That Brooks’s rendering of Chinese myth appears to have been substantially his own, therefore, should in 

no way be surprising. In any case, such idiosyncrasy was not unusual. As has been noted by the Chinese folklorists 

Lihui Yang and Deming An: ‘[m]yths in China are preserved in various written accounts, [and] usually in 

fragmented form. They were not collected and organised into a single, systematic mythology of China… [and] 

are neither static nor separate from society’ but rather ‘unfixed and sometimes random’. Brooks, one might say, 

in spite of his linguistic ignorance, was not out of step with the prevailing spirit of Chinese mythography. 

Additionally, it should be acknowledged that Brooks’s portrayal of Fokee was far from the only outlandish western 

account of the character of Fuxi and his cognates. In his fascinating study of nineteenth-century British 

mythography Colin Kidd records, as part of the general background to the main matter of his work, that the Jesuit 

Figurists in eighteenth-century China, in pursuit of a theology of corroborative evidences, ‘contended that the 

supposed founding deity of China, Fo Hi (Fu Xi) was identical with Zoroaster and Hermes Trismegistus, his 

identity ultimately revealed as the Old Testament patriarch, Enoch’. For Brooks’s ‘pigeon’ see the Report of the 

Joint Special Committee, pp. 942-943; for the nature of Chinese myth, see Lihui Yang and Deming An, Handbook 

of Chinese Mythology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 12, 30, 63; for the Jesuit approach to Fuxi, 

see Colin Kidd, The World of Mr Casaubon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), p. 37.  
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ultimately American origin for Chinese civilisation. For, as Brooks rehearsed, Fokee was 

held to have introduced to China knowledge of the ‘motion of the heavenly bodies’ and ‘the 

twelve celestial signs’, and also, more tellingly, ‘the hieroglyphic characters for picture 

writing’, which, per Brooks, were ‘somewhat similar to those found in Central America’.165 

Indeed, for Brooks, who was seemingly convinced that such antique fables of individually 

induced cultural advancement were plainly indicative of a long-distance migration and that 

analogy necessitates homology, Central America was the location ‘from whence… the 

ideograms now in use [in China] are conceded to have been derived’.166 ‘Many curious 

coincidences’, Brooks affirmed, like a well-schooled necromancer for whom the barest of 

bones more than suffice,  

 

point to the supposition that [the Paleo-Peruvian Chinese]… perhaps… a hero-sovereign 

and an invading army… may have brought them [i.e. the ideograms] from Peru or Central 

America, where, among ruins still existing, there has been discovered much early picture-

writing, closely corresponding to early Chinese characters, comprising the 216 radical 

ideographs now used. 167  

 

Chinese characters, with or without the assistance of the mythohistorical Fokee, were, 

according to Brooks, ‘undoubtedly an imported method’.168 This was so, so Brooks alleged, 

on account of the fact that the history of the written word was a monogenetic upward-

swinging journey from the purely pictorial to the solely syllabic.169 Highly abstracted Chinese 

logograms — which, on this account, were something of an intermediary case — were, 

therefore, Brooks argued, quite a natural and logical development of ‘such picture-writings 

as those of the ancient Peruvians, or [the] primitive hieroglyphic[s]… of Egypt’, and hence, 

 
165 Brooks, Origins of the Chinese Race, p. 15.  
166 Ibid. Just who ‘conceded’ this, however, we haven’t the faintest clue.  
167 Ibid., pp. 19, 25. Though Brooks does not dwell upon the possibility, or probable nature, of any military 

engagement, it should nonetheless be noted that his pre-Peruvian China was not wholly unpopulated, having been 

sparsely settled by ‘a pre-existing people, perhaps similar to, if not the aboriginal Miautz [Miao or Hmong], long 

since driven from the plains of China into the almost inaccessible fastnesses of its mountain barriers’. Ibid., p. 26. 

Given Brooks’s adamant advocacy of China’s physiographical intractableness — one of the most major planks, 

as we have seen, of his pre-Columbian theorisation — how the Miao came to be where they were, is, I think, for 

his account, though it goes conspicuously uncommented upon, surely something of a problem.  
168 Ibid., p. 19.  
169 Giambattista Vico, though I doubt that he was known to Brooks, presented a similar case. See Richard H. 

Popkin, ‘Vico, Hamann, and Herder’ in Richard H. Popkin, ed., The Pimlico History of Western Philosophy 

(London: Pimlico, 1999) p. 503. N.B. That Brooks, or his father, when in France, might have happened across 

Michelet’s Oeuvres choisies de Vico is not, however, at all impossible.  



55 
 

necessarily, of an extra-Chinese origin.170 Regarding spoken language, Brooks reasoned in 

much the same freewheeling fashion: spatially and linguistically homogenising the human 

subjects-cum-objects of his ethnohistorical investigation. That the language of ‘the ancient 

people of Yucatan and adjoining American nations’ was the only one, Brooks assumed, 

‘much anterior to that of China’ was evidence enough for him to suggest that America — 

here a term that is used in the widest way possible — was the source from which the Chinese 

language was likely to have been derived.171 

Brooks, to the extent that he seemingly regarded Peru, Central America, and Yucatan to 

be virtually interchangeable, effectively treated the indigenes of the west in much the same 

fashion that Saidian orientalists have treated those of the east. ‘[T]he act of representing (and 

hence reducing) others’, Said has affirmed, ‘almost always involves violence of some sort to 

the subject of the representation’.172 Brooks, however, as deserves some comment, was 

hardly alone in his pursuit of a reductively unitary understanding of the indigenous Americas. 

The fundamental category, the very ‘ground of grounds’, as it were, by way of which the 

ethnography of the New World has been comprehended ever since the days of Columbus and 

Cortés, the ‘Indian’, was and is itself, of course, a rather obvious product of extreme and 

epistemically potent classificatory homogenisation. As has been noted by Robert F. 

Berkhofer, ‘[b]y classifying all these many peoples as Indians, Whites [sic] categorized the 

variety of cultures and societies as a single entity for the purposes of description and analysis, 

thereby neglecting or playing down the social and cultural diversity of Native Americans… 

for the convenience of simplified understanding’.173 Racism, in short, in all of its historically 

and geographically relative idiocy, is no mere morally repugnant or monstrously and 

demonstrably silly prejudice, but a way of understanding and remaking the world. Or, as 

Frank M. Turner has more prosaically put it, ‘racial or racialist thinking emerged as an 

articulated set of ideas which served as a means of interpreting history, defining social 

problems, explaining cultural differences, and accounting for different levels of economic 

development’.174  

Concerning just how his Paleo-Peruvian Chinese wanderers travelled to China, Brooks, in 

conjunction with certain technological considerations, once again invoked the causal powers 

 
170 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 19.  
171 Ibid., p. 11. 
172 Edward Said, Power, Politics and Culture: Interviews with Edward W. Said (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), p. 

40.  
173 Robert F. Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), p. 3.  
174 Frank M. Turner, European Intellectual History from Rousseau to Nietzsche (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2014), p. 176.  
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of the Pacific. The currents and winds of the open ocean, upon which he had sailed from the 

age of eighteen, were, Brooks declaimed, surely more than up to the job:  

 

We find in the South Pacific, between the southern tropics and the equator, a perpetual 

trade wind blowing from the south-east. Towards the tropics, it blows more nearly from 

the south, hauling gradually into the eastward as it approaches the equator. This constant 

breeze would drive a vessel kept before the wind, from a point anywhere on the coast of 

Peru… by a slightly curved but almost direct line as far as the equator in the direct course 

for the coast of China.175  

 

For Brooks, transpacific population transfer was nowise beyond the technical capabilities of 

the ancient Peruvians. ‘Great maritime empires’, had, after all, ‘existed in very remote 

periods’ and ‘both Atlantic and Pacific Oceans were crossed, and races and civilization 

widely extended in ages still called pre-historic’.176 In short, a ‘race that could build the 

magnificent temples and pyramids of Palenque and Copan [sic], in Yucatan, could certainly 

have their vessels upon the Pacific Ocean, in ages long before any existing record’.177 ‘The 

construction of a Peruvian or Central American fleet of large vessels, in early ages, capable 

of transferring to China, if not 100,000 people, certainly quite sufficient to establish a colony’, 

Brooks argued, having seemingly imbibed the fetishistic and fetishising tendencies of popular 

pyramidomania, ‘would require far less skill or enterprise, than that which raised the 

pyramids of either Central America or Egypt’.178 Interestingly, given that the Noachian 

moment played no great role in his ethnological speculations, Brooks thought it appropriate 

to note in this connection, that ‘[i]f the measurements of Noah’s ark are correctly interpreted, 

 
175 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 21.  
176 Ibid., p. 4. 
177 Ibid., p. 22. 
178 Ibid. The presumption that the pyramids were, in some fairly airy-fairy sense, unparalleled technoarchitectural 

marvels was, if not truly ubiquitous, not the least bit unusual in the popular historical discourse of the nineteenth 

century. See, for further on this, including words upon the work of the noted astronomer and committed 

metrological pyramidologist Charles Piazzi Smyth (1819–1900), Robin Derricourt, Antiquity Imagined: The 

Remarkable Legacy of the Egypt and the Ancient Near East (London: I. B. Tauris, 2015), pp. 57-60. Tantalisingly, 

there may have been some personal interaction between Piazzi Smyth and Brooks — albeit some years after the 

publication of Brooks’s pre-Columbian investigations. In December 1882, as the Californian Mining and Scientific 

Press recorded, ‘Charles Wolcott Brooks exhibited [to the California Academy of Sciences] a rainband 

spectroscope invented by Professor Piazzi Smyth, Astronomer Royal for Scotland. When rain is to be expected 

dark lines appear between the yellow and orange shades of the prism, which indicates the amount of rain to be 

expected in proportion to their intensity’. N.B. The use of rainband spectroscopy as a method of predictive 

meteorology, even though Smyth, and presumably Brooks, gave practical evidence of its efficacy, was not to prove 

particularly successful. 
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she was larger than any ship of our day’.179 That Brooks was a man of long and abiding 

maritime experience would at the very least suggest that such a claim was not one that he 

would lightly or offhandedly make.180  

 

Enthusiasm for infusions of Japanese blood 

 

Brooks’s picture of the past — of transpacific Sino-Peruvian migration, ancient maritime 

expansiveness, and constant infusions of Japanese blood — though never wholly adopted or 

referenced as a whole by any other scholar, was nonetheless not without impact or 

influence.181 Nearly half a century after Brooks had originally produced his work, his views 

on the origin of the Chinese ‘race’ were still, though only obliquely, referenced and 

remembered in scholarly disquisitions upon what was still quite a lively paleoanthropological 

matter. With Aleš Hrdlička in attendance, the Department of State’s Chief of the Division of 

Far Eastern Affairs Edward Thomas Williams (1854–1944), before the Anthropological 

Society of Washington on the 12th of March 1918, surveyed the question of the origin of the 

Chinese race, and, in the process, made mention of the theory ‘that the Chinese originated on 

the American Continent’. Though Williams tended towards the opinion that the Chinese had 

enjoyed their genesis in ‘central or in western Asia’, and cited the Oxford Professor of 

Assyriology Charles James Ball, who had ‘shown that there are striking resemblances 

between the earliest Sumerian ideograms and those of the Chinese’, in support of this 

 
179 Brooks, Origin of the Chinese Race, p. 22. 
180 That there were and perhaps still are certain species of, admittedly quite selective, post-Christian biblical 

literalism is not something, so far as I am aware, that has attracted much attention. Note, for example, that although 

Brooks gave a euhemeristic reading of the deluge, i.e. he spoke of the myth of the flood as a partial recollection 

of global deglaciation, and had no time for Ussherite chronologies, he nonetheless used the dimensions of the ark 

as a piece of straightforwardly empirical historical evidence in support of a secular or areligious argument. Those 

historians of anthropology who, like Robert E. Bieder, are happy enough to claim that ‘a literal interpretation of 

the Bible began to crumble even before geology, biology, and archaeology so drastically undermined Biblical 

chronology’ are, therefore, guilty of quite excessive simplification. One could, after all, accept the new chronology 

and still take the Bible, in one way or another, at its incredibly malleable word: ‘[t]he “days” of Genesis might be 

vastly lengthened, since the Hebrew word could mean [or, more accurately, could be held to mean] an indefinite 

period of time as well as twenty-four hours. Or, some said, all the time necessary for primordial geological 

catastrophes could be found in Genesis 1:2, where the earth is described as “without form and void”’. See Robert 

E. Bieder, Science Encounters the Indian, 1820–1880: The Early Years of American Ethnology (Norman [OK]: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1986), p. 248; and George Marsden, ‘Everyone One’s Own Interpreter?’, p. 248.  
181 The concept, granting that there is such a concept in any unitary or simple fashion, of influence for Foucault 

was one ‘which gives a more mystical than substantial support to the facts of transmission and communication’. 

In our present case, however, influence is simply nothing other than such facts. That Brooks played a part, whether 

directly or indirectly, in the scholarly experience of others, is sign enough, for me at least, that he had some degree 

of influence or ‘significance’. See Michel Foucault, ‘On the Archaeology of the Sciences: Response to the 

Epistemology Circle’, in James D. Faubion, ed., Aesthetics, Methods, and Epistemology (London: Penguin Books, 

2000), p. 302. 
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contention, that Brooks’s approach was still given airtime, if only to be rebutted, as the second 

decade of the twentieth century came to a close is surely worth noting.182  

     Equally worth noting, is the fact that the American journalist James R. Young — whose 

memoir of his time in pre-war Japan, Behind the Rising Sun (1941), was adapted for the silver 

screen in 1943 — thought it reasonable to invoke Brooks’s oceanographic findings within a 

rather bizarre wartime context: in an article, which was published in the Nevada State Journal 

on the 15th of July 1945, on the possibility of transpacific ‘suicide balloonists’ attacking the 

continental United States. For Young, Brooks’s account of the damage inflicted by the 

Pacific’s various winds and currents upon numberless unfortunate Japanese junks, confirmed, 

to his mind, that the ‘prophecy’ made by the Japanese military spokesperson Lieutenant 

Colonel Shozo Nakajima in a radio broadcast from Singapore that was intercepted by the 

Federal Communications Commission — namely, that ‘in the near future… bomb carrying 

stratospheric balloons manned by death-defying Japanese pilots’ would attack California — 

was worth taking seriously. ‘[A]lmost any soldier in the emperor’s forces would love to pilot 

a balloon to the United States’, Young believed.183 ‘Each eagerly awaits the honor [sic] of 

entering Yasukuni Valhalla in Tokyo, for to die for the emperor is to live forever and to steer 

a balloon into a western city would mean immediate incarnation with famous military spirits’. 

‘Americans’ might ‘scoff at such fanaticism’, Young noted, as only an American who had 

drunk deep from the well of wartime propaganda could note, ‘but with the Japanese it is the 

spirit of Yamato Damashi and the essence of Bushido’.184 

     Just as significantly, what the Daily Alta California called ‘[t]he highly interesting paper 

read by Charles Wolcott Brooks… on the subject of Japanese wrecks cast upon the shores 

and outlying islands of the north-western coast of North America’ was reportedly reproduced 

‘in full in the Japanese newspapers’ and ‘elicited much attention’.185 Though Japanese 

attitudes towards his anthropological ideas never seem to have been just quite as effusive as 

 
182 See ‘Meeting of March 12’, Proceedings of the Anthropological Society of Washington, 20 (3), 1918: pp. 350-

352.  
183 ‘Will Suicide Balloonists Attack U. S.? Daring Blow Is Possible, Claim Experts’, Nevada State Journal, 15th 

July 1945.  
184 Ibid. 
185 ‘Ethnology of Pacific Coast Indians’, Daily Alta California, 2nd May 1875. Attached to this story was a letter 

from Ulysses S. Grant’s Minister to Japan John Armor Bingham (1815–1900), who, regarding a Japanese 

influence upon the Pacific Northwest, appears to have shared many of Brooks’s opinions. That American Indians 

and the Japanese shared some relation, however, was for Bingham, in light of his religious commitments — he 

was educated at the staunchly abolitionist Presbyterian-founded Franklin College in New Athens, Ohio — nigh 

axiomatic: ‘God has made of one blood all nations of men who dwell upon this earth, with its garniture of 

greenness and beauty and blossom’. Bingham, we might also note, was a prosecutor during the Lincoln 

assassination trial and the principal framer of the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution. 
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the Meiji Emperor’s gratitude for his services to Japan — no new portraits were 

commissioned — Brooks’s work nonetheless appears to have gained and maintained a 

Japanese audience. The Jamesian dissertator Katsuji Kato (1885–1961),186 the general editor 

of the Japanese Student, included Brooks’s Japanese Wrecks in a bibliography on the history 

of the relations between America and Japan,187 and Inazō Nitobe (1862–1933), the Morioka-

born Quaker internationalist who is responsible for the modern pseudo-romantic conception 

of the samurai’s supposed bushidō code, and, latterly, was director of the International 

Bureaux Section of the famously ill-fated League of Nations, thrice referred, in three separate 

locations, to the same.188 Nitobe also appears to have been familiar with Brooks’s ‘Origin of 

the Chinese Race’, and gave voice to a few, indubitably Wolcott Brooks-inspired, thoughts 

and theories of his own.189 According to Nitobe: 

 

When we consider that during four years (1847–51) there were five foreign ships wrecked 

on our coast, and that from time to time many Japanese junks were cast ashore on the 

Pacific Coast of America, it does not seem impossible, that in Alaska there should be a 

strong element of Japanese blood, or that Asaina,190 or any other pioneer, should visit 

South America, or that Hawaiians should be the degenerate descendants of the fugitive 

warriors of the Taira family, whom our history records as having been drowned after the 

battle of Dan[-]no-Ura (1185 A. D.).191 

  

Brooks’s profusions, much like the Beach Boys, certainly got around, and, in several cases, 

as will be expanded upon below, provided something of a springboard for various other 

disquisitions upon pre-Columbian transoceanic contact and travel. Prior to discussing that, 

however, an interesting literary connection to which Brooks has been party can be briefly and 

 
186 Kato undertook doctoral research at the University of Chicago Divinity School, which resulted, in 1913, in a 

thesis on the religious experiences of Japanese converts to Christianity. See Gregory Vanderbilt, ‘The Enigma of 

Christian Conversion in Modern Japan’, in Richard Fox Young and Jonathan A. Seitz, eds., Asia in the Making of 

Christianity: Conversion, Agency, and Indigeneity, 1600s to the Present (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 253-254.  
187 Katsuji Kato, ‘Bibliography on American-Japanese Relations’, The Japanese Student: A Bimonthly for 

Japanese Students in America,1 (1), 1916: p. 32.  
188 Inazō Nitobe, ‘American-Japanese Intercourse Prior to the Advent of Perry’, Annual Report of the American 

Historical Association for the Year 1911, Vol. I., p. 133; Nitobe, The Japanese Nation, Its Land, Its People, and 

Its Life (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1912), p. 263; Nitobe, The Intercourse Between the United States and 

Japan: An Historical Sketch (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1891), p. 4.  
189 Ibid.  
190 ‘Asaina’, or Asahina, was a reputedly superhuman Japanese warrior of the Kamakura period (1185–1333) who 

is held to have travelled to many distant lands. Nitobe, who wrote of the ‘old nursery story of Asaina’s travels’, is 

likely to have perused the diarist and poet Takizawa Bakin’s Asahina shima meguri no ki, a popular nineteenth-

century rendition of the tale. Ibid, p. 3. 
191 Ibid, p. 4. The naval battle of Dan-no-Ura is recounted in the thirteenth-century Tale of the Heike.  
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fruitfully recorded. Owing to the magpie-like proclivities of Ignatius Donnelly (1831–1901), 

the Minnesota congressman whose bestselling Atlantis: The Antediluvian World (1882) cited 

Brooks as an authority on Chinese antiquities, Brooks’s conception of Tai Ko Fokee found 

its way into the work of Thomas Mann. In the historical preface to The Tales of Jacob, the 

first book of Mann’s biblical tetralogy Joseph and His Brothers, and hence part of what 

Jaroslav Pelikan has described as ‘the [most] outstanding literary example in the twentieth 

century of how the ever ancient beauty of the Bible can become ever new’,192 the Hanseatic 

Nobelist adverts to Donnelly’s Atlantis and writes of ancient China:  

 

the Chinese see the founder of their realm in an imperial demigod named Fu Hsi, who 

introduced cattle among them and taught them the precious art of writing. This same divine 

being evidently did not consider them mature enough at the time — 2,852 years before 

our era — to be instructed in astronomy, for according to their annals this was first shared 

with them some thirteen hundred years later by the foreign emperor, Tai Ko Fokee.193 

 

Somewhat unanticipatedly, less than six degrees of literary separation, then, stand between 

Charles Wolcott Brooks and Luchino Visconti.  

 

William Elliot Griffis 

 

More substantively, the amply audienced and generously decorated Rutgers-educated 

historian and educationalist William Elliot Griffis (1843–1928) expanded upon Brooks’s 

account of America-bound Japanese shipwrecks in the appendix to his The Mikado’s Empire 

of 1876. This immensely popular work — a piquant brew of history and reportage strewn 

across two voluminous volumes — would endure through twelve editions, the first five of 

which, which were published in New York between 1876 and 1887, made mention of 

Brooks.194 Griffis, who ‘played an important part in the introduction of western science into 

 
192 Jaroslav Pelikan, Whose Bible Is It? A History of the Scriptures through the Ages (London: Penguin Books, 

2006), p. 227.  
193 Thomas Mann, Joseph and His Brothers, John E. Woods, trans., (New York: Everyman’s Library, 2005), p. 17. 

Mann’s dependence upon Donnelly, but not Donnelly’s upon Brooks, is recorded in Bernd-Jürgen Fischer’s 

Handbuch zu Thomas Manns Josephsromanen (Tübingen: A. Francke Verlag, 2002), p. 304. Interestingly, and 

this was something of which Mann was obviously unaware, ‘Fu Hsi’ (Fuxi) and ‘Tai Ko Fokee’ (Taihao Fuxi) are 

in fact different versions of the same mythological figure. See, for further on this, Lihui Yang and Deming An, 

Handbook of Chinese Mythology, pp. 21, 118-124. 
194 Regarding the popularity of Griffis’s work, Marius Jansen has noted of the Mikado’s Empire that ‘it was 

probably the most-read work on Japan for a half century in the United States’. See Jansen, The Making of Modern 

Japan, p. 816.  
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the new’ post-Meiji Restoration ‘Japanese curriculum’ during the ‘four short years [1870–

1874] of educational service’ he provided to ‘emergent Japan’,195 presented himself, and was 

accepted by the literate Yankee public, as one of the first objective American chroniclers of 

the Japanese past. Griffis was an inveterate ink-slinger with ‘a romantic’ and ‘fertile 

imagination’,196 and, due to a confidence that was steadily engendered by his first-hand 

experience of life in Japan, felt himself able to exuberantly announce:  

 

It is time that a writer treated Japan as something else than an Oriental puzzle, a nation of 

recluses, a land of fabulous wealth, of universal licentiousness or of Edenic purity, the 

fastness of a treacherous and fickle crew, a Paradise of guileless children, a Utopia of 

artists and poets. It is time to drop the license of exaggeration, and, with the light of 

common day, yet with sympathy and without prejudice, seek to know what Dai Nippon is 

and has been.197  

 

This scholarly spirit and stated willingness to forgo all that was chestnutty, clichéd, and 

commonplace, led Griffis into the arms of Brooks’s work. Though, as Griffis took time to 

make plain, he had already been thinking along similar lines, and, in fact, harboured greater 

ambition. Whereas Brooks was content to speak of ‘limited, but constant’ infusions of 

Japanese blood, Griffis was open to wholesale sociocultural and genetic derivation. ‘Had we 

the records of all the Japanese and Ainō boats wrecked on American shores’, Griffis believed, 

‘the number would probably be thousands, and the Japanese origin of many’ of the 

‘Aboriginal tribes of America’ would unquestionably ‘be demonstrated’.198  

Like Brooks, Griffis appears to have suffered from a fairly bad and seemingly irreparable 

case of transhistorical telescopic empiricism. Brooks’s catalogue of predominantly post-

eighteenth century transpacifically conveyed Japanese wrecks was evidence enough, 

therefore, in Griffis’s estimation, to warrant much in the way of ethnological extrapolation: 

 

All probabilities tend to demonstrate the Japanese origin of a large portion of the American 

native races. It is evident that the number of Japanese known to have reached America in 

 
195 Ardath W. Burks, ‘William Elliot Griffis, Class of 1869’, The Journal of the Rutgers University Libraries, 29 

(3), 1966: p. 92. 
196 Edward R. Beauchamp, ‘Griffis in Japan: The Fukui Interlude, 1871’, Monumenta Nipponica, 30 (4). 1975: 

pp. 428-429.  
197 William Elliot Griffis, The Mikado’s Empire: Book I., History of Japan, from 600 B.C. to 1872 A.D. (New York: 

Harper & Brothers, 1877), p. 7.  
198 Ibid., p. 579.  
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eighty-six years [i.e. from the end of the eighteenth century] is but a fraction of those 

subject to the same dangers during two thousand years, and cast away. I do not know of 

any females being found among the waifs, but I know that women often live or go on the 

trading and fishing junks in Japan. The probabilities [and here Griffis differed from 

Brooks] favour the idea of Japanese women reaching America also.199 

 

In addition to Brooks’s nautical evidences, Griffis offered many original and occasionally 

ingenious observations of his own. After cycling through a potted mixture of various cultural 

and linguistic parallels that he held to exist between Japan and America — Aztec ‘zodiacs’, 

shapeshifting fox myths, and, following Brooks, the purportedly shared features of Japanese 

and various Aleutian dialects — Griffis alleged that ‘[a]rguments from physiognomy’ were 

also ‘not wanting’. As Griffis candidly related: 

 

I took a number of photographs of Colorado and Nebraska Indians with me to Japan. On 

showing them to the Japanese, they were invariably taken for their own countrymen. Some 

affirmed that they were acquainted with the persons represented, supposing them to be 

known friends. Scanty or no beard, color of skin, hair, and eyes were alike.200 

 

Whether or not the camera ever lies — and it does — is perhaps beside the point, but whether 

or not Griffis’s Japanese acquaintances lied, or tactfully humoured him, is most certainly not. 

Rather regrettably, however, this is not the sort of matter upon which we can make any 

definite pronouncements. Griffis, for his part, undoubtedly displayed a certain degree of high-

colonial hauteur in even attempting such a manoeuvre. Neither ‘representative’ American 

natives nor anonymised Japanese, sans a rather specific sort of white man’s gaze, were ever 

constituted as objects of physiognomic comparison. But, and this is something that is best 

kept in mind, Griffis, like Brooks, was always well regarded by his Japanese colleagues.  

Griffis’s time at Rutgers coincided with that of several Japanese students, one of whom, 

Taro Kusakabe (1845–1870), who was the first Japanese-born graduate of an American 

university, he tutored in Latin and English. Additionally, during the academic year 1869 to 

1870, and hence just prior to his decampment to Japan, ‘Griffis met dozens of Japanese 

visitors, some [of whom] stayed at his home in Philadelphia’.201 What all of this might 

 
199 Ibid., pp. 579-580.  
200 Ibid., p. 580.  
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suggest, therefore, is that Griffis would quite likely have been conscious of any deliberate 

dissimulation on the part of most, if not all, of his Japanese interlocutors. Characteristically 

Japanese manners, if there were and are such things, were not, I think, at all obscure to him. 

As he, in an exaggeratedly Terentian manner, averred of the time that he spent in Japan: 

‘[n]othing Japanese was foreign to me, from palace to beggar’s hut’.202 Somewhat more 

sedately, it is notable that Griffis made the acquaintance of many of the same Japanese 

individuals as Brooks. ‘During all his stay in Japan, he was the companion of its most 

cultivated and intellectual men’, the Chicago Daily Tribune reported,203 and Yukichi 

Fukuzawa and Mori Arinori, and even the young Inazō Nitobe, all knew Griffis well. In short, 

whether or not members of the American Historical Association and future recipients of both 

the Third and Fourth Orders of the Rising Sun204 were routinely taken for a ride in late 

nineteenth-century Japan is not a question that we can currently adequately address. 

Gullibility and tact, however, have surely contributed much to the production of 

anthropological knowledge, no matter how ephemeral and contestable that knowledge has 

subsequently proven to be.  

Whatever the (dis)honesty of Griffis’s photographic comparators, even though 

commentators upon the history of scientific photography have long been keenly aware of the 

sheer heterogeneity of the uses to which visual technologies have habitually been put — 

‘[p]hotographic methods employed by scientists are multiple and complex’, ‘[t]here never 

was a photographic method, but many individual methods, each particular to a time, a 

scientist, or laboratory, and most importantly, to a phase in the history of photography’205 —  

such photographically informed epistemic casualness as that exhibited by Griffis, has, as of 

yet, been well beyond their ken. It was, in any case, also well beyond the ken of at least one 

of his contemporaries. In the North American Review for January 1877, the anonymous 

reviewer of Griffis’s Mikado’s Empire frankly and drily demurred: ‘the Japanese origin of the 

American Indians would seem to require better evidence than he [Griffis] furnishes’.206   
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Lunbeck, eds., Histories of Scientific Observation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), p. 352. 
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Horatio Hale  

 

Another notable and comparably productive individual who referenced Brooks’s work in 

support of their views on possible pre-Columbian transcontinental contact was the Canadian-

American ethnological-philologist, and son of the author of ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’,207 

Horatio Emmons Hale (1817–1896). Hale, in the full bloom of his youth, was the ‘philologist 

on board… the United States Exploring Expedition’ of 1838 to 1842,208 and came, in part by 

way of this, to have an appreciable impact upon the future development of nineteenth-century 

philology. The Exploring Expedition, which encompassed South America, Africa, Australia, 

and the Pacific, ‘was an important venture with effects on the development of  linguistics, 

ethnography, biological anthropology, and archaeology’,209 and the young Hale in particular, 

as part of the expedition’s scientific contingent — alongside such luminaries as James Dwight 

Dana, Charles Pickering, and, albeit from an increasingly comfortable distance, Asa Gray — 

made some rather impressive contributions.  

In 1841 Hale ‘became the first person to reconstruct the migrations of the far-flung 

Polynesians as they colonised island after island’,210 and this reconstruction, which was novel 

in both its content and extent, went on to form the backbone and basis of his empirically rich 

and nigh on universally lauded Ethnography and Philology (1846), which, James Turner 

writes,  on account of its rigour and thoroughness, still ‘held up a century later’.211 As Barry 

Alan Joyce, the premier historian of the United States Exploring Expedition, has noted: 

‘Hale’s work was met with unqualified praise among the scientific and literary 

community’.212 The physician, philologist, and formerly Prichardian ethnologist Robert 

Gordon Latham (1812–1888), for example, in his The Natural History of the Varieties of 

Man, describes Hale’s work as ‘[t]he greatest mass… of philological data ever accumulated 

by a single enquirer’,213 and Max Müller — whose influence upon myriad nineteenth-century 

minds can hardly be overstated — was full of praise for what he called Hale’s ‘excellent 
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65 
 

‘Polynesian Grammar’’.214 Notably, even Franz Boas was a fan of Hale’s. In 1897, the great 

German-born American anthropologist, who, during the 1880s, had greatly benefitted from 

Hale’s institutional support,215 wrote in response to the news of Hale’s death that ‘[h]is wise 

counsel, his amiable guidance, his kindly friendship, insure a grateful memory to him whose 

works students of ethnology and of linguistics will admire for all time to come. Science has 

lost a worker to whose enthusiasm and faithful labor [sic] we owe much; mankind has lost a 

man whose wisdom, kindness, and steadfastness it is hard to lack’.216  

Moving on from our biographical soundings, Hale, like Griffis, cited Brooks on the fate 

of America-bound Japanese shipwrecks,217 though not, à la the author of the Mikado’s 

Empire, in support of anything so grand as the somatic history of the Native Americans, but 

rather on the subject of the origin and distribution of so-called ‘primitive’ money.218 Brooks’s 

work, for Hale, functioned as an indicative illustration of the means by way of which cultural 

artefacts, and even social institutions, could be conveyed across the Pacific Ocean. What 

Brooks had found, therefore, was, to Hale, a historically significant causal mechanism. 

Hale, in ‘The Origin of Primitive Money’, opined that the ‘barbarous clans… of the region 

now comprising the United States’ had once enjoyed certain commercial advantages over the 

‘great semi-civilized communities’ of South and Central America.219 The foremost of these 

advantages was their wampum or shell money, of which Hale identified two distinct types — 

one circular and similar in size ‘to an American half-dime’ and ‘perforated through the centre 

and commonly threaded upon a string’, ‘[t]he other… cylindrical’ and likewise perforated —

both of which he regarded to be real fungible currencies.220 These concretised forms of 

abstract exchangeable value, Hale disclosed, were wholly foreign to the Incas, Aztecs, and 

Maya, no matter how much ‘the Mexicans and Peruvians were… addicted to traffic’ and 
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trade.221 For Hale, wampum, though best described as a form of ‘shell-bead’, was to be clearly 

and carefully distinguished from other kinds of shell-based token. ‘It must not’, he 

proclaimed, ‘be confounded with the cowries, or small shells, which are in use for a similar 

purpose in some parts of India and Africa’. For, and here Hale appears to have evinced a 

certain degree of commitment to the widely diffused theoretical strictures of Smith, Ricardo, 

and Mill, ‘[i]t differed from them, in fact, as coined money differs from bullion. Wampum 

was a manufactured article. The great labour required to produce it was, indeed, the main 

element in its value’.222  

Hale, however, despite his obvious appreciation of the comparative sophistication of 

wampum as a species of specie, and indeed its geographically and historically widespread 

use — from New York among the Iroquois to Oregon and Washington among the Chinook 

— was not so kind as to plainly attribute the development of such an efficacious social 

apparatus to the American natives themselves. For though, following the work of ‘Messrs. 

Squier and Davis’,223 Hale happily acknowledged the presence of such money among the 

ancient mounds of the Mississippi Valley, and was open to the possibility that ‘the knowledge 

of this particular invention was a bequest’ to our ‘modern tribes from their more advanced 

predecessors’ just ‘as some of the arts of Roman civilization were inherited by the barbarous 

conquerors of the empire’,224 he located the origin of its use and its physical design somewhat 

further afield.  

For Hale, as is more than suggested by his already intimated invocation of Brooks, it was 

somewhere in Asia, and most likely in China or Japan, that the wampum first arose. ‘Further 

inquiry’, Hale averred, ‘shows that this system had a wider extent and probably a far remoter 

origin’ than talk of mounds and mound builders, if taken in a spirit of utmost and maybe even 

uncharacteristic sobriety, would likely suggest.225  

Hale, in any case, harked back to his experience as a member of the United States 

Exploring Expedition in order to support his transpacific case. That case having been, in brief, 

that a ‘Chinese junk, or large Micronesian prao, drifting to the Californian coast some three 

or four thousand years ago, would sufficiently explain the introduction’ to North America of 

an ‘art so easily learned as that of making and using perforated shell-disks for money’.226 
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Putting aside any discussion of whether or not he actually had any grounds upon which to 

suppose that the production of wampum is an art ‘so easily learned’, the fact that, according 

to Hale, a geographically contiguous pattern of wampum-like currencies, some of which he 

had personally inspected in the Kingsmill Islands, could be ‘traced from the eastern coast of 

North America westward across the continent to California, and thence through the 

Micronesian Archipelago to China’,227 was reason enough to posit and provisionally accept 

what is in truth quite an expansive geo-numismatic contention.  

‘In no other parts of the world’, after all, and Hale was an undoubtedly thorough and well-

travelled investigator, ‘except those situated along or near this line (as in some parts of 

Micronesia), has the use of this singular currency been known’.228 China, per the authorities 

Hale invoked — chiefly ‘Dr. Tylor, whose careful research no evidence of this nature escapes’ 

and the monetary historian and economist ‘Mr. Alexander del Mar, late of the United States 

Monetary Commission’ — was home to the very oldest of currencies.229 That the most archaic 

of these, as supposed by del Mar, was composed of tortoise shell and morphologically akin 

to wampum and its cognates,230 was sufficient evidence for Hale, on account of this 

chronological priority, to suggest that China had been wampum’s originary source.   

If few people doubted that the ‘Micronesians received this invention from Eastern Asia’,231 

a connection that Hale’s contemporaries believed to be well confirmed by the Oceanic 

adoption of Northeast Asian mythological motifs and the known use of Chinese-style copper 

cash ‘in the Loo-Choo Islands, midway between Micronesia and China’,232 what reason then 

was there to doubt that a similar connection had obtained between China and California? 

Brooks, amongst others, in his work on Japanese shipwrecks, even if slightly misapprehended 

by Hale — recall that for Brooks only Japanese junks were blown to America across the 

Pacific — had shown ‘how easily this transmission might have been made’.233  

Interestingly, given his philological beginnings, and, if one likes, what may well have been 

his philological cast of mind, Hale argued in conclusion and in summary that ‘[i]n certain 

respects the history of money bears a notable resemblance to the history of the alphabet, or 

rather of written speech’.234 According to Hale ‘[n]ations have attained a high degree of 
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civilization without a knowledge of either of these inventions; and each invention, when once 

known, has spread very widely and rapidly through populations in very different stages of 

social progress’.235 The ‘Chinese written character has spread through a large part of Eastern 

Asia’ and the ‘Chinese currency, in its ancient form of shell-money, appears to have had a 

still wider diffusion’.236  

That Hale could regard certain social institutions as historically contingent social 

constructions that slithered hither and thither with no great regard for rigidly stagist 

developmental schemes, whilst at the same time employing the old ‘enlightened’ stadial topoi 

of ‘barbarism’ and ‘civilisation’,237 is perhaps indicative of certain unresolved internal 

contradictions within how he imagined the history of humanity to have proceeded and went 

on. Whither ‘semi-civilisation’, one might justly inquire, if it can cash ‘civilised’ cheques?  

More or less charitably, however, one might like to regard Hale, insofar as he carried 

within himself an incongruous mix of ideas and influences from various disparate temporal 

habitats, as evidence of the fact, and let’s call it a fact, that the eighteenth, nineteenth, and 

twentieth centuries sometimes happened and happen all at once. What Brad Gregory has 

castigated, with more seriousness and solemnity than would be appropriate here, as 

‘supersessionist history’ in relation to the histories of modernity and religion,238 is equally 

inadequate in relation to the history of the human sciences. To put it more prosaically, that 

thought which is oft taken to be characteristic of an age, whatever one takes such a locution 

to entail, does not exhaust its intellectual history. There are always holdouts, holdovers, 

repetitions and excrescences.  

 

On the Chinese in America 

 

Though it was never elaborated upon to the same extent as his Japanese Wrecks, Brooks’s 

suggestion in his Origin of the Chinese Race that the New World was the Old and the Old 

World the New attracted a certain degree of approbative attention. The Maryland-born 

medical man Irving Collins Rosse (1842–1901), for example, in his ‘The First Landing on 
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Wrangel Island’, which recounted his experience of travel in the Arctic,239 and who, on quite 

another occasion, once argued that homosexuality was especially common among African 

Americans,240 nigh on plagiaristically restated Brooks’s assertion that ‘[i]f America be the 

oldest continent, paleontologically speaking, as Agassiz tells us, there appears to be some 

reason for looking to it as the spot where early traces of the [human] race are to be found’.241 

Likewise, Henry Garber Hanks (1826–1907), the first state mineralogist of California, also 

gave succour to Brooks’s more hemispherically prideful opinions. In the Fifth Annual Report 

of the State Mineralogist, For the Year Ending May 15, 1885, which, notionally at least, 

California’s governor George Stoneman, who had roomed with Stonewall Jackson whilst a 

cadet at West Point, was occupationally required to peruse or scan, Hanks somewhat 

extraneously gave an exposition of Brooks: 

 

Events resulting from the advance of civilization, within the historic period, have operated 

slowly but continuously toward the settlement of the American continent. What may have 

happened before the birth of history is unknown to us, or we can only glean traces of the 

past from geological study, and contemplation of silent ruins left by unknown races. To 

the thoughtful student of prehistoric relics a singular line of inquiry is suggested. The 

remains of the ancient civilizations of Chili [sic] and Peru appear to antedate other 

American ethnological records, and have a curious correspondence to the earliest traces 

of human life in Europe and Asia. It is even possible, and perhaps probable, that this 

continent was the birthplace of civilization, and that Asia and Europe were peopled from 

America by way of Behring’s Straits, in the north, or, still more likely, that boatloads of 

people drifted across the Pacific before the trade winds from the coast of Peru, as ably 

argued by Charles Wolcott Brooks, of San Francisco, in a valuable paper read before the 

California Academy of Sciences. Be this as it may, in compiling a brief history of 

California we must confine our investigations within the bounds of written history.242 
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Before moving on to pastures new, it is surely worth recording a couple of the more negative 

reactions to Brooks’s predominantly placidly acknowledged work. For although his 

ethnological investigations were purportedly composed, as so eminent a character as Edward 

S. Morse suggested, in contrast to certain ‘vagaries’, ‘of ideas based on some foundation of 

fact’,243 Brooks’s theories were not universally treated with tenderness and respect.244 The 

editors of the Sacramento Herald, for example, and it is quite an example, were convinced 

that Brooks’s ideas about the American provenance of the Chinese race were so seditious and 

dangerous as to necessitate his suppression. Why? Because his work, as the Herald rather 

wildly interpreted it, was potentially a threat to the political efficacy and internal cogency of 

American nativism and white supremacy: 

 

What is to become of us Caucasians if it should be demonstrated that the theory of Brooks 

is correct, and that, after all, the Chinese are the “real, original Jacobs?” With a vengeance 

they will play back upon us the sometimes enunciated doctrine of “America for the 

Americans,” and perhaps force us to go back to Europe where our forefathers dressed in 

sheep skins and hunted fish and foxes for a living. In order to prevent any such catastrophe, 

we move that Charles Wolcott Brooks be suppressed.245  

 

That the Herald was in earnest in calling for Brooks’s suppression, even though its rhetoric 

was certainly riper than ripe, can be surmised from the fact that it habitually took a rather 

hyperbolic anti-Chinese line. The Herald’s politics were moderately populist,246 and racial 
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demagoguery was comfortably within its wheelhouse. The Herald, on one occasion, implored 

Sacramento’s City Trustees to pass an ordinance ‘for preventing Chinamen perambulating 

the sidewalks with long, swinging poles and baskets attached’,247 and, on another, concluded 

an article on the observance of Chinese laws by Chinese immigrants in California with the 

following strong, almost sulphurous, words: ‘[i]s it not a shame that such outrages are 

committed with impunity right in the shadow of the Supreme Court House? We had better 

drive the Chinese into the sea than to permit them to treat our laws with scorn and 

contempt!’.248  

     Just as negative in its appraisal of Brooks’s Origin of the Chinese Race, but rather less 

racially inflammatory, was the formerly Copperhead Chicago Times. The Times, in its review 

of Brooks, characterised the San Franciscan businessman’s contention that the Chinese had 

originated in prehistoric Peru as being of a piece with the myriad other seemingly fantastic 

historical revisions that were produced by what was, in the Times’s estimation, an 

increasingly iconoclastic and irreverent age: 

 

Old historic idols are being cast down. William Tell has become a myth and the apple 

taken from his boy’s head. Pocahontas is not allowed to stand over Captain John Smith, 

except in an historic painting. It is even questioned whether George Washington’s hatchet 

injured his father’s pear tree! Now a San Francisco merchant author who has for many 

years officiated as Japanese Consul, undertakes to tell the world that Asia did not people 

America but America, Asia. What daring!  

 

Though the Times accurately enough surveyed Brooks’s major propositions — ‘1st. The 

Western Continent is geologically older than the Eastern, and, therefore, was earlier fitted for 

the development of the human species. 2nd. That the ancient Chinese records say their 
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ancestors came from across the sea. 3rd. That the trade winds of the Pacific would carry a 

vessel from Peru to the coast of Southern China’ — by the end of its review, with an inky pall 

of sarcasm slowly rolling overhead, its opinion was made more than sufficiently plain:  

 

Mr. Brooks’[s] theory is certainly a plausible one. That portion of the human race which 

inhabits the so-called Old World did certainly descend from the plateaus of Asia; but who 

knows but that the ultimate ancestors of the Asiatics came across the sea from the real old 

world, America? And who knows but that, if we continue the investigation far enough, we 

shall find that Adam was a Digger Indian, and that the Garden of Eden was located 

somewhere in the Salt Lake Valley.249   

 

Here we find Brooks in the company of Brigham Young.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Although most writing upon the possibility of significant or otherwise notable pre-Columbian 

contact between Africa, Asia, Europe and the Americas was, and indeed remains, 

unswervingly wedded to the principle of Old World priority, Charles Wolcott Brooks was not 

without an impact. Brooks’s writings, as I hope to have shown, for some years at least, entered 

into the general swirl of anglophone, and even French and Japanese, ethnological discussion 

and speculation: exerting an influence, no matter how minor, in a historically noticeable yet 

hitherto unnoticed way. One of the few modern scholars to have commented upon Brooks, 

the late American sociologist Stanford M. Lyman, has noted that his thought hardly led to the 

formation of a school.250 This, of course, is undoubtedly true. But, when we discover that the 

Tennessean schoolgirls, who, in 1894, took exception to and burnt their copies of Higginson’s 

Young Folks’ History of the United States — on account of the fact that in its pages ‘the 

Yankees win all the battles’251 — they were also burning Brooks, Lyman’s conclusion, I think, 

can surely sustain the weight of an asterisk. Brooks might not have had a school, but, for all 

that, his ideas were taught in schools. As Higginson wrote in his Young Folks’ History:  
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251 James M. McPherson, The Mighty Scourge: Perspectives on the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2007), p. 101.  
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Perhaps the Mound-Builders will always remain a good deal of a mystery. They may have 

come from Asia, or have been the descendants of Asiatics accidentally cast on the 

American shore. Within the last hundred years no less than forty Japanese vessels have 

been driven across the Pacific Ocean by storms, and wrecked on the Pacific coast of North 

American; and this may have happened as easily a thousand years ago as a hundred.252  

 

As to the questions on Higginson’s text that children were expected to answer, one of them, 

at least, has a rather familiar ring. ‘How many Asiatic vessels’, a teacher so minded could 

inquire of one of their charges, ‘have been driven across the Pacific by storms?’.253  

Interestingly, unlike various other Euro-American writers who posited Old World 

influences upon the development of Native American cultures and civilisations — or, indeed, 

vice versa — Brooks does not appear to have been motivated by any narrow form of personal 

ethnocentrism. For Brooks, unlike many other proponents of historically significant pre-

Columbian intercourse between the Old World and the New, the Native Americans were 

patently capable of exceptionally impressive cultural, architectural, and intellectual 

achievements.254 In fact, Brooks was one of only a few  nineteenth-century figures to suggest, 

whether guardedly or baldly, that the indigenous Americas, and not Europe, Asia, or 

anywhere else, may well have been the birthplace of civilisation with a capital ‘C’.255 None 

of this, however, is to suggest that Brooks was somehow free from the Daedalean nets of 

nationalism and racism altogether — I have, in fact, argued quite the opposite — but rather 

that his historical scheme was not that of an ideological Eurocentrist. Eurocentrism, for the 

late geographer Jim Blaut, was a necessary corollary of any and all diffusionist thinking,256 

 
252 Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Young Folks’ History of the United States (Boston: Lee and Shepherd, 

Publishers, 1887), pp. 11-12. Higginson’s full reference to Brooks, regarding much the same subject, can be found 

in his A Larger History of the United States of America to the close of President Jackson’s Administration (New 

York: Harper & Brothers, 1886), pp. 23-24.  
253 Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Questions on Higginson’s Young folks’ History of the United States. For the 

Use of Teachers. (Boston: Rand, Avery & Co., 1875), p. 6.  
254 Compare and contrast, for example, Brooks, ‘plausible grounds of inference exist, that the earliest 

manifestations of culture known to us’ were ‘among the primitive settlers of Central America, who, having 

mechanical invention, art, and the rudiments of science, built dwellings and temples, which yet endure as 

testimony of their progress’, with one of his readers, Griffis, ‘[t]here is little in Aztec, Central American, or 

Peruvian antiquities that might not have been derived from ancient Japan’. See Brooks, Origin of the Chinese 

Race, p. 30; and Griffis, Mikado’s Empire, p. 580.  
255 Brasseur de Bourbourg, to whom Brooks on one occasion refers, was also of this opinion. See Bancroft, The 

Native Races, Vol. V., p. 125, who notes: ‘[t]his distinguished Américaniste goes farther than his fellows, however, 

in that he attempts to prove that all civilization originated in America, or the Occident, instead of in the Orient, as 

has always been supposed’. See also, for a couple of other examples, Lawrence Desmond and Phyllis Messenger, 

A Dream of Maya: Augustus and Alice Le Plongeon in Nineteenth-century Yucatan (Albuquerque: University of 

New Mexico Press, 1988). 
256 Or, more precisely, so as not to caricature Blaut too much, the thinking of those he denominates ‘consistent 

diffusionists’. See J. M. Blaut, The Colonizer’s Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism and Eurocentric 
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but, as I have shown in the cases of Brinton and Dall, opposition to diffusionism could be 

fuelled by ideas and understandings that were and are just as rife with crudity and prejudice. 

That opposition, as it was in the case of the just mentioned individuals, could also be 

haphazard and inconsistent. 

As I have also argued, it would seem to be the case that Brooks’s historical scenarios were 

just as influenced, or maybe even more influenced, by the geographical contexts of Japanese 

modernity as they were by specifically American, Californian, or Massachusettsan, milieus 

and preoccupations. His was a transnational life, and transnational lives are fertile soil for the 

growth of transnational ideas. Though we claim for Brooks no great historical significance, 

it would be quite interesting to discover if, like the Sino-Babylonianism of Terrien de 

Lacouperie,257 Brooks’s Sino-Peruvianism ever enjoyed any success amongst the Chinese 

themselves. I am not, so to speak, retrospectively sanguine, but if such a needle were to exist 

in some haystack somewhere, it would undoubtedly excite the scholarly imagination.  

 

History (New York: The Guilford Press, 1993), p. 14.  
257 Tze-ki Hon, ‘From a Hierarchy in Time to a Hierarchy in Space: The Meanings of Sino-Babylonianism in Early 

Twentieth-Century China’, Modern China, 36 (2), 2010: pp. 139-169.  
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Chapter two. A saint across the sea: Ireland and theories of pre-Columbian contact 

 

Undoubtedly, most of the readers of the Irish World are conversant with the legend of St. 

Brendan’s voyage, and hold it as highly probable that St. Brendan reached the continent 

of America, and was the first European to do so.1  

 

So wrote one Brian MacMahon in the Galwegian émigré Patrick Ford’s The Irish World and 

American Industrial Liberator — an atypically progressive Irish American weekly, the 

editorial line of which, at one time or another, countenanced liberal Catholicism, Georgism, 

racial reconciliation and support of the Greenback Labor Party.2 Whether or not it was the 

case, as MacMahon alleged, that most readers of the Irish World held it to be likely or true 

that Saint Brendan had made his way across the old Atlantic — no relevant statistics were 

offered, proffered or produced3 — what was indeed the case was that many late nineteenth- 

and early twentieth-century Irish nationalists, and various others, were fairly well-disposed 

towards the notion that Saint Brendan or some other suitably ‘Celtic’ individual travelled to 

the Americas many centuries before Columbus. Even among those who denied the historicity 

of Brendan’s voyage of discovery — indeed, even among those who dismissed it as ‘a 

tradition firmly held by some superstitious Irishmen’ — that ‘[t]he St. Brendan legend formed 

one of the causes which led to the discoveries made by Columbus’ was often mooted as a 

distinct historical possibility.4 The journalist Arthur Brown, in Sydney’s Catholic Press, for 

example, offhandedly affirmed: ‘[d]oubtless St. Brendan’s visionary isle, by directing men’s 

thoughts to the western ocean, did something to foster actual voyages to discover and explore 

 
1 ‘America Before Columbus’, The Irish World and American Industrial Liberator, 29th February 1896.  
2 As noted by Bruce Nelson: ‘[i]n the pages of his newspaper, Ford expressed a keen sense of solidarity with 

oppressed peoples around the world irrespective of their color and alleged level of civilization’. See Bruce Nelson, 

Irish Nationalists and the Making of the Irish Race (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), p. 127.  
3 According to Nelson, the Irish World was the ‘most influential Irish weekly in the United States’, and, as recorded 

by David Brundage, it ‘claimed a circulation of 35,000 in 1876 and of 60,000 by 1882’. So, whatever its accuracy, 

McMahon’s opining was assuredly broadly cast. See Nelson, Irish Nationalists, p. 51., and David Brundage, Irish 

Nationalists in America: The Politics of Exile 1798–1998 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 121. 

McMahon’s article, which covered much of the World’s front page, was largely an exercise in national self-

aggrandisement, and took as its principal theme those elements of certain Norse writings, the Landnámabók and 

the Eyrbyggja Saga in particular, that could, with the steadfast application of a euhemeristic textual hermeneutic, 

be regarded as confirmatory of Irish claims to have discovered the New World. As McMahon concluded: ‘[t]o 

sum up: [t]he Irish founded a colony in the New World, and introduced Christianity into America before the year 

1000. The demonstrations of these incontrovertible facts divest the Scandinavians of the glory of having 

discovered the New World. Moreover, they do not seem to have claimed it. Not foreseeing the honor [sic] that 

posterity would attach to the first known occupancy of land beyond the ocean [whither the Native Americans?], 

they have reported with the utmost frankness that they had been preceded both in Iceland and in America by the 

Irish’. 
4 ‘America Was Discovered by St. Brendan, Irish Legend’, Mariposa Gazette, 30th September 1916. 
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America’.5 

     ‘During the Middle Ages, one of the most popular narratives was the story of St Brendan’s 

journey across the ocean, witnessing many marvels, before reaching the Terra repromissionis 

sanctorum — the Promised Land of the Saints’,6 and during the nineteenth century this 

popularity, albeit in forms that had scarce little to do with medieval recensions, dimensions, 

and literary conventions, was, in the form of theories of pre-Columbian contact, quixotically 

reproduced. The belief that Saint Brendan had discovered America — which, in a 

cartographical mode, might have originated with Sebastian Cabot7 — was widely spread 

within Irish and Irish nationalist cultural milieus,8 and the tenth-century hagiographical text, 

 
5 Arthur Brown, ‘Celtic Influence on English Literature’, The Catholic Press, 20th May 1909.  
6 J. S. Mackley, The Legend of St Brendan: A Comparative Study of the Latin and Anglo-Norman Versions (Leiden: 

Brill, 2008), p. 1. Regarding the long-lasting popularity of the Navigatio Sancti Brendani, John D. Anderson 

writes: ‘[t]he popular story of the Atlantic sea voyage of Brendan is extant [in both Latin and various vernacular 

versions] in over 120 manuscripts covering a 600-year period, from the tenth to the sixteenth centuries’. Anderson, 

however, in noting that ‘incredibly, the Navigatio has been held up as proof of a pre-Columbian discovery of 

America’, does not seem to be aware of the nineteenth-century antecedents of the twentieth-century 

‘pseudohistories’ that he briefly mentions in this connection. Anderson does, however, briefly allude to certain 

early modern precedents (e.g. the great magus John Dee, who, as is well known, referred to Brendan’s voyage, 

alongside that of Madoc, in order to propagate and defend Queen Elizabeth’s claim to territory in the Americas). 

See John D. Anderson, ‘The Navigatio Brendani: A Medieval Bestseller’, The Classical Journal, 83 (4), 1988: p. 

315. 
7 See Barbara Freitag, Hy Brasil: The Metamorphosis of an Island: From Cartographic Error to Celtic Elysium 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013), p. 121. Freitag notes, regarding the cartographic history of ‘The Fortunate Isles of 

St Brandan’: ‘[n]umerous, though not all, fourteenth- and fifteenth-century maps show St Brendan’s Islands, but 

those that do tend to apply the designation The Fortunate Islands of St Brandan (or Brendan) and locate these in 

the Madeiras or, a little further north, in the Azores. However, once these islands became settled and better known, 

they could no longer be the site of the Land of Promise and consequently St Brendan’s Isles were shifted 

elsewhere. From the mid-sixteenth century onwards, instead of multiple islands, we only find a single island for 

St Brendan, but this continues to recede into the unexplored North Atlantic until it finally settles off the coast of 

Newfoundland. A 1544 map, attributed to Sebastian Cabot, marks it near Cape Breton and notes that the island 

was discovered in 1494’. 
8 Outside of such milieus the idea of a Brendanian, or more broadly Irish, contact was more coolly received, 

though not, significantly, completely dismissed or derided. H. H. Bancroft, for example, alleged that ‘[t]here is no 

great improbability that the natives of Ireland may have reached, by accident or otherwise, the north-eastern coasts 

of the new continent, in very early times, but there is certainly no evidence to prove that they did’, and, more 

positively, various European scholars, such as Christian Keferstein (c. 1785–1866), August Christian Adolf 

Zestermann (c. 1807–1869), and Eugène Beauvois (1835–1912), who, according to the Harvard historian and 

librarian Justin Winsor, belonged to ‘that class of enthusiasts somewhat numerous in these studies of pre-

Columbian discoveries… who see overmuch’, were quite supportive of the general case. See Hubert Howe 

Bancroft, The Native Races, Volume V: Primitive History (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft & Company, 1883), p. 

122, and Justin Winsor, ‘Pre-Columbian Explorations’, in Justin Winsor, ed., Aboriginal America, Narrative and 

Critical History of America Vol. 1 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, and Company, 1889), p. 83. The Virginian 

newspaper editor and author James Cocke Southall (1828–1897), whose son, the Columbia University optometrist 

James Powell Cocke Southall (1871–1969), translated Helmholtz’s Treatise on Physiological Optics into English, 

also accepted that the Irish, and many others besides, had visited America before Columbus. See James C. 

Southall, The Recent Origin of Man, as Illustrated by Geology and the Modern Science of Prehistoric Archaeology 

(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1875), p. 21. The historian David Gange, in his Dialogues with the Dead: 

Egyptology in British Culture and Religion, 1822–1922 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 30, 

mistakenly conflates the two Southalls when he writes: ‘James Southall, the author of the period’s leading 

textbooks on optics, argued that the absence of Palaeolithic remains in Egypt conclusively proved the late creation 

of man’. 
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the Navigatio Sancti Brendani,9 which served as evidence for this position, was often 

interpreted, very much despite itself, in a straightforwardly geographical fashion.10 As The 

Freeman’s Journal, one of nineteenth-century Ireland’s premier Irish nationalist dailies, 

related in response to the news that the American congressman and ardent white supremacist 

Alfred Moore Waddell (1834–1912) had reportedly proved ‘beyond the possibility of 

doubt… that a civilised Caucasian colony existed in North Carolina at least 2,000 years 

before the birth of the great Genoese’: 

 

If the Americans are at a loss for a respectable pedigree, we can refer them to a good old 

Milesian stock. St. Brendan and his companions discovered the continent and settled there 

exactly eight hundred years before Columbus was born. This is at least as reliable a story 

as any of those with which the Yankees have been puzzling themselves for some time past. 

Should the New York Herald take the affair in hand, a “special commission,” if sent over 

to old Ireland for the purpose, will soon be able to decide it to their satisfaction. Verbum 

sap.11  

 

Irish nationalist fiat and Irish antiquarian cliché — note the Journal’s casual invocation of 

the purportedly Milesian origin of the Irish12 — for at least some people at least some of the 

 
9 N.B. There is some dispute as to the date of the Navigatio’s original composition, regarding which, of course, 

I’ll refrain from passing comment. See, however, for some discussion of this, Jonathan Wooding, ‘The date of 

“Nauigatio S. Brendani abbatis”’, Studia Hibernica, 37, 2011: pp. 9-26. For my purposes, the exact dating of early 

medieval Hiberno-Latin texts is something of a nullity.  
10 The true nature of the Navigatio — of which, for the most part, the figures with whom I am here concerned 

were not in the least bit cognisant — is described by Anderson thus: ‘[a]ctually, the Navigatio Brendani is not a 

AAA triptik to the New World, nor is it baptized pagan literature like the Terentian plays of Hroswitha of 

Ganersheim. The Navigatio is hagiography whose purpose is to model virtue and promote the worship of God. 

Its author did not try to relate a factual story, but to expound a moral doctrine.  The Navigatio is a fictive literary 

analysis of spiritual conflict; it is a theological study’. See Anderson, ‘Medieval Bestseller’, p. 316. Jonathan 

Wooding, a former occupant of the Sir Warwick Fairfax Chair of Celtic Studies at the University of Sydney, and 

hence one who knows quite a bit about these things, agrees with Anderson’s analysis. According to Wooding, the 

Navigatio is a wholly spiritual tale that, unbeknownst to those who would attempt to give it a material geographical 

interpretation or analysis, is actually indebted for some of its incidental features to the apocryphal story of Enoch 

and Elias: ‘[who] are not named in the Navigatio, but an episode in which Judas Iscariot is found sitting on a rock, 

among others, demonstrates that the monks have travelled from the real world to a metaphysical well before 

coming to the Promised Land’. See Jonathan Wooding, ‘A paradise for the extractive industries: European reports 

of land to the West from St Brendan to the Newfoundland voyages’, Parergon, 12 (2), 1995: p. 103.  
11 ‘American Antiquity’, The Freeman’s Journal, 27th October 1873.  
12 An understanding that was codified in the eleventh-century Lebor Gabála Érenn (The Book of Invasions) that 

was still related, in a basically unchanged fashion, by the Mayo-born genealogist John O’Hart (1824–1902) as 

late as 1892. O’Hart, who sought the approval of Pope Leo XIII for his scholarly endeavours — and, not 

coincidentally, to harmonise the findings of modern geological science with the cosmogonical contents of the 

‘Sacred Volume’ — not only traced the ‘pedigree’ of nineteenth-century Irishmen all the way back to the days of 

the legendary Iberian warrior-king Milesius or Miles Hispaniae, but also, and ultimately, to Adam himself. Ireland, 

like the Holy Land, had its place in the story of creation. For an account of the vicissitudes of the Milesian myth 

in early modern times — the history of its survival in modern popular culture has yet to be written — see Colin 
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time, were apparently respectable enough lenses through which to view, cursorily or 

otherwise, the ancient American past. In order to gain a fuller, more adequate to the facts, 

appreciation of nineteenth-century historical ideation one must be willing to look beyond the 

bounds of recognised history and historiography. Historiographical marginality and historical 

marginality might very often be conflated, but they are not, and have never been, one and the 

same disreputable thing.   

     Though the notion that Saint Brendan had discovered America has often enough been 

briefly noted in broad debunking surveys of ‘fantastic archaeology’ and, indeed, in various 

compendia of pseudohistorical thought,13 the concrete identities, arguments, and social 

circumstances of its proponents, and the extent to which this notion had an audience or a 

public, have rarely been explored.14 Though various others, in the course of the attempt, will 

be touched upon along the way, the main body of the following, therefore, endeavours to 

exemplify and explicate these and other matters by way of reference to the life and thought 

of one particular proponent of the Brendanian theory of pre-Columbian contact — the Irish 

nationalist lawyer and author Dominick Daly.  

 

Nationalism, Brendan, Quetzalcoatl  

 

James Dominick Daly (c. 1834–1910), oftener simply Dominick Daly, a Dublin-born15 

Birmingham-based barrister and author, active on the Midland Circuit ever since he passed 

his general examination at Lincoln’s Inn Hall during the Hilary term of 1877,16 was but one 

 

Kidd, British Identities before Nationalism: Ethnicity and Nationhood in the Atlantic World 1600–1800 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 146-181. 
13 See, for example, Stephen Williams, Fantastic Archaeology: The Wild Side of North American Prehistory 

(Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), pp. 258-259; and Kenneth L. Feder, Encyclopedia of 

Dubious Archaeology: From Atlantis to the Walam Olum (Santa Barbara: Greenwood, 2010), pp. 46-47.  
14 Thomas N. Brown, however, over sixty years ago, and with Thomas D’Arcy McGee as his only named example, 

alluded to these issues, which for him were quite subsidiary, in a rather cursory way. See his ‘The Origins and 

Character of Irish-American Nationalism’, The Review of Politics, 18 (3), 1956: pp. 338-339.  
15 Dublin is given as Daly’s place of birth in the 1891 census. What I suspect to be the record of his baptism, 

however, states that he was baptised in the Catholic parish of Carrigtwohill, Co. Cork. The 1871 census, in which 

Daly is recorded as living in Lambeth, simply states that he was born in Ireland. The 1881 census, in which Daly 

is noted as living in Harborne — just a few miles outside the Birmingham city centre — is similarly unspecific. 

In any case, for evidence connecting Daly to Carrigtwohill, see Edmund Emmet O’Daly, History of the O’Daly’s: 

The Story of the Ancient Irish Sept, The Race of Dalach of Corca Adaimh (New Haven: The Tuttle, Morehouse 

and Taylor Company, 1937), p. 279.  
16 Daly, evidently, was quite a mature student. Prior to becoming a lawyer, he had reported for, edited, and 

subedited a number of newspapers — the Walsall Free Press, the Evening Standard, the Birmingham Gazette, and 

the Continental Herald and Swiss Times — hence why, in an anecdote provided by the anonymous ‘M. A. P.’ in 

the The New Irish Jurist and Local Government Review, 3 (48), 1903: p. 294, Daly is described as not only a 

‘well-known barrister’ but also a ‘whilom journalist’. Editing the Birmingham Gazette, in any case, was oft 

auspicious of a successful future: ‘J. T. Bunce… started active life as a Tory… [h]e was converted to Liberalism, 
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of the many Irish nationalists who saw fit to send Saint Brendan to the Americas, albeit the 

only one,17 at least prior to the twentieth century,18 to have sent him there under the truly 

improbable guise of Quetzalcoatl: one of the foremost deities and culture heroes of Mexica 

mythology.19 Dominick Daly’s Irish nationalist credentials, though we lack any account of 

 

and after a brief spell as editor of the Birmingham Gazette moved in 1861 to the Birmingham Daily Post and 

became one of Birmingham’s most careful and informative historians’. See Asa Briggs, Victorian Cities 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1990), p. 198. For a terse epitome of Daly’s journalistic career, which included 

a brief stint as an assistant to the Paris correspondent of the London Times (Daly’s two sons were born in France), 

see Basil L. Crapster, ‘The London ‘Morning Advertiser’: Two Notes on Its Editorial History’, Victorian 

Periodicals Newsletter, 7 (1), 1974: p. 7. N.B. Crapster, whose career was spent at Gettysburg College in 

Pennsylvania, calls Daly, whom he denominates ‘J. D. Daly’, a ‘Unitarian’ and a ‘Conservative’, but provides no 

support for this characterisation. Though it is true that a ‘J. D. Daly’, who might be our Daly, was present at a 

meeting of the Borough of Chelsea Conservative Association in 1872 — people’s politics do change (though note 

that the Chelsea Daly could also have been Sergeant Major J. D. Daly of the First Surrey Artillery Volunteers) — 

where Crapster got the idea that Daly was a Unitarian, I really don’t know. The closest Daly, to my knowledge, 

ever got to Unitarianism was his attendance at the funeral of the Nottingham solicitor William Abraham Richards 

in 1888 (over which a Unitarian minister, one J. H. Harwood, presided). See ‘Funeral of Mr. W. A. Richards’, The 

Nottingham Evening Post, 24th December 1888. 
17 There is, however, a not altogether serious and potentially precocious antiquarian essay in a June 1881 issue of 

the Notre Dame Scholastic, the Indianan institution’s official student newspaper, in which it is asked, after a 

passage in which it is claimed that the Aztecs were ‘Northmen from Northern Europe’, ‘[m]ay not the demigod 

Quetzalcoatl have been St. Brendan?’. The essay, entitled ‘Written Dissertation of a Minim’ — the ‘Minim 

Department’ was Notre Dame’s infant division — concludes with the following: ‘[t]he oldest antediluvian was 

Mr. Granite, whose sons were Silurian, Devonian, etc. At the time of the deluge, when they drank too much, they 

toppled over, they changed their centre of gravity, and the earth its axis; this accounts for the fact that we see 

tropical signs in Arctic regions; and hence anyone that drinks too much will lose his centre of gravity, get top-

heavy, and topple over’. As the Scholastic essay wasn’t written, to my knowledge, by any manner of Irish 

nationalist, and received no attention beyond that required for its publication, what I have written in regard to 

Daly above can, I think, afford to stand. In any case, see ‘Written Dissertation of a Minim’, The Notre Dame 

Scholastic, 14 (39), 1881: p. 627.  
18 Anderson, ‘Medieval Bestseller’, p. 315, mistakenly attributes views much like Daly’s to George A. Little 

(1899–1964), a Dublin-born medical doctor and former IRA man, who was the second president of the Old Dublin 

Society and whose Brendan the navigator: an interpretation was published in 1945. Although Little understood 

the attraction of identifying Quetzalcoatl with Brendan, he rather identified the famous plumed serpent of 

Mesoamerican religion with the less well-known figure of Festivus — another Gael and hermit, whom, so Little 

assures us, Brendan encountered whilst dallying in the Floridian Everglades. As noted in Irish Historical Studies 

by his, exceptionally good-humoured, reviewer, the pioneering biblical archaeologist R. A. S. Macalister: ‘[s]ome 

enthusiasts have suggested an outrageous identification of this leader [Quetzalcoatl] with St Brendan, which 

ignores practically everything known about the Aztec hero; we are glad to see that the author [Little] disagrees, 

however reluctantly: but he endeavours to save Quetzalcoatl for Ireland by equating him to the shadowy Festivus’. 

Ultimately, for Macalister, all such theories that sought to prove that Quetzalcoatl had an extra-American origin 

were little more than fantasy, though in Little’s attempt, at least, he was willing to admit the presence of a certain 

degree of charm: ‘[i]t is very difficult to form a just estimate of the book, for on one hand the author’s enthusiasm 

and ingenuity disarm the critic, but on the other hand the excess of amateurish solecisms exasperates him’. 

Whatever the merits of Little’s bedside manner, Macalister concluded his review with a critique of the notion, of 

which Dominick Daly was once a supporter, that Saint Brendan had missionised pre-Columbian Mexico: ‘[t]he 

more one reads these wild tales the more does the conviction grow that there never was any such person as 

Festivus, and that the travels of Brendan are to be classed with all the other wonder-voyage tales — with Lucian’s 

Vera historia or the voyages of Lemuel Gulliver. It is better so: when we read of the actual religious practices of 

the Aztecs, conveniently set forth in ch. VII of the section of the Golden bough called “The scapegoat” — a 

chapter best avoided by the squeamish — we must feel that for all the permanent impression Brendan made upon 

them, he might as well have stayed at home!’. Nowadays, of course, one suspects that there are not too many who 

would counterpose Frazer to fantasy. See R. A. S. Macalister, ‘Brendan the Navigator: An Interpretation by George 

A. Little’, Irish Historical Studies, 5 (8), 1946: pp. 189-190.  
19 Daly, like many other writers — whether European, American, or even Nahua — from the time of the Spanish 

conquest to the present day, casually conflated the originally separate figures of the god Quetzalcoatl and Topiltzin 
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their genesis, whether in Ireland or in England — the politics of Daly’s father, James Daly of 

Cork and Dublin, also a barrister, are largely unknown to us20 — were undoubtedly strong: 

bound up, as they were, with the intellectual and social circumstances of Birmingham’s Irish 

diaspora and the eventful and febrile political climate of the 1880s that culminated, in a 

manner of speaking, with the dissension produced by Gladstone’s Government of Ireland Bill 

in 1886.  

     Daly, in short, was a habitually political animal: a real zoon politikon who was able to 

engage, by way of his profession and his class, in the civic society and politics of one of the 

nineteenth century’s principal and paradigmatic commercial and industrial metropolises. 

Birmingham was a city in which ‘ample scope for political cooperation in Radical causes… 

was a persistent element in civic life’,21 and Daly’s relationship to matters political appears 

to have closely approximated that of the figurative moth to the also figurative flame. Though 

one cannot hope to render completely unintelligible the great Asa Briggs’s assertion that 

‘there was a far smaller proportion of Irish Roman Catholics in Birmingham than in the 

industrial cities of the north… [and] [t]hey played little positive part in local politics’,22 Daly 

would at the very least appear to have been an exception to this apparent rule. For, unless 

Daly was a heroically ecumenical soul — he and his wife, Mrs Harriett Daly, were guests at 

the home of Bishop Edward Gilpin Bagshawe (1829–1915) during the fiftieth anniversary 

celebrations of the consecration of the Pugin-designed Cathedral Church of St Barnabas in 

 

Ce Acatl Quetzalcoatl, ruler and hero of the mythological or mythohistorical Toltec city of Tollan. See, for a brief 

comment upon this issue, R. H. Fritze, Legend and Lore of the Americas Before 1492 (Santa Barbara [CA]: ABC-

CLIO, 1993), p. 215; see also, for a more recent example of this conflation that is partly innocent of its having 

occurred, David Leeming, The Oxford Companion to World Mythology (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2005), pp. 41, 332. In any case, the historicity of Topiltzin is a matter of some controversy amongst Mexicanists 

— a matter upon which, near needless to say, I am in no position to adjudicate. Daly’s conflation of the two 

Quetzalcoatls is worded as follows: ‘[t]here are few more puzzling characters to be found in the pages of history 

than Quetzatcoatl [sic], the wandering stranger whom the early Mexicans adopted as the air-god of their 

mythology’. See Dominick Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, The Gentleman’s Magazine, September 1888, p. 236.  

That Daly made, or rather inherited, this conflation should be no cause for surprise: his knowledge of ancient 

Mexico was, after all, the knowledge of his sources: see, for example, William Hickling Prescott, History of the 

Conquest of Mexico (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2002), pp. 28-29. 
20 Though see ‘Liberal Registry Association’, The Nation, 18th October 1854. Daly’s father, and his occupation, is 

mentioned, in relation to Dominick, in the English genealogist Joseph Foster’s Men-at-the-Bar, and also, in no 

greater detail, in the curt obituary of Daly that was printed in the Law Journal on the 9th of July 1910. Daly, père 

was based, circa 1846, at 6 Blessington Street, Dublin (according to Slater’s National Commercial Directory of 

Ireland [1847] and The Dublin Almanac and General Register of Ireland [1849]), whereas Daly, fils was based at 

52 High Street, Birmingham circa 1885. See Joseph Foster, Men-at-the-Bar: A Biographical Hand-list of the 

Members of the Various Inns of Court, including her Majesty’s Judges, etc., 2nd Edition (London: Hazell, Watson, 

and Viney, Limited, 1885), p. 113. As to when Daly first became actively involved in Irish nationalism, it is 

difficult to say. Note, however, that he joined the Home Rule League, at a meeting in the Antient Concert Rooms 

in Dublin, in 1874. See ‘Home Rule League’, The Freeman’s Journal, 6th May 1874. 
21 Briggs, Victorian Cities, p. 187. 
22 Ibid., pp. 203-204.  
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Nottingham in 1894 — he was, indeed, as they say, of the party of Rome.23  

     Whatever the (in)aptness of Briggs’s account of the confessional character of 

Birmingham’s political landscape, Daly’s political activity, though patently anchored by a 

staunch commitment to Irish Home Rule, evinces that he was a man of rather broad 

sympathies. On the 19th of March 1884 Daly shared a platform with Henry George, during 

one of the latter’s many British tours, in the Birmingham Town Hall. During the meeting, and 

before an ‘audience which nearly filled the hall’, the Philadelphian land-taxer delineated the 

differences between rightful and wrongful property — ‘[w]hen a man took a fish from the 

sea it was rightfully his; but by what right could any man claim the ocean as his property?’24 

— and encouraged the formation of a Birmingham-based equivalent to the Scottish Land 

Restoration League, preparations for which, in any case, were already under way. 

Significantly, as he seconded the motion of thanks to George that was initiated by the 

Reverend Charles Leach (1847–1919), a Congregationalist minister who was latterly a self-

avowed ‘evolutionary socialist’ and a comrade of Keir Hardie’s, Daly soon found himself the 

secretary of that, as of then, merely embryonic organisation.25 Although no great record of 

his secretarial activities appears to be extant, and it seems to have been a somewhat pro 

tempore position, Daly certainly exhibited the prerequisite, even constitutive, solidarity. On 

 
23 Interestingly, as will be made clear by the following (in genere), Bishop Bagshawe’s politics were not dissimilar 

to Daly’s, given that he was the author of, amongst other things, The Monstrous Evils of English Rule in Ireland, 

especially since the Union (1886), Justice and Mercy to the Poor the True Political Economy (1885) and The True 

Principles of Letting Land. See, in any case, for the involvement of the Dalys in the Barnabian jubilee, the 

Nottinghamshire Guardian for the 31st of March, and the 8th of September 1894. See also ‘The Mayor’, The Tablet, 

8th September 1894. An aside: one gets the impression that the diasporic Irish Catholic professional, and I do not 

assume that this is in any sense a wholly unproblematic or homogenous category or class, has gone comparatively 

unnoticed in most more traditional forms of British historiography (of which, of course, Briggs is an influential, 

and outstanding, example; but see Ciaran O’Neill’s Catholics of Consequence: Transnational Education, Social 

Mobility, and the Irish Catholic Elite 1850–1900 [2014] for something of an exception). That this has been so, 

however, is more than understandable. The post-famine Irish diaspora, whether in Britain or America, was not 

supersaturated with hyperliterate individuals, and the occupations and positions that most of its members were 

both likely and liable to fall both in and out of, were typically neither exceedingly sanitary nor exceedingly 

remunerative, or, indeed, particularly conducive to the keeping of episcopal company: ‘[t]hey became the dockers 

and coal-heavers, the navvies and construction gangs, the iron and steelworkers, the miners, and when the English 

and Scots did not want the jobs, or could no longer live on the wage, those who did the unwanted work — the 

handloom weavers or unskilled labourers. They became, more than any other people, the soldiers of the Queen 

(for it is a characteristic of empires that they turn their victims into their defenders), while their sisters became the 

servants, nurses, and prostitutes of the big cities. Their wages were lower than anyone else’s, they lived in the 

worst slums, and the English and Scots despised them as semi-barbarians, distrusted them as Catholics and hated 

them as undercutters of their wages’. See E. J. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: From 1750 to the Present Day 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1990), p. 310.  
24 ‘Mr. Henry George in Birmingham’, Birmingham Daily Post, 20th March 1884.  
25 Daly also had contacts with the nationally organised English Land Restoration League — with which the 

Birmingham League was affiliated — and, on the 2nd of November 1885, attended a meeting at which Frederick 

Verinder, the League’s general secretary, delivered a speech. For further on the E. L. R. L., and its peculiarly 

Anglo-Catholic complexion, see Peter d’Alroy Jones, ‘Henry George and British Socialism’, The American 

Journal of Economics and Sociology, 47 (4), 1988: pp. 480-486, 490.   



82 
 

the 11th of November 1884, as was reported by the Glasgow Herald, Daly, in his role as the 

Birmingham Land Restoration League’s secretary, sent a telegram to the Committee of the 

Skye Crofters, Portree, Isle of Skye, in support of their ongoing, and moderately 

insurrectionary, anti-landlord endeavours:  

 

Resolved, that this meeting of the Birmingham L. R. L. desires to express its heartfelt 

sympathy with the crofters of Skye and the western isles of Scotland in all legal opposition 

to landlord oppression, and earnestly urges them to persevere steadfastly in that 

opposition; and this meeting, whilst within the bounds of legality, desires to express its 

readiness to give them any moral or material help in its power; and regards the struggle in 

which they are engaged as one of high national significance and importance, and 

calculated to accelerate the development of a vital issue between the rights and interests 

of this nation as a whole, and the immoral and unnatural pretensions of “owners” of the 

God-given land, which a few have monopolised to the exclusion and disadvantage of the 

many.26  

 

In addition to working in pursuit of the land restorer’s panacea of ‘the land tax at 4s. in the 

pound at present values’, Daly was also a member of the Market Hall Ward Committee of the 

Birmingham Liberal Association.27 This position, however, was to fall victim to the vagaries 

of 1880s politics. In 1887, during the Market Hall Ward Committee’s annual meeting, Daly’s 

re-election to the committee was successfully opposed. The grounds upon which he was 

rejected and ejected followed on from his adherence to the minorly Machiavellian advice that 

Charles Stewart Parnell had given to Irish electors resident in Britain in 1885: viz. ‘to vote 

Conservative… as a means of punishing Gladstone for not abiding by Parnell’s interpretation 

of the Kilmainham treaty… [and] to keep the Liberal majority as low as possible… [in order 

 
26 ‘The Land Agitation in Skye’, Glasgow Herald, 12th November 1884. The so-called ‘Crofters’ War’ of the 1880s 

— a series or sequence of land agitations, rent strikes, and occupations, etc., that was to successfully eventuate in 

the passing of the Crofters’ Holdings Act of 1886 — was, at the time of Daly’s telegram, in one of its more active 

phases. The Highland Land Law Reform Association, which was explicitly modelled after the example of the Irish 

Land League, was an organisation for which Daly, quite naturally, can be assumed to have had a great deal of 

sympathy. For further, see T. M. Devine, The Scottish Clearances (London: Penguin Books, 2019), pp. 340-348. 
27 Daly’s involvement with the Birmingham Liberal Association as a whole was, by this stage, of some years’ 

standing. In 1883, under the auspices of the Association, Daly addressed a meeting at the Hospital Street Board 

School on the broadly Georgist theme of ‘Who should own the Soil?’, and, in 1885, lectured before the Walsall 

Young Liberal Association on free education, the monetary endowments of grammar schools, the inadequacy of 

Mr Chamberlain’s plans for agricultural allotments, and, as was undoubtedly one of Daly’s foremost concerns, 

‘the Irish question from the Nationalist and Home Rule point of view’. See ‘Public Notices’, Birmingham Daily 

Post, 13th October 1883; and ‘Walsall Junior Liberal Association’, Birmingham Daily Post, 6th October 1885.  
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to afford] the Irish the chance to sell their support at the highest price’.28  

     Daly, as he most certainly could not deny, had publicly supported, or at the very least 

anticipated, this policy. On the 6th of September 1885, just two months shy of the general 

election, Daly addressed a meeting of Irishmen in Birmingham — with whom he appears to 

have had a certain amount of authority and prestige29 — and urged ‘them to make no promise, 

but to wait until Mr. Parnell told them which way to vote… [so] [t]hat their Parliament’, the 

heavily mythologised talking shop of Grattan and Flood, ‘would soon be restored’.30 That 

Daly had opted to vote for Lord Randolph Churchill rather than John Bright — in retrospect 

a choice between Scylla and Charybdis for any self-respecting Irish nationalist31 — was 

reason enough for one Mr T. G. Lee to oppose his re-election, even though, as another local 

Liberal worthy, a certain Mr Wand, averred ‘[t]here was no gentleman in the room who was 

a better Radical or a truer man than Mr. Daly’.32 Be that as it may have been, Daly lost his 

place on the committee by 38 votes to 35.33 

     Daly’s political opinions and positions appear to have had quite an influence upon his 

lawyerly activities. His Irish nationalism, and his land restorationism, sometimes colouring 

the nature of the cases to which he applied his wits and wiles.34 At the Warwick Summer 

 
28 Richard Shannon, The Crisis of Imperialism (London: Paladin Books, 1976), p. 186. See also Shannon’s 

Gladstone: Heroic Minister, 1865–1898 (London: Penguin Books, 2000), pp. 388-390. 
29 In 1883, ‘[i]n anticipation of a vacancy in the representation of St. Mary’s Ward in the [Birmingham] Town 

Council’, a deputation of Irish electors called upon Daly to stand for election. Nothing substantial, however — 

save Daly’s being flattered by the compliment — appears to have come of this action. See ‘The Representation of 

St. Mary’s Ward’, Birmingham Daily Post, 30th May 1883.  
30 ‘The Irish Vote’, Royal Cornwall Gazette, 11th September 1885. The Birmingham Daily Post, on the 7th of 

September, reported the same meeting thus: ‘[a] meeting of Irishmen was held yesterday at the Irish National 

Club, Birmingham, to consider what steps should be taken with regard to the coming elections. Mr. D. Daly, in an 

address on the Irish question, urged his countrymen to vote as they would be told, regardless altogether of the 

result to English politics. A resolution approving of Mr. Parnell’s course of action, and pledging the Irishmen of 

the town to vote according to his wish, was carried unanimously’. This meeting, perhaps, is construable not only 

as a testament, if more were needed, to Parnell’s transnational political charisma, but also to certain unstated 

tensions in Daly’s political practice. Or, perhaps, maybe not. The question of land, like that of Ireland, whatever 

the nature of his occasional tactical manoeuvres, appears to have been an issue of some political significance for 

Daly throughout the entirety of his ‘public’ life. Note, as further evidence of this, the fact that he supported the 

Quaker Radical candidate Frederic (or Frederick) Impey (1847–1920), author of, amongst other pamphlets, Three 

Acres and a Cow: Successful Smallholdings and Peasant Proprietors (1886), in the Birmingham municipal 

elections in St Bartholomew’s Ward in 1888. See ‘The Municipal Election’, Birmingham Daily Post, 30th October 

1888. Significantly, however, Daly once reportedly stated that ‘[a]lthough he was a strong Liberal he was willing 

to sacrifice his Liberalism for the sake of his country’. See ‘The Dudley Irishmen and the Coming Election’, 

County Advertiser & Herald for Staffordshire and Worcestershire, 7th November 1885. 
31 Bright, next to Chamberlain, was perhaps the highest profile convert to the cause of Liberal Unionism, and 

Churchill, as is exceptionally well known, was the premier player of the infamous ‘Orange card’.  
32 ‘Birmingham Liberal Association, the Annual Ward Meetings’, The Birmingham Daily Post, 5th April 1887.  
33 Daly’s failure to be re-elected was not without some controversy. The possibility of anti-Catholic prejudice and 

bias was raised by his supporters. Mr Wand’s remarks in response to Mr Lee’s disapprobative comments were met 

with cries of ‘it’s because he’s a Catholic!’, and the entire meeting was described by the Daily Post’s reporter as 

being ‘of a heated character’. 
34 As the following couple of paragraphs detail a quite interesting case of the intersection, or interpenetration, of 
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Assizes of 1884, Daly defended James Francis Egan, a publican and invoice clerk who, along 

with the Irish Republican Brotherhood organiser John Daly, was wrongfully accused, and 

subsequently wrongfully imprisoned, on the charge of treason-felony. As has been confirmed 

by information derived from the correspondence of Sir Edward George Jenkinson, Assistant 

Under-Secretary for Police and Crime at Dublin Castle, both Egan and (John) Daly were 

opportunistically framed by the British authorities as part of a wider, tactically intimidatory, 

anti-IRB action.35 False evidence was planted. Informant-supplied explosive devices, 

disguised as common hand luggage, were entrusted to John Daly’s care, and a vial of 

nitroglycerin was surreptitiously placed by purported, and purportedly unbiased, 

investigators in Egan’s suburban front garden.  

     Even though, patently enough, Dominick Daly failed in his defence of Egan — the legal 

talent arrayed against him was very much not to be sniffed at36 — he nonetheless sought 

redress for what he quite rightly believed to be a barefaced injustice. During the years 1884 

to 1892, the latter the year prior to Egan’s release by a privately chastened British 

establishment at the behest of the then Home Secretary Herbert Henry Asquith, Daly, in 

league with Egan’s wife Mrs Annie Egan and various other persons with connections to the 

Irish Party, campaigned for the remission of Egan’s sentence. Daly, in fact, within three 

months of the trial and verdict, had drafted a memorial that, as The Freeman’s Journal 

reported, ‘disclose[d] serious defects in the evidence connecting Egan with the [in fact 

phantasmatical] dynamite operations of his fellow prisoner, John Daly, and… reflect[ed] on 

the [seemingly questionable] composition and character of the Warwickshire jury which tried 

the prisoners’.37 Though, as we have already briefly noted, Egan was indeed released,38 one 

 

Daly’s professional practice and Irish nationalist politics, the intersection, or interpenetration, of Daly’s 

professional practice and the activities of the Birmingham Land Restoration League can best be briefly described 

here. In short, Daly’s legal services were on occasion employed by members of the League. For example, on the 

9th of October 1885, Daly represented in court one Mr Alfred Bevan, an agent of the League with whom Daly was 

undoubtedly well acquainted (Bevan, like Daly, had a spell as the League’s official secretary, and both were 

present and accounted for at the same meetings and lectures). Bevan, with Daly’s aid, successfully sought damages 

for assault from a Mr Piers Frederick Legh who had taken exception to Bevan’s distribution of Land Restoration 

League leaflets and literature in and around his Bretforton home, and, as the Birmingham Daily Post on October 

the 10th reported, ‘roughly collared’ him, i.e. Bevan, for his trouble. Rather amusingly, the presiding judge, Sir 

Richard Harington, who seemingly couldn’t comprehend Legh’s moderately violent course of action, ‘evinced 

more curiosity about the Land Restoration League than Mr. Legh had shown, his Honour asking Mr. Daly to allow 

him to retain one of the tracts put in’. One can’t imagine, however, that its contents, if he ever consumed them, 

would have been to his tastes. Baronets are not, after all, to land taxation as ducks are to water.  
35 Owen McGee, ‘Dublin Castle and the First Home Rule Bill: The Jenkinson—Spencer Correspondence’, History 

Ireland, 15 (5), 2007: pp. 44-46.  
36 The case for the prosecution was pursued by Gladstone’s Attorney General Sir Henry James, and, as if this were 

not already enough, a brace of quite eminent Liberal Party barrister-MPs — Arnold Morley and John William 

Mellor (of Whistler versus Ruskin fame) respectively.  
37 ‘We understand…’, The Freeman’s Journal, 25th October 1884.  
38 Albeit after more than eight years in gaol, during which time he befriended the erstwhile tobacconist, and future 
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nonetheless imagines that the deathbed avowal of deep-seated procedural wrongdoing by one 

of Birmingham’s former chief constables39 had a greater impact upon the eventual 

colouration of Britain’s official mind vis-à-vis Egan’s now undoubted guiltlessness than 

Dominick Daly’s lower level, but certainly much appreciated, amnesty agitation.40 This, 

however, I must admit, is merest supposition, and, of course, no matter the profusions of 

some of Robinson and Gallagher’s lesser epigones, there was no one ‘official’ mind.  

     To much the same extent as his political life seems to have influenced his professional, 

Daly’s professional, legal, life appears to have helped shape both the form and the content of 

his extracurricular pursuits. Daly was, from the 17th of June 1885, a corresponding member 

of the Medico-Legal Society of New York and seems to have had a recurrent if not quite 

undying interest in what one could inexactly term the relations between law, life, health and 

society. During the twenty-eighth Annual Congress of the National Association for the 

Promotion of Social Science,41 held at Birmingham from the 17th to the 24th of September 

1884, Daly discussed, in some detail, the nature and efficacy of the English lunacy laws and 

the permissibility, and degree of effectiveness, of privately-owned asylums. Although Daly 

was not in principle opposed, or ideologically averse, to the private ownership of such 

institutions, he nonetheless argued in favour of greater public oversight and control. ‘No good 

reason’, he claimed, ‘had been given for abolishing private establishments… [b]ut every 

owner of a private institution ought to be restrained from giving a certificate for the detention 

of a patient in any private asylum; because in the medical profession, as in all others, the 

axiom was observed, “One good turn deserves another,” and there was obvious danger of 

abuse in the exercise of such professional courtesy’.42  

     Relatedly, Daly, in sadly exceptional circumstances, temporarily served as secretary for 

 

signatory of the Easter Proclamation of 1916, Thomas Clarke. 
39 Roddy Hegarty, ‘My Jimmy Dear… A prison verse by Tom Clarke’, Seanchas Ardmhacha: Journal of the 

Armagh Diocesan Historical Society, 23 (2), 2011: p. 191. Though Hegarty doesn’t tell us which ‘former head of 

police in Birmingham’ he has in mind, he is likely referring to Major Edwin Bond, formerly of the Bengal Army 

and Punjab Police, who died in 1891. Bond, however, was not chief constable during the time of Egan’s trial: 

Joseph Farndale, who was heavily involved in the initial ‘investigation’, was.   
40 On the 29th of October 1892, Mrs Annie Egan, who was reportedly ‘buxom, blithe, and debonair’ and imbued 

with ‘wifely devotion’ (there is much here, evidently, worthy of a feminist-flavoured deconstruction), gave the 

following answer to the following question in an interview conducted by the Pall Mall Gazette: ‘“[h]ave members 

of the Irish Parliamentary Party aided you at all, Mrs. Egan?” “Yes; many of them — especially the late Mr. 

Biggar, and Mr. John O’Connor and T. Healy. Other gentlemen — Mr. John Barry of Kirkcaldy, and Mr. Dominick 

Daly — have done all in their power to procure Mr. Egan’s release. Both of them have taken an active share in 

the recent agitation on his behalf”’. See ‘The Dynamitard Egan’, Pall Mall Gazette, 29th October 1892.   
41 Then under the presidency of Daly’s fellow, though less ‘radical’ and more aristocratic, Liberal George Shaw-

Lefevre (1831–1928). 
42 Transactions of the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science: Birmingham Meeting, 1884 

(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1885), p. 193. 
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the New South Wales asylum proprietor and psychiatrist George Alfred Josephus Tucker 

(1835–1902). This role — which was formerly occupied by his late son Dathy, who was at 

the time of his death a reporter for the Boston Herald — was performed by Daly during the 

compilatory stages of Tucker’s rather aptly named Lunacy in Many Lands (1887): a grand 

‘bulky octavo’ survey of the conditions that prevailed in various Australian, American, and 

European sanatoriums and asylums.43 The Cornish-born Australian alienist, in any case, as is 

indeed worth noting, was unabashedly grateful for Daly’s assistance. As Tucker avowed, our 

Brummagem barrister ‘at a critical and anxious moment for me, took up the work where it 

had been left by the untimely death of his son, and helped me with it to its completion’.44 

     Daly’s greatest literary success, granting that ‘literary’ is in fact a word properly applicable 

in his case, also more than bore the stamp of his professional allegiances (his 1905 illustrated 

abridgement of Cervantes’s Don Quixote was not especially well received). Daly’s Club Law 

and the Law of Unregistered Friendly Societies (1889), one of only two jurisprudential texts 

that Daly ever produced,45 sold decently, and has, in fact, attained something of the rank and 

aura of a minor classic of its kind. Daly’s Club Law, as it has long been known, deals, in a 

compact and intelligible fashion, with ‘the Rights and Liabilities of Officers and Members of 

Clubs, and other Unregistered Societies’,46 and has went through seven editions, the last of 

which was published in 1979. Long, apparently, is the arm of Daly’s Club Law. 

     Somewhat less unanticipatedly, given what we have noted of his political commitments, 

Daly was one of the founding members, in 1884, of the Birmingham Irish National Club and 

Literary Institute, and, on the 12th of December 1886, lectured before the North Birmingham 

Branch of the Irish National League of Great Britain, to ‘a numerous and appreciative 

audience’, upon the subject of the Confederation of Kilkenny.47 Daly, as should now be more 

than clear, in addition to being a thoroughgoing zoon politikon and an inveterate joiner of 

clubs and societies, was very much a creature of later Victorian platform culture, and took to 

the stump upon his favoured subjects right up until the end of his life.48 The last public lecture 

 
43 Tucker also visited one North African institution: the Government Asylum in Tunis. See ‘Mental Diseases: A 

Distinguished Specialist’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 9th July 1887. See also, for a brief notice of 

Tucker and his work, and, indeed, some context relating to pre-twentieth-century Australian psychiatry, Kenneth 

C. Kirkby, ‘History of Psychiatry in Australia, pre-1960’, History of Psychiatry, 10, 1999, p. 200.  
44 G. A. Tucker, Lunacy in Many Lands (Sydney: Charles Potter, Government Printer, 1887), p. 22. 
45 The other: A Handy Dictionary of Registration Terms, With Amplified Meanings, Appeal Decisions, and Case 

Index (1906).  
46 ‘Daly’s Club Law. — Second Edition’, Solicitors’ Journal, 16th November 1889.  
47 ‘Irish National League of Great Britain’, Birmingham Daily Post, 13th December 1886. 
48 Other topics broached by Daly included, for the Birmingham (Michael Davitt) Branch of the Irish National 

League, ‘the Life and Writings of Father Tom Burke’ and ‘The Irish Abroad’, and, for the Arts Club, ‘Palaeolithic 

Man’. See ‘Irish National League: Branch Meetings’, United Ireland, 23rd June 1883 and 21st July 1883. See also 
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that Daly gave, so far as I have been able to determine, was published in 1909 under the title 

of The Tuatha dé Danaans, Homeric and Irish.49 Irish mythology, in variously variable forms 

and fashions, was, as is indeed very widely appreciated, one of the predominant themes and 

principal literary playthings of the Irish fin-de-siècle. Lady Gregory’s ‘Kiltartanese’ take 

upon the very same subject, her Gods and Fighting Men: The Story of the Tuatha De Danaan 

and of the Fianna of Ireland (1904),50 complete with a preface from W. B. Yeats, is a decent 

enough example of this seemingly inexhaustible semi-historical fascination. Daly also, very 

much in line with his land restorationism, spoke before the Birmingham Philosophical 

Society on the ‘Theory of Land Nationalisation’ on the 14th of February 1884. Daly, as may 

well have been consequential, might have been present to hear the Birmingham businessman 

Samuel D. Williams’s approbative comments — at a prior, 31st of January, meeting of said 

society — on the political and social thought of British land nationalisation’s most famous 

and vocal advocate: the co-discoverer of evolution by means of natural selection Alfred 

Russel Wallace.51 

     In any case, in light of what we know about Daly’s social, political, and intellectual 

circumstances, and especially his Irish nationalist involvements and inclinations, that he came 

 

‘The Arts Club’, The Dart, 30th October 1891.  
49 This lecture, which, however, I have not had the opportunity to read, from its title alone would appear to indicate 

that Daly here, i.e. in the lecture, partook of a rather common trend. See, for some explication and 

contextualisation of that to which I allude, Mark Williams’s excellent and intriguing Ireland’s Immortals: A 

History of the Gods of Irish Myth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), pp. 301-302. As noted by 

Williams, in a discussion of the work of the nineteenth-century Anglo-Irish polemicist-cum-mythographer 

Standish James O’Grady: ‘O’Grady’s innovation was simply to reinvent pre-Christian Ireland as an alternative 

version of classical, and especially Greek, antiquity, and here he owed a great deal to his Trinity training in ancient 

literature. His History began with a survey of references to Ireland by Graeco-Roman authors, placing early 

Ireland and ancient Hellas on an equal footing as parallel civilizations. This idea was in a sense a reflection of a 

medieval one, as the synthetic history had persistently ascribed a Greek connection to the Nemedians — ancestors 

of both the Fir Bolg and the Túatha Dé Danann — and to the Milesians. Bardic poets could thus in stock expression 

refer to the “Gaels of the Greeks”… and closer to O’Grady’s own time, antiquarians had obdurately defended the 

historicity of the Greek link. That the idea [of such a connection] was profoundly attractive is suggested by the 

way that romantic writers over the ensuing decades pounced on the wholly coincidental similarity between the 

Túatha Dé Danann and the Danaoi, one of the most frequent names for Greeks in Homer. That Homer’s translators 

had sometimes rendered Danaoi as “Danaans” served to enable this apparent connection, and explains why 

erroneous spellings such as “Tuatha de Danaan” soon became ubiquitous in the Revival (and beyond) [hence the 

title, and apparent subject, of Daly’s lecture]’. 
50 Lady Gregory, like Daly, countenanced ‘erroneous spellings’. 
51 Wallace’s tome upon the matter, Land Nationalisation; Its Necessity and Its Aims; Being a Comparison of the 

System of Landlord and Tenant with that of Occupying in their Influence on the Well-being of the People, was 

published a couple of years before Daly’s lecture on the subject. Wallace was, along with the political activist A. 

C. Swinton, one of the founding members of the Land Nationalisation Society, and ‘was elected its first president, 

a position he would hold until the end of his life [in 1913]’. See Ross A. Slotten, The Heretic in Darwin’s Court: 

The Life of Alfred Russel Wallace (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), p. 368. Eric Hobsbawm’s brief 

sketch of Wallace’s political development and character is, perhaps, as something of an explicans, apposite: ‘A. 

R. Wallace, co-discoverer with Darwin of natural selection: a lifelong political radical, formed in heterodox 

Owenite ‘Halls of Science’ and Chartist ‘Mechanics Institutes’, and naturally drawn to that ‘natural history’ which 

was so attractive to men of Jacobin spirit’. See Hobsbawm, On History (London: Abacus, 1998), p. 181.  
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to have an interest in the story of Saint Brendan can hardly be considered unusual, aberrant 

or strange. The antiquarian, anthropological, mythological and historical undoubtedly 

suffused all nineteenth-century nationalisms,52 and Brendan, as both a major theme and a 

minor aside, was a common enough currency, as warrants some reiteration, in nineteenth-

century Irish historical literature, print, and speech.53  

     Broadly popular works of Irish history, folklore, and geography such as Caesar Otway’s 

Sketches in Erris and Tyrawly (1841), Thomas D’Arcy McGee’s A History of the Irish Settlers 

in North America (1852), Sister Mary Frances Cusack’s An Illustrated History of Ireland from 

AD 400 to 1800 (1868), Edward O’Meagher Condon’s The Irish Race in America (1887), the 

Reverend Father Denis O’Donoghue’s Brendaniana: St. Brendan the Voyager in Story and 

Legend (1893),54 and John O’Hanlon’s immense and erudite Lives of the Irish Saints (1875; 

1910),55 all involved some discussion of Saint Brendan’s purportedly American sojourn, and 

 
52 As Hobsbawm has famously reflected: ‘[h]istorians are to nationalism what poppy-growers in Pakistan are to 

heroin-addicts: we supply the essential raw material for the market. Nations without a past are contradictions in 

terms. What makes a nation is the past, what justifies one nation against others is the past, and historians are the 

people who produce it. So my profession, which has always been mixed up in politics, becomes an essential 

component of nationalism’. The same, mutatis mutandis, applies to archaeologists, folklorists, and all other 

miscellaneous intellectuals and publicists, etc., who have been and are, in one way or another, concerned with the 

past. See E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘Ethnicity and nationalism in Europe today’, Anthropology Today, 8 (1), 1992: p. 3.  
53 Daly, perhaps oddly, claimed, in his ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 249, that the Saint Brendan narrative had 

‘attracted little or no attention in modern times’. This claim, and it is patently a false claim, although it might 

appear to vitiate some of what I have said above, does not, however, substantially damage what I have noted about 

the prominence of Saint Brendan in nineteenth-century Irish historical writing or, indeed, my argument that Daly’s 

interest in Brendan, and, inter alia, Brendan as Quetzalcoatl, was in part a product of his Irish nationalist context 

and acculturation (i.e. his interest in the topic can still be plausibly attributed to his Irish nationalism, and even his 

Irishness simpliciter, even if Daly was unaware of any wider Irish nationalist or historical discourses pertaining 

to Saint Brendan and his voyage). Daly, however, despite this claim, had knowledge of the work of at least one 

other nineteenth-century Irish writer who discussed the Brendan narrative, albeit one who had nothing to say about 

pre-Columbian transatlantic journeying: viz. that of the famous antiquary and philologist Eugene O’Curry, whose 

Lectures on the Manuscript Material of Ancient Irish History (1878) Daly would appear to have at the very least 

browsed. N.B. It is certainly possible that at this point Daly was attempting to make his work appear more novel 

than it in fact was — hence his assertion that Brendan was somehow a modern terra incognita. Much rests, I 

think, upon what exactly Daly meant by the word ‘attention’.  
54 O’Donoghue, who was, appropriately enough, the parish priest of Ardfert in Kerry, where Brendan is held to 

have been born, was to describe Daly’s account as ‘able and interesting’. See Denis O’Donoghue, Brendaniana: 

St. Brendan the Voyager in Story and Legend [Second Edition] (Dublin: Browne & Nolan, 1895), pp. 322-326. 

O’Donoghue, like Daly, was involved in Irish nationalist politics. O’Donoghue was a member of the Irish National 

League and, in 1882, on the behalf of the ‘Priests and People of the United parishes of Ardfert and Kilmoyley’, 

donated thirty-one pounds (and ten shillings) to the Irish ‘Political Prisoners’ Sustentation Fund’. O’Donoghue 

was also involved in the, successful, campaign to elect the Home Ruler Rowland Blennerhassett as the Member 

of Parliament for Kerry in 1872. See ‘County Kerry Nomination’, Birmingham Daily Post, 7th February 1872.  
55 O’Hanlon (1821–1905), who makes an appearance in Joyce’s Ulysses, and who appears to have known as much 

as any man who has ever lived about Irish hagiography, nonetheless stated that Saint Brendan’s voyage was ‘the 

earliest we believe on record from Europe to America’. Great knowledge, evidently, has never been a barrier to 

great enthusiasm. See O’Hanlon, Lives of the Irish Saints, with Special Festivals, and the Commemorations of 

Holy Persons, compiled from Calendars, Martyrologies, and Various Sources, Relating to the Ancient Church 

History of Ireland, Vol. V. (Dublin: James Duffy and Sons, 1875), p. 441. Out of all the above-mentioned works, 

Otway’s was perhaps the most influential. There the Anglican clergyman, who was apparently ‘racked and feverish 

with hatred of the Church of Rome’, notes that Brendan ‘in fact, was the veritable discoverer of America, nine 

hundred years before Columbus set his sail’, and affirms that the saint made his way to Virginia and the Ohio 
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even so very famous a person as Isaac Butt (1813–1879), the most prominent constitutional 

or parliamentary Irish nationalist figure between O’Connell and Parnell, saw fit to publicly 

give credence to the notion that Saint Brendan was the pre-Columbian discoverer of America 

par excellence.  

     As Butt — who was a Donegal Anglican and no native papist — related at a meeting of the 

Catholic University Literary and Historical Society, after referencing the recent publication by 

the Bishop of Ossory Patrick Francis Moran (1830–1911) of a collection of original Latin 

documents pertaining to the life of Saint Brendan,56 ‘St. Brendan was the first mariner who had 

crossed the Atlantic, and, having discovered America, had brought back to Europe the narrative 

of his exploration, which had become in turn transfigured by romance and tradition’.57 

Significantly, this pronouncement, which was met with much applause,58 came within the 

context of a historiographical complaint that was geared towards the approbation of Ireland’s, 

 

River. This latter, geographically specific, claim is either quoted, alluded to, or repeated, by McGee, Cusack, 

O’Hanlon, O’Donoghue, and Condon. Interestingly, according to Condon, the reason why the Irish made no 

attempt to capitalise upon Brendan’s great discovery was, predictably, the perfidy of their nearest neighbours: 

‘[t]he Irish would doubtless have turned the discoveries of St. Brendan to good account, and established, and kept 

up communication with America, were it not that their attention was drawn in another direction by the savage 

contest carried on between the Britons and their treacherous Saxon “allies,” who sought to become masters of 

their country, and who, it seemed not improbable, after their expected triumph, might endeavour to obtain a footing 

in Ireland’. For Otway on Brendan, see Sketches in Erris and Tyrawly (Dublin: William Curry, Jun. and Company, 

1841), pp. 98-101; for Otway’s anti-Catholicism see Benedict Kiely’s biography of William Carleton, Poor 

Scholar (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1972), p. 81; for Condon’s reasoning as to why no Irishman followed Brendan 

across the Atlantic, see his The Irish Race in America (New York: Fords’ National Library, 1887), p. 7. 
56 Patrick F. Moran, ed., Acta Sancti Brendani: Original Latin Documents Connected with the Life of Saint 

Brendan, Patron of Kerry and Clonfert (Dublin: William Bernard Kelly, 1872).  
57 ‘Catholic University Literary and Historical Society’, Freeman’s Journal, 27th November 1872. Butt’s 

comments regarding Saint Brendan’s voyage and ‘discovery’ of America can also be found in his Irish Federalism: 

Its Meaning, Its Objects, and Its Hopes (Dublin: The Home Rule League, 1874), p. 59. That Butt believed that 

Saint Brendan was the discoverer of America does not appear to have attracted much in the way of scholarly 

attention. For one, exceedingly fleeting, exception, however, see Joseph Spence, ‘Isaac Butt, Irish nationality and 

the conditional defence of the Union, 1833–1870’, in D. George Boyce and Alan O’Day, eds., Defenders of the 

Union: A Survey of British and Irish Unionism Since 1801 (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 84.  
58 ‘Catholic University’. Who applauded? Well, besides ‘a large number of ladies’ who were seemingly unworthy 

of individual enumeration, among those who were present and accounted for when Butt made mention of 

Brendan’s supposed transatlantic traversal were some of the more notable members of nineteenth-century 

Ireland’s Irish Catholic high society. So, any number of the following, let us say ‘provincial’, grandees may very 

well have clapped their hands — with what degree of vigour we simply do not know — in response to Butt’s 

account of Saint Brendan’s pretended oceanic achievement: Bartholomew Woodlock (1819–1902), founder of the 

Society of St Vincent de Paul in Ireland and the first post-Newman rector of the Catholic University; Sir William 

Carroll (1819–1890), formerly Lord Mayor of Dublin and future President of Maynooth College; Sir John 

Valentine Bradstreet (1815–1889), a convert to Catholicism and at one point the President of the Dublin Council 

of the Society of St Vincent de Paul; the former Young Irelander Patrick James Smyth (c. 1823–1885), Home Rule 

MP for Westmeath and, subsequently, Tipperary; William K. Sullivan (c. 1820–1890), Professor of Chemistry at 

the Laboratory of the Catholic University and latterly President of Queen’s College, Cork; George Sigerson 

(1836–1925), zoologist, litterateur, GAA trophy-monger, and, like Sigmund Freud, a former neurological student 

of Jean-Martin Charcot’s. Sigerson, we should also note, was later to opine in regard to Saint Brendan: ‘[i]f the 

tale of his voyage to the West, and his arrival in a land of fair birds and great rivers be true, he discovered America 

a thousand years before Columbus’. See George Sigerson, ‘Irish Literature: Its Origin, Environment, & Influence’, 

in The Revival of Irish Literature (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1894), pp. 85-86.  
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and especially Catholic Ireland’s, intellectual heritage and traditions. According to Butt, who 

was a man of no mean intellect, and, in fact, the former Whately Professor of Political Economy 

at Trinity College, Dublin, the chronicles of Ireland, including tales of Saint Brendan, were no 

mere myths and fancies, but rather, and rather important, sources of historical information that 

‘would, upon investigation, be found to bear the test of historical criticism’.59 Brendan’s 

suppositious pre-Columbian transatlantic jaunt was, therefore, but one of the very ‘many 

incontrovertible proofs existing of the greatness and civilization of ancient Ireland’ to which 

Butt, who was in his youth an unerring Tory unionist with something of a horror of rural 

Catholic jacqueries, ‘in no sectarian spirit’ could pridefully refer.60 For Butt, who sought to 

convince both Irish and English Conservatives ‘that once Irishmen came to enjoy the benefits 

of self-government, they would cease rebellious activities and become the most loyal 

supporters of the Crown and Constitution in the Empire’,61 the ancient Irish past, at least when 

speaking before an institutionally Catholic gathering — here one recalls, with some 

justification, what David N. Livingstone has smartly noted about the ‘intimate connections 

between what we might call “location and locution”’62 — was a resource with which one could 

both encourage and sanctify interdenominational political cooperation. This strategy, as 

heroically forlorn as any political strategy has ever been, had eighteenth-century antecedents. 

The Limerick antiquary and surgeon Sylvester O’Halloran (1728–1807), for one, long 

lamented that the general ignorance and neglect of Irish history and antiquities  

 

[had] taught people, born in the same climate, breathing in the same air, and connected to 

each other by blood, by affinity, and by interest, (for at this day, we are assuredly but one 

people) to form distinctions as unnatural in themselves, as they have been subversive of 

the general good of our country.63  

 

Books and an argument 

 

No matter Brendan’s relative textual and oral ubiquity within Irish and Irish nationalist 

 
59 ‘Catholic University Literary and Historical Society’. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Lawrence J. McCaffrey, ‘Isaac Butt and the Home Rule Movement: A Study in Conservative Nationalism’, The 

Review of Politics, 22 (1), 1960: p. 79. 
62 David N. Livingstone, Putting Science in Its Place: Geographies of Scientific Knowledge (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2003), p. 3. 
63 See Clare O’Halloran, Golden Ages and Barbarous Nations: Antiquarian Debate and Cultural Politics in 

Ireland, c. 1750-1800 (Cork: Cork University Press, 2004), p. 1. 
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cultural milieus, of which much more, and sometimes less serious, evidence can be 

provided,64 the question remains, however, as to why Daly came to adopt his particular, and 

peculiar, Mexican tack. Why, in short, in writing the article that was to be published under 

the title of ‘The Mexican Messiah’, did he come to see Saint Brendan in Quetzalcoatl and 

Quetzalcoatl in Saint Brendan? Here, perhaps, one passes from a sociohistorical to a more 

bookish, but not necessarily less grounded realm. In brief, it could be quite licitly argued that 

Daly’s vision of Saint Brendan as Quetzalcoatl was facilitated by two major factors: his 

already explicated Irish nationalist preoccupations and involvements and, as I will expand 

upon below, the nature of what we would now call his secondary sources — sources which, 

it must be said, can be regarded as having licensed a comparatively freewheeling 

methodological approach.  

     In a letter to Stephen Denison Peet (1831–1914), who was the editor of the American 

Antiquarian and Oriental Journal, the third of the four venues in which his thoughts on Saint 

 
64 For example, the American businessman and onetime independent presidential candidate George Francis Train 

(1829–1904), who was one of the nineteenth century’s premier eccentrics — he supported the Paris Commune 

and female suffrage, reputedly offered to buy Ireland for the Fenians, and was quite likely a model for Jules 

Verne’s beloved circumnavigator Phileas Fogg — claimed, before a rather vociferous Irish nationalist audience in 

Dungarvan in Waterford in 1868 — two drunken fellows, John Dalton and Thomas ‘Tommy Tom’ Flynn, 

repeatedly interrupted him — ‘that the discovery of America is due, not to Columbus, but to Saint Brendan, a 

native of the Emerald Isle, and that Queen Victoria is a lineal descendant of Dermott MacMurrough [sic], one of 

the Leinster Kings’. See The Preston Chronicle and Lancashire Advertiser, 29th February 1868; and ‘Mr Train at 

Dungarvan’, The Wallaroo Times, 13th May 1868. Consider also, as a more sedate example, the lecture given by 

Charles Lanyon’s former apprentice, the civil engineer and vice-president of the Society of the Sons of the Gael, 

Robert Young (1822–1917), in the Museum at College Square, Belfast in 1882, in which ‘[t]he lecturer [Young] 

proceeded to describe the voyage of St. Brendan, of whose reality, he said, there could be no doubt, and who sailed 

into the western seas with several companions, and, after many incidents on the voyage, discovered some great 

land — probably America — and returned again to his native land and died in the odour of sanctity at Clonfert’. 

See ‘The Voyage of St. Brendan’, The Belfast News-letter, 3rd November 1882. Among Young’s audience, which 

was described as ‘a numerous attendance’, were the well-known Unitarian minister, and former student of Ignaz 

von Döllinger’s, Alexander Gordon (1841–1931), and the medico Alexander Harkin (1818–1894), who was ‘[the] 

president of the Ulster Medical Society (UMS) in 1878–1879 and was consultant physician at the Mater 

Infirmorum Hospital from its inception in 1883’. Regarding Harkin, see Diarmid A. Finnegan and Jonathan Jeffrey 

Wright, ‘Catholics, Science and Civic Culture in Belfast’, British Journal History of Science, 48 (2), 2015: p. 282. 

For slightly later examples of the Brendan-as-the-discoverer-of-America thesis see the essay entitled ‘Was St. 

Brendan America’s First Discoverer?’ by the Irish-American Catholic partisan and anti-socialist politician Thomas 

S. Lonergan that can be found in the ninth volume of the Journal of the American Irish Historical Society (1910), 

and, also, the series of articles by the Cork-born Catholic priest, brother of Mother Jones, amateur ethnologist, 

and attendee at the 1896 Irish Race Convention, William Richard Harris (1846–1923), that appeared in the Utah-

based Catholic newspaper The Intermountain Catholic from the 4th to the 25th of July 1908. Note also the words 

of the medical doctor Francis J. Quinlan, President-General of the American Irish Historical Society, before that 

organisation’s national banquet in New York in 1910: ‘[t]he gentlemen who will follow me will give you detailed 

accounts of our activity and strength in this country, whereas it is my humble part to explain our existence and 

ratify our importance as one of the races that make up this glorious Republic. (Applause.) We know no creed 

except the Sermon on the Mount; no race but the community of honest purpose; no politics but those which serve 

for the betterment of mankind. We want our record from the voyage of Brendan, who antedated Columbus nine 

hundred and fifty years, to this country, down to the invention of Brennan of the monorail, inscribed upon the 

pages of history as products of Irish thought and ingenuity’. See ‘Annual Banquet’, The Journal of the American 

Irish Historical Society, 9, 1910: p. 73. 
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Brendan and Quetzalcoatl were published,65 Daly noted that although his article was 

originally ‘intended for the general reader, and it was therefore not necessary nor advisable 

to accompany it with notes, references, quotations, etc., such as you desire for its 

republication in [the] American Antiquarian… I may say at once that, for the article as it 

stands, I read up the ordinary authorities on Mexican history: [William Hickling] Prescott, 

Alssass Chevalier,66 Kingsborough and others’.67 These authorities, which were likely readily 

enough available to one of Daly’s profession and consequent mobility,68 all endorsed, albeit 

 
65 Daly’s article was first published in the London-based Gentleman’s Magazine for September 1888, and then, in 

chronological order, the New York-based Eclectic magazine of foreign literature, science, and art for November 

1888, the American Antiquarian and Oriental Journal for January 1889, and, finally, the Popular Science Monthly 

for May 1891. The letter from which I quote Daly’s commentary on his sources was printed, as something of a 

sequel to his original article, in the American Antiquarian in 1892 as part of a special issue rather loosely in honour 

of the Columbian quadricentennial. As to why Stephen Denison Peet, the American Antiquarian’s editor, seems 

to have had an especial interest in this matter, as evidenced by his decision to twice publish Daly, well, he himself 

was not only the Reverend Stephen D. Peet, a graduate of Andover and latterly a member of the Victoria Institute, 

but he was also a longstanding advocate of the historical reality of various pre-Columbian contacts — thereby, as 

may very well have been his intention, integrating the Americas into a Christocentric universal history. As Peet 

wrote in his editorial, entitled ‘Pre-Columbian Contact with Other Countries’, for the same issue of the American 

Antiquarian in which Daly’s epistle was published: ‘[w]e have two articles in this number on pre-Columbian 

discovery; one by an American clergyman [J. P. MacLean, who discussed Norse issues], the other by an English 

barrister of Irish descent [this being how Peet mistakenly conceived of Daly]. These articles bring out some of the 

points. There are, however, many others; proofs of some of these are furnished by the deluge myth which prevailed 

so extensively throughout the continent, myths which come from tradition, the traditions which have been handed 

down by living races. There are other evidences, which come from the department of archaeology, which treats 

mainly of relics and architectural remains. We have maintained that these give their testimony in favour of a pre-

Columbian contact with other countries. There are everywhere throughout the continent tokens which so bear the 

impress of foreign influence that we cannot fail to recognise them’. Peet, in the remainder of his editorial, proceeds 

to enumerate those tokens: e.g. the various iconographical parallels that, Peet believed, exist between Mexican, 

Indian, Peruvian, and Assyrian, art and architecture, etc. See Stephen Denison Peet, ‘Pre-Columbian Contact with 

Other Countries’, American Antiquarian and Oriental Journal, 14 (1), 1892, p. 50. It is not insignificant to note 

that, as Terry A. Barnhart has recorded, ‘the American Antiquarian… launched… at Cleveland in April 1878… 

served as the primary medium of publication and correspondence for American archaeology and ethnology prior 

to the appearance of the American Anthropologist in 1888… [and] remained the primary medium of 

correspondence and publication until the end of the nineteenth century among avocational archaeologists’. Daly’s 

article, therefore, appears to have appeared in comparatively august American company. For the above words 

regarding the Antiquarian’s role in the development of North American archaeology, see Barnhart, American 

Antiquities: Revisiting the Origins of American Archaeology (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2015), pp. 

363, 380.  
66 As Daly doesn’t directly reference the work of ‘Alssass Chevalier’ — an appellation that Daly appears to have 

used to refer to the French free trader and Saint-Simonian Michel Chevalier (as translated into English by Thomas 

Alpass) — at any point of his argument, the sentences that immediately follow the above quotation are solely 

concerned with what Daly can be said to have derived from his reading of Prescott and Kingsborough, both of 

whom he explicitly referred to. For the sake of completeness, however, it should be noted that Chevalier, in his 

Mexico Ancient and Modern (1864), like Daly’s other authorities, discussed the possibility of extra-American 

influences upon the development of indigenous American material cultures. Regarding the identity of 

Quetzalcoatl, however, Chevalier was, in brief, quite equivocal: ‘[w]as the fable of Quetzalcoatl a tradition, in the 

marvellous form, of the sway of the Toltecs, who brought the arts and sciences into the country, and then 

disappeared? Or rather, was it not founded on the appearance at some point of the country of a European navigator, 

whom the great equatorial current, or the trade-winds, or a tempest, had borne to the shores of the Mexican Gulf?’. 

See Michel Chevalier, Mexico Ancient and Modern, Thomas Alpass, trans., (London: John Maxwell and 

Company, 1864), pp. 94, 137–153.  
67 Dominick Daly, ‘The Irish Discovery of America’, American Antiquarian and Oriental Journal, 14 (1), 1892, 

p. 45.  
68 Just how mobile was Daly? Very. In 1891, a few years after the initial publication of his ‘Mexican Messiah’, 
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to wildly differing extents, a rather ‘open’ pre-Columbian Mesoamerica: one in which it was 

assuredly neither impossible nor improbable for an early medieval Irish cleric to make his 

way, with no great impediment or obstruction, right across the Ocean Sea. Prescott, whose 

historical letter, especially regarding the reception of the Spanish by the Aztecs and the Aztecs 

by the Spanish, Daly followed rather slavishly, was, despite his comparative scholarly 

sobriety, open to the possibility of an early East Asian influence upon the development of 

ancient American civilisation,69 and Kingsborough, whose speculative spirit Daly at this 

stage of his life could be said to have freely imbibed, was, so to speak, open to openness 

itself.  

     The penurious Corkonian aristocrat Edward King, Viscount Kingsborough (1795–1837) 

— scion of a family that was plagued by rumours of murder, incest, and Jacobin sympathies70 

— was one of the nineteenth century’s most notable proponents of the thesis that ‘[t]he Jews 

had in very early ages colonised America, [and] established an empire in that continent of 

more than a thousand years’ duration’,71 and was also, though Daly does not appear to have 

known this at the time of his writing ‘The Mexican Messiah’, fairly supportive of the notion 

that certain medieval Irish voyagers might have found their way to Mexican shores.72 Irish 

brothers and other religious, as Kingsborough rather lightly and cursorily argued, may very 

well, or even may as well, have been responsible for the much commented upon cruciform 

features of Mesoamerican material culture: 

 

 

Daly could afford to visit Mexico City ‘on private business’ — a trip during which he began the composition of a 

pretendedly historical tale about an English Catholic companion of Hernando de Soto’s entitled Adventures of 

Roger L’Estrange (1896). Interestingly, the preface to L’Estrange was written by Henry Morton Stanley, who, at 

its, the preface’s, very beginning, describes Daly as his ‘friend’. As to how much of a relationship Stanley and 

Daly actually had, however, it is rather difficult to say. Daly is nowhere mentioned in any of Stanley’s published 

works, e.g. The Autobiography (1909), The Congo and the Founding of its Free State (1885),  In Darkest Africa 

(1890), etc., and the correspondence that took place between them (as recorded in the catalogue of the Henry 

Morton Stanley Archives at the Royal Museum for Central Africa in Tervuren, Belgium) — one letter from Stanley 

to Daly and three from Daly to Stanley — was limited to 1896 and appears to have exclusively concerned the 

submission of Stanley’s preface and other such matters antecedent to publication and promotion. In any case, 

whatever the substance and texture of this indubitably intriguing thread, it is not for me to pull. Nonetheless, see 

Daly, Adventures of Roger L’Estrange (London: Swann Sonnenschein & Co., 1896), p. 3. 
69 Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico, p. 656. See also Donald R. Kelley, Fortunes of History: Historical 

Inquiry from Herder to Huizinga (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 289-290.  
70 Kingsborough’s paternal aunt, Mary King, was, towards the end of the 1790s, involved in a scandal with one 

Colonel Fitzgerald, responsibility for which, by various beneficed representatives of the established church, was 

ascribed to her former governess, Mary Wollstonecraft. See, for some notes on a scandal, N. F. Lowe, ‘Mary 

Wollstonecraft and the Kingsborough Scandal’, Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 9, 1994: pp. 44-56.  
71 Kingsborough, Antiquities of Mexico… Vol. VI (London: Robert Havell, Colnaghi, Son and Co., 1831), p. 283.  
72 This, so far as I have been able to determine, has gone uncommented upon in all the modern works that touch 

upon Kingsborough’s ideas. Kingsborough’s source for an Irish presence in Iceland, in any case, was the early 

ninth-century Irish monk Dicuil’s De mensura Orbis terrae.  
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[o]n the supposition that priests, whether of the Latin or Greek church, were formerly 

designated Papas, and that the crosses which had been left in Iceland by the Irish monks 

were Latin crosses, may we not imagine, without exceeding the bounds of probability, that 

the same kind of crosses discovered in Yucatan had been carried there also by Irish monks? 

[E]specially as M. de Humboldt informs us that the first Spanish monks and missionaries 

gravely discussed the question of whether Quecalcoatle [sic] was an Irishman.73  

 

That Daly missed this passage, which is patently quite germane to his own speculations, 

shouldn’t really, however, come as much of a surprise, for it was, as it remains, naught but 

five or so very finely printed lines within a sprawling multipage footnote in the sixth of the 

seven volumes of Kingsborough’s rather matter-of-factly and exhaustively entitled 

Antiquities of Mexico comprising facsimiles of ancient Mexican paintings and hieroglyphics 

preserved in the Royal Libraries of Paris, Berlin and Dresden; in the Imperial Library of 

Vienna; in the Vatican Library; in the Borgia Library at Rome; in the Library of the Institute 

at Bologna and in the Bodleian Library at Oxford.74 As, perhaps, should go without saying, 

a book’s physical, typographical, and other dimensions can surely influence, if not completely 

determine, how it is read and used. In any case, whatever the precise cause of Daly’s initial 

ignorance of the discussion of matters by Humboldt et al., as referenced by Kingsborough, 

that were and are of great relevance to his argument, he was to eventually acknowledge, in 

his letter to Peet, the comparative unoriginality of his historical claims. Daly, taking care in 

the process, as care needed to be taken, to pre-empt the attribution of his discursive manner 

and proclivities to one, largely pejorative, conception of the Irish national character, on 

reflection admitted:  

 

In theorizing, as I have, upon the personality of Quetzatcoatl [sic], I was under the 

impression that my ideas were quite new and original, and I was a little afraid that they 

might be regarded as another instance of the generous disposition credited to Irishmen of 

claiming for their country all the great men who are anywhere to be found. But I am at 

 
73 Kingsborough, Antiquities, p. 190.  
74 Brief discussions of Kingsborough and his views can be found in Tudor Parfitt’s The Lost Tribes of Israel: The 

History of a Myth (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2002), pp. 89-91, and Zvi Ben-Dor Benite’s The Lost Tribes: 

A World History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 3, 183-184. It is notable that Daniel Garrison 

Brinton, despite his abhorrence of all pre-Columbian contact scenarios, was nonetheless moved to describe 

Kingsborough’s work as ‘magnificent’. See Brinton, The American Race: A Linguistic Classification and 

Ethnographic Description of the Native Tribes of North and South America (New York: N. D. C. Hodges, 

Publisher, 1891), p. 18.  
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once a little disappointed, and not a little surprised, to find that my surmise was by no 

means novel. It seems that at a very early period after the rapid conquest of Mexico the 

Spanish ecclesiastics gravely discussed the question whether Quetzatcoatl was not an early 

Irish missionary… although they appear to have had no knowledge of the legend of St. 

Brendan.75 

 

Regarding the identities of those ‘Spanish ecclesiastics [who] gravely discussed the question 

whether Quetzatcoatl [sic] was not an early Irish missionary’, of whom Daly wrote and to 

whom Humboldt, per Kingsborough, happily referred,76 the Castilian Franciscan Juan de 

Torquemada (c. 1562–1624) was quite likely among their number. Interestingly, however, for 

Torquemada, in a manner that was very much contrary to the standard early modern grain, 

Quetzalcoatl does not seem to have been a particularly laudable, or even a particularly priestly, 

character:  

 

Fray Juan de Torquemada provides another version of a foreign Quetzalcoatl. Coming 

from the direction of Pánuco, strange men asking to be domiciled arrived in Tollan from 

unknown lands. Although according to Torquemada the opinion of some was that these 

men were Romans or Carthaginians, the fact that they ate human flesh and marked their 

faces with stripes inclined him to think they came from Ireland. Unable to maintain 

themselves in Tollan, the strange travellers went on to Cholollan, where they intermingled 

with the native inhabitants. Their chieftain, Quetzalcoatl, a blond and bearded white man 

possessed of magic and the power of necromancy, was taken as a god because of the tales 

he told.77  

 

As to the barer specificities of Daly’s argument, the following will suffice. As already 

obliquely alluded to, Daly followed Prescott in affirming that Cortés was taken by the Aztecs 

to be, or at least a representative of, the returning Quetzalcoatl.78 That is to say, that Daly 

 
75 Daly, ‘The Irish Discovery of America’, p. 46. 
76 As Daly’s phrasing in his letter to Peet, regarding what the Spanish clerics ‘gravely’ discussed, substantially 

mirrored Kingsborough’s own on the very same subject, there is good reason to suppose that Daly, although only 

after the original publication of his article, eventually read the passage, to which we above refer, that he had 

initially managed to miss. 
77 Alfredo López Austin, The Myth of Quetzalcoatl: Religion, Rulership, and History in the Nahua World, Russ 

Davidson with Guilhem Olivier, trans., (Louisville [CO]: University Press of Colorado, 2015), pp. 12-13.  
78 N.B. Prescott can sometimes be somewhat allusive on this point. See, however, his History of the Conquest of 

Mexico, pp. 29, 148, 324-325, 453. See esp. p. 324 re Montezuma’s recognition of the supremacy of Charles V: 

‘[h]is [Montezuma’s] will, they [the Mexican nobles] told him, had always been their law. It should be so now; 

and, if he thought the sovereign of the strangers was the ancient lord of this country [i.e. Quetzalcoatl], they were 
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accepted the supposition, which was developed through the work of such post-conquest 

chroniclers of Nueva España  as Gerónimo de Mendieta (1525–1604), Diego Durán (c. 1537–

1588), and Fernando de Alva Cortés Ixtlilxóchitl (c. 1580–1648),79 that the Aztecs had a 

tradition that, broadly speaking, portrayed the theanthropos Quetzalcoatl as a prodigiously 

bearded and relatively pale-skinned foreigner who had preached a religious doctrine to the 

Toltecs that bore, in many respects, a great deal of similarity to historical Christianity.80 As 

related by Prescott, Quetzalcoatl ‘was said to have been tall in stature, with a white skin, long, 

dark hair, and a flowing beard… [and] [t]he Mexicans looked confidently to [his]… return’,81 

and this was a characterisation with which Daly couldn’t help but concur. Due to his 

acceptance of this, as it were, de- and re-racinated picture of Quetzalcoatl — supported, in 

part, by an enumeration, which was ultimately derived from the early modern Spanish 

accounts upon which both Prescott and Kingsborough invariably depended, of various 

suspiciously Catholic Aztec institutions and practices82 — Daly, with great confidence, felt 

 

willing to acknowledge him as such still’. 
79 See, regarding the Christianised representation of Quetzalcoatl in Ixtlilxóchitl, for example, Jongsoo Lee, The 

Allure of Nezahualcoyotl: Pre-Hispanic History, Religion, and Nahua Poetics (Albuquerque: University of New 

Mexico Press, 2008), pp. 63-67; see also Peter B. Villella, Indigenous Elites and Creole Identity in Colonial 

Mexico, 1500–1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 124-125.   
80 Probably influenced by related suggestions present in Prescott pertaining to the incongruity of certain features 

of Aztec religion — e.g. those on pp. 27, 33, of the History of the Conquest of Mexico — Daly believed that the 

most ‘unchristian’ or least refined elements of Mexican ritual practice were introduced with the settlement of the 

Aztecs in the Valley of Mexico many years after Quetzalcoatl (Saint Brendan) had preached his peculiar gospel 

and departed, with nary an additional peep, from the historical scene. The Aztecs according to Daly were, 

compared to the Toltecs, the rudest of barbarians, who, though they inherited much of Toltec culture and religion, 

regrettably adulterated it with their baser and more bestial ways. N.B. There are, perhaps, some echoes here of the 

old ‘barbarian invasion’ account of the collapse of the Roman Empire. As Daly put it: ‘[t]he religion of the 

Mexicans, as the Spaniards found it, was in truth an amazing and most unnatural combination of what appeared 

to be Christian beliefs and Christian virtues and morality with the bloody rites and idolatrous practices of pagan 

barbarians… [t]he milder part of the Mexican religion was that which Quetzatcoatl [sic] had taught them. He had 

taught it to the Toltecs, a people who ruled Mexico some centuries before the arrival of the Spaniards. The Aztecs 

were in possession of power when the Spaniards came, and it was they who had introduced that part of the Mexican 

religion which was in such strong contrast to the religion established by Quetzatcoatl’. The Aztecs, as Daly 

stressed, however, ‘adopted as much of what had been left of Toltec civilisation and Toltec religion as they were 

capable of absorbing, without, however, abandoning their own ruder ideas and propensities’. The account given 

by Daly of Mesoamerican cultural degeneration, therefore, quite unlike the more general theories of cultural and 

demographic decline produced by the likes of Archbishop Whately, etc., was predicated upon historical and 

geographical contingencies rather than larger, more automatic and biblically inflected, improvidential schemes. 

See, for the above, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 239. For further light on the post-conquest Christianisation of the 

image of Quetzalcoatl, without which Daly’s work would never have been written, see Matthew Restall, When 

Montezuma Met Cortés: The True Story of the Meeting that Changed History (New York: Ecco, 2018), pp. 99-

102. 
81 Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico, p. 29.  
82 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, pp. 242-244. For example, according to Daly, ‘it is certain that the Mexicans 

held many points of belief in common with the Christians. They believed in the Trinity, the Incarnation, and, 

apparently, the Redemption’; ‘[t]he Mexicans believed in the doctrine of transubstantiation in its strictest form, 

and even in its Roman Catholic peculiarity of communion under one kind’. For Daly, unlike the superciliously 

Protestant Prescott — who, nonetheless, as already noted, was largely uncritical of the notion that the Aztecs had 

identified Cortés and Spain with the returning Quetzalcoatl — there was no reason to be sceptical of the Spanish, 

and especially the Franciscan, accounts of Aztec religion: ‘[w]as it, then, some remains of Christianity which the 
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able to proclaim:  

 

It is, therefore, hard to understand what it was that Quetzatcoatl [sic] taught if it was not 

Christianity, and equally hard to conceive what he could have been if he were not a 

Christian missionary. His personality and attributes are altogether, and without a single 

exception or the slightest qualification, those of an early Christian missionary. A white 

man, with all the peculiarities of a European[.]83  

 

In considering the option, and objection, that this prophetically pale and peculiarly pious 

Quetzalcoatl, rather than having been an actual historical personage was merely a product of 

the Aztec imagination — which, for example, due to its irreligious implications, was the 

position upheld by one Eudorus C. Kenney84 — Daly made himself more than clear, in a 

 

Spaniards found? There is no reason to doubt the concurrent testimony of their writers and historians, lay and 

clerical, as to what they did find. There could be no adequate motive for a general conspiracy amongst them to 

manufacture evidence and invent fables for the purpose of making it appear that the people whom they were about 

to plunder, enslave, and slaughter were a sort of Christians. On the contrary, their expressions of surprise and 

horror at finding Christian doctrines and Christian practices intermingled with the grossest idolatry and the most 

barbarous and bloody rites, are too natural and genuine to be mistaken’. Daly, it seems, appears to have had no 

notion of the theology-ladenness of early modern observation. He would have, in truth, if time travel had been an 

option, done well to heed the words of Matthew Restall: ‘the accounts by Diaz, Cortés, and the other Spaniards 

of what they saw and did in the Americas were inescapably framed by the concepts and language of their own 

culture’. See Restall, Seven Myths of the Spanish Conquest (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. vx. A 

point of clarification: though Prescott accepted that the early Spanish chroniclers of the Americas came across 

Aztec rites and rituals that were eerily reminiscent of historical Christianity, he did not think that such parallels 

could be licitly ascribed to any form of pre-Columbian Christian mission (as certain Spanish, and, of course, Daly 

did). Rather, for Prescott, in an assuredly stadial if not in fact more enlightened mode, such similarities were more 

likely to have been the product of ‘the natural expression of the religious feeling common to all nations who have 

reached even a moderate civilization’. In short, Prescott, who was never without a soupçon of anti-Catholic 

condescension — ‘[h]ow could the Roman Catholic fail to recognize the awful ceremony of the Eucharist?’  — 

took for granted that the Spanish accurately enough recorded the nature of Aztec ritual and religion, but did not 

interpret these alleged facets of Mexica culture, as Daly did, in a straightforwardly euhemeristic or diffusionist 

fashion. See Prescott, Conquest of Mexico, p. 641. A further aside: it is interesting to note that John Burrow 

portrays Prescott as someone who ‘had learned on his travels in southern Europe to respect Catholicism’ and 

whose ‘stance towards the conquest [of Mexico]’ was ‘equally far [removed] from Christian triumphalism, 

nineteenth-century racial arrogance, and the modern principled opposition to imperialism’. This is, I think, to say 

the least, one of those portraits for which the subject didn’t bother to sit. That Prescott once wrote, in regard to 

Portugal, that it was an ‘interesting employment for the inhabitants of a free country, flourishing under the 

influence of a benign religion, to contemplate the degradation to which human nature may be reduced when 

oppressed by arbitrary power and papal superstition’ would certainly seem to suggest that someone else, when 

Burrow was at his easel, sat in his stead. Burrow is quite right, however, to suggest that ‘[i]n Prescott’s gentlemanly 

tolerance there is a distinct flavour of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, [albeit] without its iconoclastic zeal’. 

John W. Burrow, A History of Histories (London: Penguin Books, 2009), p. 428. For Prescott’s rather mundane 

anti-Catholicism, see George Ticknor, Life of William Hickling Prescott (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 

1863), p. 37.  
83 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 245.  
84 ‘Messiah of the Aztecs Subject of an Address’, The Evening Star, 31st October 1910. For Kenney, who delivered 

his argument before a meeting of the Washington Secular League, the replacement of Quetzalcoatl by Jesus in 

Mexican hearts and minds was a product of Spencerian social evolution: ‘“The Mexican Messiah” was the subject 

of an address by Prof. Eudorus C. Kenney before the Washington Secular League yesterday afternoon at Pythian 

Temple. Prof. Kenney recited the story of Quetzalcoatl as given in the myths and legends of the Aztecs and showed 



98 
 

wholly negative mode, by way of assuming a certain degree of mock incredulity. The 

reckoning of informal probabilities, which is always a highly subjective endeavour and one 

that is perhaps somewhat overlooked in the annals of epistemic technique, confirmed, for 

Daly, the essential sagacity of his methods and approach:  

 

Chaste, frugal, earnest, self-denying, laborious, he stands depicted in Mexican tradition as 

the highest specimen of an Apostolic saint or early Christian missionary. Can he then be 

an imaginary person? Could the early Mexican pagans have evolved such a character from 

their own fancy or created it out of pagan materials? The thing seems incredible. It would 

indeed be curious if the Mexicans — never having seen a white man, and wholly ignorant 

of European ideas and beliefs — had invented a fable of a white man sojourning amongst 

them; it would be still more curious if, in addition to this, they had invented another fable 

of that white man instructing them in European religion and morals. The white man 

without the teaching might be a possible but still a doubtful story; the teaching without a 

white man would be difficult to believe; but the white man and the teaching together make 

up a complete and consistent whole almost precluding the possibility of invention.85 

 

There is, funnily enough, despite its sarcastically conveyed egregious Eurocentrism, an 

element of truth to Daly’s otherwise scurrilous account of Mexica imaginative deficiency — 

though the same, I would suggest, cannot be said of his belief that Christianity was a 

European religion simpliciter.86 For, though not at all in a fashion that would do anything to 

strengthen his argument, it is indeed the case that the Quetzalcoatl of which Daly wrote could 

not have been imagined by the Aztecs, because, forsooth, he simply wasn’t. What Daly and 

his principal authorities took to be representative of genuinely Mexican traditions were, in 

fact, along with the notion that Cortés and the other conquistadors were regarded by the 

purportedly benighted Aztecs as gods, mid to late sixteenth-century Spanish inventions. As 

the historian Camilla Townsend has noted, ‘[a]ll the elements [regarding this conception of 

 

the similarity between the mythological Quetzalcoatl and the supernatural heroes of other religions. He held that 

their heroes and “saviors” [sic] and the wonderful stories associated with them all have a common origin in the 

universal tendency of primitive peoples to personify and deify the forces and mysteries of nature. Quetzalcoatl 

was defined as a “combination of man and wind and sun deity.” In conclusion the speaker referred to the Spanish 

conquest of Mexico and the displacement of Quetzalcoatl by Jesus in the worship in Mexico. “Thus,” he said, “do 

nations conquer nations, races overcome races, saviors displace saviors, mythologies dispel mythologies, religions 

suppress religions, gods triumph over gods. Such is ‘the struggle for existence,’ such [is] the ‘survival of the 

fittest,’ such is evolution in the history of man”’.  
85 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 246. 
86 Though see, for words relevant to this issue, Geza Vermes, Christian Beginnings: From Nazareth to Nicaea, 

AD 30–325 (London: Penguin Books, 2013), pp. xiii-xvi. 
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Quetzalcoatl and/or Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl] did not appear in the same narration until [Friar 

Bernardino de] Sahagún’s Codex drew them together in the 1560s’,87 which was, one might 

recall, over forty years after Montezuma went for his tea. There was, in short, no authentically 

Mexica prophecy that the arrival of Cortés could possibly have fulfilled, and the ‘whiteness’ 

of Quetzalcoatl with which Daly appears to have been very much taken, and which was a 

very large part of the grounds upon which he declared him likely to have been Saint Brendan, 

was nothing of the sort.88 Townsend’s prefatory summary of the scholarly situation, circa the 

early twenty-first century, regarding the myth of the conquistadors being taken as gods and 

Quetzalcoatl’s allegedly prophesied return, is well worth quoting in full:  

 

In 1552 Francisco López de Gómara, who had been chaplain and secretary to Hernando 

Cortés while he lived out his old age in Spain, published an account of the conquest of 

Mexico. Gómara himself had never been to the New World, but he could envision it 

nonetheless. “Many [Indians] came to gape at the strange men, now so famous, and at their 

attire, arms and horses, and they said, ‘These men are gods!’” The chaplain was one of the 

first to claim that the Mexicans had believed the conquistadors to be divine. Among the 

welter of statements made in the Old World about inhabitants of the New, this one found 

particular resonance. It was repeated with enthusiasm and soon a specific version gained 

credence: the Mexicans had believed in a god named Quetzalcoatl, who long ago had 

disappeared in the East, promising to return from that direction on a certain date. In an 

extraordinary coincidence, Cortés appeared off the coast in that very year and was 

mistaken for Quetzalcoatl by the devout Indians. Today, most educated persons in the 

United States, Europe, and Latin America are fully versed in this account, as readers of 

this piece can undoubtedly affirm. In fact, however, there is little evidence that the 

indigenous people ever seriously believed the newcomers were gods, and there is no 

 
87 Camilla Townsend, ‘No One Said it was Quetzalcoatl: Listening to the Indians in the Conquest of Mexico’, 

History Compass, 1, 2003: p. 6. Alfredo López Austin, however, emphasises the contribution of Bartolomé de las 

Casas. See Austin, The Myth of Quetzalcoatl, p. 10. 
88 One should also note that the ‘whiteness’ that Daly imputed to Quetzalcoatl would not have been the same as 

that imputed to Quetzalcoatl by the Spanish, even though, as was indeed the case, Daly was ultimately dependent 

upon Iberian accounts for this colourful, or colourless, description. Simply put, the concepts of race, colour, and 

nation that were available to and inherited by Daly, were not those deployed by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

Spanish warriors, chroniclers, and priests. Being described as a ‘white man’ by a renaissance-era conquistador is 

not at all the same illocutionary act as being described as a ‘white man’ by a late Victorian Irish barrister living 

and working in one of Britain’s premier industrial cities. As Michel Foucault has rightly noted, ‘it is quite obvious 

that the word “race” itself [and its characteristic cognates] is not pinned to a stable biological meaning’. Michel 

Foucault, Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1875–76 (London: Penguin Books, 

2004), p. 77.  
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meaningful evidence that any story about Quetzalcoatl’s returning from the East ever 

existed before the conquest. A number of scholars of early Mexico are aware of this, but 

few others are. The cherished narrative is alive and well, and in urgent need of critical 

attention.89 

 

So long as we are on the topic, an interesting nineteenth-century objection to the myth of 

Cortés and Quetzalcoatl can be instructively recorded: namely, that if Quetzalcoatl was truly 

a white man, how could anybody, even Montezuma, have confused him with a Spaniard? 

This, at least in part, was the reasoning of the Columbus biographer Henry Frederic Reddall 

(1856–1921), who, using a term of Daniel Garrison Brinton’s, stated: ‘[c]ertain it is, however, 

that if a distinctively white race were wanted to personate the “Dawn Heroes,” [of which 

Quetzalcoatl was one] a people from a colder and more northerly clime than Spain would 

have suited all the conditions far better than the swarthy Spaniards’.90 

     Irrespective of Anglo-American quibbling over the racial status of the conquering 

Iberians, Daly, to recapitulate some of the above, appears to have regarded Quetzalcoatl’s 

putative ‘whiteness’ as something very arresting indeed. Even more so, it seems, than the 

tenets of his creed. For Daly, the cognitive content of Quetzalcoatl’s ostensibly Christian 

mission was, ‘naturally’, more susceptible to the ravages of time and the infinite fallibilities 

of memory than the traditionary or folkloristic recollection of the colour of his skin. The 

physiognomic and the physical were, therefore, to Daly’s mind, more amenable to 

memorialisation, if only in the case of the Mexicans, than any ideological precept, percept, 

or dictum:  

 

time and change must have done much in the course of centuries to confuse the teachings 

of Quetzatcoatl [sic]. These would naturally be more susceptible of mutation than the few 

striking items of his personal appearance, which (if only on account of their singularity) 

must have deeply impressed the Mexicans generation after generation.91  

 
89 Camilla Townsend, ‘No One Said it was Quetzalcoatl’, p. 1. See, for a fuller treatment of these issues, Matthew 

Restall, Seven Myths, pp. 108-120, who, though in (negative) agreement with Townsend regarding the 

identification of Cortés with the returning Quetzalcoatl, etc., in terms of detail, and especially regarding Gómara, 

somewhat disagrees. In any case, when Townsend states that ‘[t]oday, most educated persons in the United States, 

Europe, and Latin America are fully versed in this account’ she is not overegging her case. For example, the late 

John Burrow — an educated person if ever there was one — appears to give, in his A History of Histories, p. 425, 

credence to the myth of Quetzalcoatl’s return that it simply doesn’t warrant or deserve.  
90 Henry Frederic Reddall, Columbus the Navigator: The Story of his Life and Work (New York: Empire Publishing 

Company, 1892), p. 16.  
91 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 238. 
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Although Irish nationalism has not often been associated with a proactive engagement with, 

and valorisation of, any pan-European conception of transhistorical ‘whiteness’, and has at 

times enthusiastically breached the accepted and nascently global bounds of the colour-based 

forms of Victorian racial ideology,92 such engagement was not, by any means, wholly unheard 

of. Irish nationalist avowal and approbation of Irish ‘whiteness’, given the widely distributed 

salience of that socially potent categorisation and its workaday irrelevance to exclusively 

Irish social realities,93 was, however, more a feature of the transatlantic and imperial 

diasporas than it was of the theory and practice of irremediably agrarian roustabouts and 

reformers. The at times extraordinarily brutal anti-black and anti-Chinese racism of various 

Irish-born workers and ideologues in the United States is well known, the racial attitudes and 

ideas of Tipperarian hacklers, farriers, and agricultural labourers, however, are rather less 

so.94 In any case, for certain Irish nationalist politicians being ‘white’ assumed a degree of 

 
92 For example, ‘[w]hen Davitt, Parnell, and other representatives of the Land League addressed crowds of tenant 

farmers, they were often greeted with sustained cheering for the Zulu king Cetshwayo and for his defiant people, 

who at that moment were locked in bitter combat with a British force that was invading their homeland’. See 

Nelson, Irish Nationalists, p. 128.  
93 As variously noted by the sociologist Steve Garner: ‘[t]o divorce analyses of whiteness from the power 

relationships that frame it is to commit a cardinal error: it bears repeating that whiteness has historically functioned 

as a racial supremacist identity, fleetingly suspending the power relationships between genders and classes within 

the self-identifying ‘white’ group in order to unite them’; ‘[w]hiteness without blackness; freedom without 

slavery; civilization without barbarity? The former deprived of the latter becomes meaningless, and this is the key 

to understanding how whiteness works, i.e. by continuously redefining itself as the polar opposite of 

nonwhiteness’; ‘whiteness is a phenomenon unthinkable in a context where white does not equal power at some 

structural level’; ‘I would argue that whiteness can best be grasped as a contingent social hierarchy granting 

differential access to economic and cultural capital, intersecting with, and overlaying, class and ethnicity… as 

well as gender and sexuality’. Granting that all this is so, did ‘whiteness’, of the stripe described by Garner, have 

any role to play in determining the social, political, and other conditions that prevailed within nineteenth-century 

Ireland? I don’t think so. See Garner, ‘The Uses of Whiteness: What Sociologists Working on Europe Can Draw 

from US Research on Whiteness’, Sociology, 40 (2), 2006: pp. 262, 264. N.B. It should be patent that the 

geographical spread of peoples and places classified as ‘white’, e.g. within certain putatively ‘scientific’ 

discourses, etc., need not be, and has not been, coextensive with that of ‘whiteness’ as a form of hierarchical social 

relation (i.e. white supremacy). There is, in short, a certain degree of polysemy here of which it would pay to be 

conscious. ‘Whiteness’, the carrier of social privilege, and ‘white’, the attemptedly true-to-nature anthropological 

ascription, are neither synonyms nor equivalents, and have not always cooccurred. Consider, for example, that 

Armand de Quatrefages classified the Ethiopians and Abyssinians as members, in presumably good standing, of 

the ‘white’ race, and that to this very day, though no one has ever doubted their being ‘white’, Irish Travellers 

have been subject to all manner of informal discriminatory practices. We should also never forget, as both racists 

and, quite regrettably, some anti-racists do, that ‘national’ and ‘racial’ categories are neither subjects of experience 

nor world-historical collective agents or agencies. Intragroup distinctions of class, caste, geography and culture 

should never be effaced or ignored. In any case, for Quatrefages and his racial typology see Anténor Firmin, The 

Equality of the Human Races, trans. Asselin Charles (University of Illinois Press: Urbana, 2002), p. 19.  
94 Though here it is probably worth our while to acknowledge that racially caricatural minstrel shows, such as the 

originally New York-based Christy’s Minstrels, on occasion toured Irish urban centres (from the 1840s onwards), 

we do not know to what extent the manner in which they depicted African Americans, or ‘black’ people more 

generally, impacted the racial imaginings of Irish peasants and proletarians (or, more broadly, what one might call, 

under pain of death, the Irish popular mind). How nineteenth-century Irish people of recent African descent — 

and there were a few such persons — conceived of themselves is also, to my meagre knowledge, a subject that 

has yet to be properly addressed. Regarding the eighteenth century, however, see W. A. Hart, ‘Africans in 

Eighteenth-Century Ireland’, Irish Historical Studies, 33 (129), 2002: pp. 19-32.  
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political importance. For example, a couple of the higherups of the Irish political formation 

with which Daly was most closely associated, the Irish Parliamentary Party, on a few 

occasions based their arguments for Irish legislative independence upon the alleged 

‘whiteness’ of the Irish ‘race’, even though, as must also be noted, some of their opponents, 

most famously Lord Salisbury, were not completely convinced of the veracity, relevance, or 

efficacy, of such a racial self-identification.95 ‘[M]any opposed Home Rule’, as the social 

historian of anthropology Henrika Kuklick has written, ‘with racist arguments framed in 

conventional evolutionist terms: the Irish were a feminine race, more like savages than 

Englishmen, and incompetent to govern themselves’.96 Whatever the thoughts of their 

enemies, however, ‘[f]or many [Irish] nationalists’, as Bruce Nelson has noted,  

 

it became strategically wise and psychologically necessary to insist that like Canadians 

and Australians, the Irish people were a white, and European, race, entitled to home rule 

for precisely that reason. Redmond’s lieutenant John Dillon told an audience in New 

Zealand that the Irish deserved self-government “because we are white men,” and 

Redmond himself asked an English audience in 1913 why Ireland should be the “only… 

white race in the Empire that is to be denied the right to govern herself”.97  

 

C. A. Bayly’s not uncontroversial suggestion that ‘Irish nationalism arose from Ireland’s 

perceived exclusion from [the ‘benefits’ of] empire, not her [unwilling] inclusion within it’98 

— given the above and the example of Butt — certainly contains a fair smattering of truth, 

but, and ‘buts’ other than Isaac are always available, Irish nationalism was not, and is not, 

historically or socially, reducible to one stream, class, programme or party. Pace Bayly, and, 

more generally, historians of a mind similar to Bayly’s, ‘anti-imperialism can be shown to 

have been a powerful component of [Irish] nationalist thought and rhetoric’.99 Irish 

 
95 See, for example, Salisbury’s infamous and inflammatory ‘Hottentots’ speech of 1886 in which Russians, 

Indians, and Irishmen, ‘habituated to the use of knives and slugs’, were alleged to be unfit for freedom and 

representative institutions. Michael Bentley, Lord Salisbury’s World: Conservative Environments in Late-

Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 235.  
96 Henrika Kuklick, The Savage Within: The Social History of British Anthropology, 1885-1945 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 115.  
97 Nelson, Irish Nationalists, p. 125. That Irishmen, and, at that, even comparatively well-heeled Irishmen, felt 

compelled to point this out tells its own story. Tellingly, to my knowledge, no analogous petition was ever uttered 

by a Scot.  
98 C. A. Bayly, Imperial Meridian: The British Empire and the World 1780–1830 (London: Routledge, 2016), p. 

12.  
99 Matthew Kelly, ‘Irish Nationalist Opinion and the British Empire in the 1850s and 1860s’, Past & Present, 204, 

2009: p. 130. 
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nationalism, and even the Ascendancy-style ‘patriotism’ to which Bayly implicitly alludes, 

cannot, without a great deal of simplification, be accounted for in a monocausal fashion. As 

Alvin Jackson has argued, in a manner that usefully elucidates the myriad complexities of 

Ireland’s position within the British Empire: ‘Ireland was simultaneously a bulwark of the 

Empire, and a mine within its walls. Irish people were simultaneously major participants in 

Empire, and a significant source of subversion. For the Irish the Empire was both an agent of 

liberation and of oppression: it provided both the path to social advancement and the shackles 

of incarceration’.100 

     More or less concretely, there was, and is, of course, arguably something of an irony in 

Daly’s patent willingness to appropriate for his own ethnocentric ends the, admittedly fictive, 

past of a people who had endured such exceptionally brutal forms of colonisation and 

plantation when he himself was a rather avid pursuer, during the 1880s and beyond,101 of 

some degree of legislative independence for a land, Ireland, that Irish nationalists, with more 

than a few iotas of justice, have long regarded to have suffered from not wholly dissimilar 

ills.102 Daly’s comparative broadmindedness, therefore — and by one or more of the 

standards of his day he certainly appears to have been a comparatively broadminded and 

socially conscious individual103 — certainly had its limitations, though in this, as in theorising 

 
100 Alvin Jackson, ‘Ireland, Union, and the Empire, 1800–1960’, in Kevin Kenny, ed., Ireland and the British 

Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 123.  
101 In a speech at the annual gathering of the Pilsley Liberal Association in 1893, Daly denounced plural voting, 

excoriated the excessive rents claimed by landlords, proposed that farmers should have fixity of tenure and free 

sale, and ‘spoke upon the practicability of the Home Rule scheme’. See ‘Pilsley Liberal Association’, The 

Derbyshire Courier, 21st January 1893.  
102 As we have already, though less baldly, noted, what Daly took to be most admirable in Mexican culture at the 

time of the Spanish conquest he thought, given what he held to be true of Quetzalcoatl, to be Irish in origin. 
103 For evidence of this, other than his land restorationism, note that Daly, in the introduction to his Adventures of 

Roger L’Estrange, pp. 11-12, said of the Cherokee and the other ‘Civilized Tribes’, ‘[that] [t]he members of them 

make good average progress in mental development, scholastic education, and material wealth. They are decent 

and well-behaved citizens, taking a remarkably keen interest in local and general politics. In trade, agriculture, 

and commerce they are industrious and enterprising, and are fairly well represented in most occupations, callings, 

and professions; wherein some of them (as my friend Mr. Walkingstick, the Cherokee barrister-at-law, of 

Muskogee, I.T.) have made their mark’. Though he was, as already noted, certainly subject to various ethnocentric 

biases — and certainly capable of sounding a cringeworthily supercilious tone — Daly was not, or so our evidence 

presently suggests, any sort of doctrinaire racist (indeed, Daly has his L’Estrange remark, Roger L’Estrange, p. 

213, of the ‘negro’ member of his party that he was ‘accustomed to civilized ways, and hardly less valuable than 

a white man’). As to Mr Walkingstick, where, when, and how Daly met him, we simply don’t know. What we do 

know, however, is that Simon R. Walkingstick was reputedly the first Native American lawyer to be admitted to 

the bar ‘upon examination’. See ‘A Brilliant Indian’, New Haven Daily Morning Journal and Courier, 7th July 

1893. Daly’s more general remarks upon the natives of Florida, also from the introduction to his Roger L’Estrange, 

p. 10, can also be noted: ‘[t]his fact [that Florida was occupied by various ‘civilized’ native communities] is not 

sufficiently recognised, nor generally known. It is a popular assumption, on both sides of the Atlantic, that all the 

natives of North America were nomadic savages, wandering from place to place in search of game, and having no 

permanent dwelling-places, and no towns and villages. As a general proposition this is not, and never has been, 

true’. That some Native Americans were ‘savages’, however, like the ‘uncouth Huns of the fourth century’, Daly 

did not deny.  



104 
 

about the identity of Quetzalcoatl upon the basis of thoroughly Christianised sources, he was 

certainly not unusual or alone.  

     Michael Davitt, for example, perhaps the most cosmopolitan of all late nineteenth-century 

Irish nationalist campaigners, blotted his otherwise exemplarily universalist copybook amidst 

the geopolitical complexities of colonialism in southern Africa when he lent his support to 

the Boers in their war against the British without reserving any especial regard for the 

wellbeing of the area’s indigenous peoples.104 Likewise, lest I make it seem that such 

political-intellectual inconsistency was somehow a peculiarly Irish vice, recall that one of the 

nineteenth century’s most humane and impressive individuals, the former slave and 

inexhaustible abolitionist Frederick Douglass, once attributed Irish poverty not to the 

inegalitarian nature of prevailing social relations, conditions, and institutions, or to the 

calorific demands of British industrial capitalism, but rather to the morally enervating effects 

induced by the consumption of the demon drink. As Douglass wrote to his fellow abolitionist 

William Lloyd Garrison, reflecting upon his time in Ireland in 1845, ‘[the] immediate, and it 

may be the main cause of the extreme poverty and beggary in Ireland, is intemperance. This 

may be seen in the fact that most beggars drink whiskey’.105 History, in short, is not a morality 

play, and even if it was it wouldn’t be a particularly edifying show.  

     On a similarly general note, it wouldn’t perhaps be overdramatic to say of many 

nineteenth-century theories of pre-Columbian contact that they were essentially vehicles of 

literary-historiographical colonisation: that they were means by way of which, whether 

designedly so or otherwise, to dispossess the Native American past from the point of view of 

an increasingly, if not completely, dispossessed and racist present. As the historian Douglas 

Hunter has suggested, in relation to the interpretational vicissitudes of Massachusetts’s 

Dighton Rock, ‘[t]he ever-changing versions of American antiquity and racial hierarchies 

spawned under colonization served to disenfranchise Native Americans from their past, and 

in the process from their lands, while at the same time advancing Northern Europeans as the 

rightful claimants to those lands’.106 ‘The antiquities of the New World were a New World of 

their own to eager theorists who rushed to colonize them with their learned scenarios’.107 The 

pre-Columbian contact theory’s greatest internal irony, in other words, has always been its 

 
104 Nelson, Irish Nationalists, pp. 133-147. 
105 Ibid., p. 103. N.B. It is quite likely that in expressing this opinion Douglass was echoing the rhetoric of the 

Irish temperance campaigner Father Theobald Mathew, and also, perhaps, the unreflective anti-Catholicism of 

much of the predominantly Protestant abolitionist milieu. 
106 Douglas Hunter, The Place of Stone: Dighton Rock and the Erasure of America’s Indigenous Past (Chapel Hill: 

The University of North Carolina Press, 2017), p. 5.  
107 Ibid., p. 87.  
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necessarily post-Columbian nature.108 

     Regarding Daly’s more definite proofs that Quetzalcoatl was Saint Brendan specialiter 

and not some other equally pious and plucky European, these were largely logical and 

chronological in nature. For Daly, Quetzalcoatl’s mission to Mexico must have coincided 

with the apogee of Toltec predominance, and, what’s more, so must have his departure. Why? 

Simply put, in order for there to have been sufficient time for the Toltecs to construct, in the 

absent god’s honour, the great pyramid of the city of Cholula before their seemingly 

‘mysterious’ retirement from the historical scene and the coming into power of their, on 

Daly’s account, merely residually proselytised successors, the Aztecs. These considerations, 

whatever their cogency, accuracy or coherence, permitted Daly to state that ‘it may be 

assumed with some degree of probability that Quetzatcoatl’s [sic] visit to Mexico took place 

some time between (say) A.D. 500 and A.D. 900’.109 This range, however, was amenable to 

further contraction. For, as Daly had already proven to his own satisfaction that Quetzalcoatl 

was undoubtedly some sort of Christian missionary — due to, in part, the reputed colour of 

his skin — then, surely, Daly reasoned, his journey to Mexico must have coincided with the 

historical high water mark of Christian evangelism: ‘the beginning of the fifth to the 

beginning of the eighth century… [during which] there was no limit to missionary enterprise, 

and if ever a Christian missionary had appeared in Mexico, all the probabilities favour the 

theory that he must gone there within those centuries’.110  

     Whence, however, as Daly at this stage of his investigation had still to address, was 

Quetzalcoatl likely to have embarked? Well, quelle surprise, as during that period which Daly 

pinpointed as the feathered serpent’s temporal abode ‘no country was [reputedly] more 

forward in missionary enterprise’ or more ‘daring [in] maritime adventure’,111 the land of 

saints and scholars was for him, as a committed Parnellite,112 the more than obvious choice. 

 
108 Whether or not Daly, having passed most of his days as an Irishman in England, is really the sort of ‘Northern 

European’ that Hunter has in mind is, I think, open to question. It is, in any case, a mite doubtful that those persons 

who plainly, sans any further speculation, affirmed a belief in Saint Brendan’s having gone to America simpliciter 

can be usefully assimilated to Hunter’s, broadly just, generalisation. Relatedly, though there was, without a 

scintilla of doubt, some manner of connection between various theories of pre-Columbian contact and the 

innumerable routine barbarities of American Indian policy — Andrew Jackson, in an exculpatory and justificatory 

fashion, pointedly invoked the myth of the mound builders, for example — this, so Terry A. Barnhart suggests, 

should not be overplayed: ‘[t]he Mound Builders and their presumed fate held a significant place in popular 

thought and also influenced American Indian policy. One should not overstate the significance of these 

connections, but they are unquestionably there to a greater or lesser degree. But the premises of that mythology 

were not the primary concern of those who investigated the mounds as a subject of intrinsic human interest’. See 

Barnhart, American Antiquities, pp. 248, 251. 
109 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 247. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid., pp. 248-249.  
112 Parnell was, for Daly, ‘that marvellous man’. See ‘The Dudley Irishmen and the Coming Election’.  
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As Daly rhetorically inquired, and answered matter-of-factly, ‘[to the question that] “Could 

Ireland have been the Tlapallan, or Holy Island, of the Mexican tradition?” an affirmative 

answer may readily be given’, especially, he supposed, ‘by anyone who knows even a little 

of the ecclesiastical history of [Ireland]… from A.D. 500 to A.D. 800’.113 Here Daly, though 

not in the most extravagant or extended fashion imaginable, indulged in one of the more 

abiding and self-aggrandising clichés of Irish Catholic historiography: that of the monastic 

‘Golden Age’ — of ‘civilisation’, in the ever-illusory singular, saved and disseminated by 

superhumanly assiduous Irish monks.114 

     As to how Daly, with even greater specificity, reasoned that Saint Brendan and 

Quetzalcoatl were one and the same, this was done, at least in part, by way of his adherence 

to a rather optimistic conception of early medieval recordkeeping. Daly — and in this he 

might have been a mite influenced by his Victorian legal training — assumed that it was quite 

unlikely that such a ‘singular and pious expedition’ as that of Quetzalcoatl ‘would [not] have 

been put upon record somewhere’,115 and, to his mind, the Navigatio Sancti Brendani, which 

is preserved in the Bibliothèque nationale and the Cottonian collection at the British 

Library,116 and reproduced in Ussher’s Antiquities, was, in fact, that record. Indeed, in a 

manner of speaking, as a straightforward and unambiguous record is just how he treated it.  

     Daly’s hermeneutic approach, in other words, was neither subtle nor sophisticated, but in 

cutting through such textual thickets as existed and exist in the Brendanian narrative, its 

structural and episodic congruence with Mexican tradition, so Daly alleged, was patent and 

obvious.  ‘All that can be said about it [i.e. the story of Brendan’s voyage]’, Daly maintained, 

‘is that it is in wonderful agreement with what is known, or may be inferred, from… Mexican 

legend’.117 As to how Daly squared this somewhat minimalist interpretative stance with the 

explicitly legendary and theological facets of the Navigatio, such as the great whale Jasconius 

 
113 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 248. 
114 This understanding, which was common among Irish nationalists, did not escape derision. See George 

Campbell, Duke of Argyll, Irish Nationalism: An Appeal to History (London: John Murray, 1893), pp. 31-38. The 

Celtic Church, according to Campbell, ‘never had exercised, even in its golden age, the smallest influence in 

civilising the habits or institutions of the Irish people. That golden age lay in the sixth and seventh centuries. But 

the annals of those centuries show no pause in the revolting repetition of bloody feuds, with plunder, murder, and 

devastation’. 
115 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 248: ‘[i]t seems unlikely that his [Quetzalcoatl’s] enterprise would have 

escaped attention altogether, especially from the ecclesiastical chroniclers, who were not given to ignoring the 

good works of their fellow-religionists’. 
116 In which the earliest surviving manuscript copy of the Navigatio — from the tenth century — resides to this 

day. C.f. D. H. Farmer, The Age of Bede (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1988), p. 11: ‘[t]he earliest manuscript 

of the Navigatio dates from the tenth century. It is an abridged copy, so it is witness to at least one earlier 

manuscript, of uncertain date. It is written in a Carolingian minuscule hand: it belonged to, and was quite likely 

written at, the monastery of St Maximin at Trier. It is now in the British Library (Add. MS 36,736)’. 
117 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 250.  
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upon whom the eucharist is celebrated, the evil gryphon, and Judas Iscariot’s jagged and 

barren ‘Garden of Delights’118 — which, one might suppose, would potentially have 

scuppered any straightforwardly geographical interpretation of the tale, let alone one that 

identified Saint Brendan with Quetzalcoatl and conveyed him to Mexico — simply put, he 

didn’t bother to try.119 Regarding ancient sources, as Daly understood them, one had to adjust 

one’s expectations accordingly, and, with scythe held firmly in hand, aggressively separate 

what one took to be wheat from what one took to be chaff. ‘It would be idle to expect a plain, 

matter-of-fact account of St. Brendan’s voyage from the chroniclers of the sixth century’, 

Daly insisted, ‘[t]he narrative is, in fact, interwoven with several supernatural occurrences. 

But eliminating these, there remains enough of apparently real incident worthy of serious 

attention’.120 Daly, evidently, appears to have been familiar with that most common, yet least 

openly acknowledged, of all wissenschaftlich dictums: viz. that which doesn’t help one’s case 

one can happily ignore. In any case, though Daly’s methodology mightn’t appear to have 

been geared towards the exercise of epistemic humility — free and easy probabilities 

pervaded his argumentative style — it was with a certain, but only a certain, degree of such 

that he concluded his pre-Columbian assay:  

 

 
118 George Otto Simms, Brendan the Navigator: Exploring the Ancient World (Dublin: The O’Brien Press, 2006), 

pp. 47-51, 62-63, 71-73.  
119 It was due to these very same facets that Daly’s contemporary John Crichton-Stuart, 3rd Marquess of Bute, 

rejected what he called the ‘naturalistic school’ of Brendanian interpretation (of which Daly, in his own way, was 

a proponent). As the Marquess averred: ‘[a]s I have said, I look upon Brendan’s wanderings in the Western Isles 

soon after his ordination, in search of a place wherein to found a monastery, as the only scrap of historical basis, 

at any rate as far as he was concerned, which the romance possesses. The Life says that he reached many islands, 

but instances only two, one of these being the so-called Land of Promise as above, and the incidents are not of a 

very startling character. No one on the other hand will deny that the Voyage narrates a series of incidents of a very 

startling character indeed, and it seems to me beyond possibility that some of them, such as the Judas episode, can 

have even a legendary basis, or be anything but pure, unmitigated, intentional, avowed, undisguised fiction, like 

the incidents of any novel of the present day. It seems to me that there is in the romance more resemblance to 

Lucian’s Traveller’s True Tale than is likely to be accidental, and the Land of Promise indeed occupies a position 

somewhat similar to that held by the Islands of the Blest in that remarkable skit. Again, I think that the Burning 

Island with its forges, and its monstrous inhabitants hurling rocks into the sea after the voyagers, and the great 

black volcano piercing the clouds, is very suggestive of Etna and the Cyclopes as described in the Odyssey. It 

must be remembered that Greek scholarship was a good deal cultivated in antient [sic] Ireland. My own impression 

is that the author, whoever he was, was a very pious man, who had read Homer and Lucian, and to whom it 

occurred that it would be a nice thing to write an imaginary voyage which might unite similar elements of interest 

and excitement with the inculcation of Christian, religious, and moral sentiments. For his own purposes he 

plagiarized them a little, and I am very far from wishing to contend that it is impossible that he may also have 

worked in some vague accounts of the wonders of America, which had reached his ears from the adventurous 

voyages of the Norsemen, if indeed his date were late enough, possibly of even earlier navigators, now to us 

unknown. But as an whole, I look upon the Fabulous Voyage as a composition which is really only differentiated 

by the elements due to the time and place of birth from religious novels such as those which enrich the pages of 

the Leisure Hour or the Sunday at Home’. See John Crichton-Stuart, Essays on Home Subjects (Paisley: Alexander 

Gardner, 1904), pp. 224-225. 
120 Daly, ‘The Mexican Messiah’, p. 250. 
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It would be presumptuous to claim that the identity of Quetzatcoatl [sic] with St. Brendan 

has been completely established in this essay, but it may reasonably be submitted that there 

is no violent inconsistency involved in the theory herein advanced, and an examination of 

the evidence upon which it is based discloses many remarkable coincidences in favour of 

the opinion that the Mexican Messiah may have been the Irish saint. Beyond this it would 

not be safe to go, and it is not probable that future discoveries will enable the identity of 

Quetzatcoatl to be more clearly traced.121 

 

Quetzalcoatl’s other identities 

 

Given that he was willing to bet that his Brendanian theory of Quetzalcoatl’s identity was 

unlikely to be bettered, it might be cause for some amusement to learn that by 1904, Daly, 

who was now threescore and ten and the revising barrister for Lincolnshire, had changed his 

mind. Quetzalcoatl, he argued in the very first volume of the Celtic Review,122 was still likely 

to have been a European — ‘possibly of about the same period’ and possibly a Celt, ‘possibly 

Mernoc’123 — but he was assuredly not, as he had argued sixteen years before, Saint Brendan. 

Daly no longer considered the Brendanian narrative to be good evidence for this transoceanic 

identification, though he continued to regard his former theory as both ‘interesting and 

plausible’.124 ‘Mexican tradition [gave] twenty years as the duration of Quetzatcoatl’s [sic] 

mission, and certainly the work he did was of such a solid and lasting character to have 

required a period of at least some years under the most favourable [of] circumstances’, but, 

Daly noted, and this is perhaps indicative of his research having become deeper and more 

 
121 Ibid., p. 253.  
122 The pages of which Daly shared with such figures as the first Professor of Celtic at the University of Edinburgh 

Donald MacKinnon (1839–1914), the Welsh Marconi advocate and electrical engineer Sir William Henry Preece 

(1834–1913), and the moving spirit behind Conradh na Gaeilge, and the inaugural president of independent 

Ireland, Douglas Hyde. Incidentally, Daly appears to have subscribed, ‘at £1. 10s.’, to the Gaelic League. See 

‘The Irish Language’, The Nation, 5th February 1898.   
123 Dominick Daly, ‘The Legend of St. Brendan’, The Celtic Review, 1 (2), 1904: p. 146. Mernoc, we should note, 

in various versions of the Brendan narrative, provides much of the impetus for the saint’s setting sail. See, for 

example, George Otto Simms, Brendan the Navigator, p. 41. C.f. Daly: ‘[i]t was at Clonfert that the idea is 

supposed to have occurred to him (when he must have been pretty well advanced in years) of making a protracted 

voyage into the western Atlantic with a view to testing the truth of the popular reports of inhabited countries far 

away in the west. He is said to have been particularly impressed on this point by his cousin Byrenthus, who told 

him of a godson of his named Mernoc who had actually reached a trans-Atlantic country of a new and strange 

description, and established a monastery there. How the news of this success reached Byrenthus is not stated. It 

is not positively asserted that Mernoc himself had returned; but Byrenthus ‘had dreams’, and probably this was 

his only source of information about trans-Atlantic realms. Everything about Mernoc is vague, scanty, and 

confused, but probably an adventurous spirit like that of St. Brendan did not require any great stimulus to a marine 

enterprise such as that proposed to him by Byrenthus’. Daly, ‘The Legend of St. Brendan’., p. 138. 
124 Ibid., p. 146.  
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diligent, ‘[a]ccording to all versions [of the tale of Brendan’s voyage] the saint’s stay on the 

mainland (even supposing it be Mexico) was of very brief duration — only a matter of days 

— and he claims to have done no missionary work during the time’.125  

     If, as he now argued, Brendan was not Quetzalcoatl, what inferences, then, could one 

licitly draw, according to Daly’s lights, regarding the nature and historicity of the Brendanian 

narrative? Though at this juncture he could now situate the Navigatio Sancti Brendani and its 

myriad vernacular offshoots within a wider mythological and historical context, citing 

George Smith’s Chaldean Account of Genesis in support of the contention that the ‘pre-

Columbian story, in varied forms, of a wonderful transatlantic land must be ranked as 

amongst the most ancient, widespread, and lasting of human legends’,126 Daly nevertheless 

continued with a robustly rationalist and euhemeristic hermeneutic. The following 

propositions, Daly averred, all appeared to have some degree of support: 

 

1. The Legend is partly true, or founded on fact. 2. St. Brendan made some attempt to 

cross the Atlantic, but did not succeed. 3. He wrote in part from his own marine 

experiences, but he had, from some source or another, correct hints in relation to the West 

Indies and the continent lying beyond.127  

 

Daly in 1904, though he was no longer able to assume the possibility or reality of any 

extended missionary activity on Brendan’s part, nonetheless persisted in regarding the 

various versions of the Brendan narrative as unproblematic sources of historical information. 

Indeed, Daly believed that the Navigatio’s geographical and zoological references and 

intimations were sufficiently accurate as to suggest that Saint Brendan had some knowledge 

of the western Atlantic, and, in particular, the Caribbean Sea. As noted by Daly, showing 

himself to have been, like so very many other late nineteenth-century authors and 

intellectuals, a reader of Darwin in the process:  

 

The direction taken and the duration of the voyage might very well bring the saint and his 

companions to the West Indies, and it is another noteworthy circumstance that not only in 

geographical situation, but in climatic and other characteristics, the descriptions in the 

Legend are accurately applicable to the West Indies. Isolated coincidences are of small 

 
125 Ibid., pp. 145-146.  
126 Ibid., p. 135.  
127 Ibid., p. 146.  
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moment in considering the reliability of a doubtful account of a voyage of discovery, but 

numerous and relative coincidents are impressive. In the Legend (1) the distance traversed 

in a certain time, (2) the direction taken, (3) the winds and the currents, (4) the numerous 

peculiarities of the islands discovered, (5) their situation with respect to a continent beyond 

— all point clearly to the West Indies, and favour the presumption that the Legend is not 

purely a romance, but may have had a basis of actual knowledge and experience on the 

part of the writer or his informants. On some minor points in the narrative there is obvious 

exaggeration or distortion of very plain possibilities. The Sindbadian fish, and those which 

threw great quantities of water from their mouths, are easily reducible to spouting whales; 

and the conversational birds may very safely be taken to be parrots, with whose powers of 

“talking”, or imitating human speech, the saint and his companions seem to have had 

ample opportunity of becoming acquainted. The “sheep as large as oxen” may possibly 

have some relation to animals of the Guanaco or Paco species, which Darwin says [in the 

Voyage of the Beagle] were once much more widely distributed than at present, and which 

the Spaniards, who first beheld them in South America, described as “large sheep”. What 

are spoken of in the Legend as “ruins of castles”, on the main land, may be as unreal as 

Judas sitting on the rock, but we of to-day know that if St. Brendan had gone far enough 

westward he might have seen in abundance ruins of ancient cities and mounds which were 

probably then more numerous and conspicuous than at present.128 

 

Somewhat curiously, as this was not at all apparent, or even at all implied, in his ‘Mexican 

Messiah’, and could be regarded as something that stood in some contradiction with his 

otherwise consistently rationalist and rationalising approach to the text in question, in the 

Celtic Review Daly concluded that the Navigatio was originally written by Brendan himself. 

As Daly, rather improbably, noted:  

 

[t]here seems no reason to doubt that St. Brendan was the author of the Legend attributed 

to him by general consensus. The saint was not only a scholar and a writer, but also an 

adventurous sailor who earned for himself the title of the ‘Navigator’… In his duplicate 

character as a sailor and a saint he was very well qualified to write a book of marine 

adventures of a pious and edifying character.129  

 

 
128 Ibid., p. 144. 
129 Ibid., p. 137.  
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In light of this surely quite striking fact, that Daly may very well have countenanced the 

belief, in line with the Catholic Church’s fin de siècle anti-modernist programme, that 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John (and in that, very, traditional order), were the authors of the 

Gospels, and that Moses penned the Pentateuch, is not outside the realm of possibility.130  

     In any case, whatever lay behind his minorly dramatic theoretical volte-face, in the course 

of his argument in favour of the identification of Saint Brendan with Quetzalcoatl, regarding 

other nineteenth-century readings of the Mexican god’s nature and identity — all of which, 

whether knowingly or unknowingly, took for granted the pallid picture of the world-famous 

Aztec theanthropos that was first propagated by way of Spanish sources — Daly had little to 

say, and, in fact, would appear to have been largely ignorant. Save for his belated 

acknowledgement, in his correspondence with Peet, of post-conquest Spanish discussions of 

Quetzalcoatl’s possible Irishness, and a disparaging take on the most common of all early 

modern to modern accounts of Quetzalcoatl’s identity, his equation with the apostle 

Thomas131 — which, for Daly, was simply a product of sixteenth-century geographical 

confusion — he was seemingly not at all aware of the other theories upon the subject, of 

which there were, in truth, very many indeed.132  

     The popular Albany-based racist and former coach trimmer Josiah Priest (1788–1861), for 

example, whose ‘reading of American prehistory was as accommodating as it was 

fanciful’,133 and who is today best remembered for his biblically informed apologia for the 

alleged righteousness of chattel slavery,134 argued in his American Antiquities of 1835 — 

 
130 Daly, in his own way, then, was both pre- and post-Spinozan. See John Barton, A History of the Bible: The 

Book and its Faiths (London: Allen Lane, 2019), pp. 410-412. Rather infelicitously, Michael Kammen, Mystic 

Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), p. 

243, has also attributed the Navigatio to Brendan.  
131 Diego Durán, according to Louis-André Vigneras, produced the earliest example of this idea, though see 

Restall, When Montezuma Met Cortés, p. 100, who notes that Durán was not responsible for the notion that Saint 

Thomas and Quetzalcoatl were one and the same, but only for, first recording at least, the suggestion that the 

apostle had visited the Americas. Whatever the case may be, Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora’s El Fenix del 

Occidente is the locus classicus of the Thomasine identification. See Vigneras, ‘Saint Thomas, Apostle of 

America’, The Hispanic American Historical Review, 57 (1), 1977, pp. 82-90, and Anna More, Baroque 

Sovereignty: Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora and the Creole Archive of Colonial Mexico (Philadelphia: The 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013).  
132 Granted, however, Daly did take the time to suggest that Kingsborough’s lexical identification of Quetzalcoatl 

with a corrupted memory of Christ himself, i.e. not that Jesus was ever in Mexico, or the Americas more generally 

à la Mormon understandings, but that the whole legend of Quetzalcoatl, granting that it exists, was a product of 

the Mexican misremembering of the stories taught to them by some early Christian missionary, was without much 

support. As Daly noted, with a not uncharacteristic mix of accuracy and inaccuracy, ‘the terms “Quetzat-Coatl” 

have a clear and appropriate significance (“Green Serpent”) in the Mexican language, and this is somewhat 

inconsistent with the supposition that they are a close phonetic rendering of the words “Jesus-Christ”’. Daly, ‘The 

Mexican Messiah’, p. 245.  
133 Terry A. Barnhart, American Antiquities, p. 245. 
134 See, regarding this, Stephen R. Haynes, Noah’s Curse: The Biblical Justification of American Slavery (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2002), esp. pp. 107-109.   
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twenty-two thousand volumes of which were produced within thirty months of its initial 

publication — that Quetzalcoatl was likely to have been a Shinto missionary to Mexico from 

‘Jesso’ (Hokkaido) in what is now Japan. For Priest, the commonplace description of 

Quetzalcoatl as ‘a white and bearded man’135 was sufficiently similar to the characterisations 

proffered by his ‘scientific’ contemporaries of the indigenous peoples of Japan’s most 

northerly island — ‘[t]he inhabitants [of which] may be denominated white… [as] they are a 

bearded race of men, like Europeans’136 — to suggest that Quetzalcoatl originally hailed from 

insular Northeast Asian environs.  

     Priest’s principal sources for these characterisations, which were to become real 

ethnographic clichés regarding the Ainu in particular — to such an extent that they were 

eventually regarded in some nineteenth-century circles as an ‘Aryan offshoot of the Indo-

European tidal wave, one that reached the eastern edges of the Asian continent’137 — were 

the bibliographically omnipresent Alexander von Humboldt and Yale’s Jedidiah Morse 

(1761–1826), who, the latter, at one point or another, ‘earned for himself the dubious title 

‘Father of American Geography’’.138 Priest, however, as must indeed be noted, was not above 

the production of details and specificities from cloth as whole as cloth has ever been.139 In 

subsuming Priest under the category of ‘flamboyant, imaginative writers of pseudo-history’ 

the science fiction writer and historian Robert Silverberg was not, therefore, as the evidence 

patently suggests, being the least bit unfair,140 but, as one should also keep in mind, given the 

undoubted commercial success of Priest’s writings, these were, presumably, for at least some 

of his audience, sans complexity or complication, constitutive of the very stuff of history 

itself.  

     As to the feathered serpent’s putative Shintoism, which, by the way, Priest rather 

haphazardly regarded as an eventual result of the pan-Asian diffusion of Zoroastrianism — 

the fire-based practices of which Zoroaster ‘likely… derived from the account he found 

 
135 Josiah Priest, American Antiquities and Discoveries in the West… Fifth Edition (Albany: Hoffmann and White, 

1835), p. 214.  
136 Ibid. 
137 Michael F. Robinson, The Lost White Tribe: Explorers, Scientists, and the Theory that Changed a Continent 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 153.  
138 David N. Livingstone, The Geographical Tradition: Episodes in the History of a Contested Enterprise (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1992), p. 146.  
139 Indeed, what Priest claims Morse to have noted of the Ainu is not actually present in any of the editions of 

Morse’s texts that I have been able to access. In his A New Universal Gazetteer, Or, Geographical Dictionary, for 

example, Morse, without passing comment on colour, unadornedly states of the ‘Ainos’ or ‘Ainus’ that they are 

‘aborigines of Jesso and Saghalien [sic], commonly called Wild Kuriles’. See Morse, A New Universal Gazetteer, 

Or, Geographical Dictionary (New Haven: Sherman Converse, 1821), p. 22. 
140 Robert Silverberg, The Mound Builders (Athens [OH]: Ohio University Press), p. 65.  
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among the archieves [sic] of the Jews, respecting the burning bush of Moses’141 — this was 

seemingly the first postdiluvian, or, more exactly, the first post-patriarchal religion to be 

present, if not the least bit correct, in the Americas. Priest’s chronology was, to say the least, 

priestly. Quetzalcoatl, therefore, as ‘a celebrated minister of those opinions’,142 was, to his 

eternal shame, partly responsible for the eventual extinction in Mexico and beyond of the 

truer faith of more ancient generations: ‘it is clear the sun was not the original object of 

adoration in Mexico, but rather the power which made the sun. So Noah worshipped’.143 

Whereas for Daly, a Birmingham-based Irish Catholic, Quetzalcoatl was a harbinger of 

religious progress who, incidentally, was also likely to have been an Irish Catholic, for the 

antebellum American Protestant polemicist Priest, Quetzalcoatl was a harbinger of religious 

decline. Apparently, even those gods that one doesn’t believe in are susceptible to a 

thoroughgoingly Feuerbachian critique. Quetzalcoatl, for Daly, might not been an alienated 

projection of human species-essence, but, unwittingly, he assuredly was an alienated 

projection of his, Daly’s, Irish nationalist inclinations and milieu.  

     Speaking of Noah, the proverbial man himself, he too, like Brendan, enjoyed the honour 

of being identified with Quetzalcoatl. James Haines McCulloh Jr. (c. 1793–1869), a 

Princeton- and Pennsylvania-educated medical practitioner and a veteran of the War of 1812, 

who was to become ‘one of the most respected writers on aboriginal America during the early 

nineteenth century’ and ‘whose interests were hemispheric in scope’,144 argued as much in 

his Researches, Philosophical, and Antiquarian, Concerning the Aboriginal History of 

America of 1829 — a work which, according to Terry A. Barnhart, was both a sign and a 

consequence of McCulloh’s scholarly maturation. McCulloh entertained a ‘general 

apprehension of this deity [Quetzalcoatl] having been a mythological personification of the 

great diluvian patriarch’,145 and he appears to have come to this position in a rather 

roundabout way: by synthesising and combining omnifarious insights from a 

thoroughgoingly diverse body of literature.  

     McCulloh, following the description of the Aztec deity produced by the eighteenth-

century Mexican-born criollo Jesuit Francisco Javier Clavijero (1731–1787), noted the 

existence of certain topoi and occurrences ‘in the history of Quetzalcoatl, analogous to those 

 
141 Priest, Antiquities and Discoveries, p. 212. 
142 Ibid., p. 213. 
143 Ibid., p. 215. 
144 Barnhart, American Antiquities, p. 209.  
145 James Haines McCulloh Jr., Researches, Philosophical and Antiquarian Concerning the Aboriginal History of 

America (Baltimore: Fielding Lucas, Jr., 1829), p. 235.  
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of Saturn’, and Saturn, as McCulloh rather excitedly exclaimed, was ‘indubitably a 

personification of the patriarch Noah, as may be seen in the writings of Bochart, Bryant, [and] 

Faber, &c’.146 McCulloh, in short, in coming to his rather unique conclusion, creatively 

combined the Casaubonish researches of some of the more notable names in the history of 

Christian mythography with that of Clavijero, who was, as Ulrich Lehner in his recent The 

Catholic Enlightenment has noted, ‘[t]he most outspoken defender of America and its colonist 

population’ against the geographical and demographic calumnies of Messrs Buffon, 

Robertson, Raynal, and de Paw.147 It was, I think, therefore, with some justice and 

justification, that W. H. Prescott casually averred that McCulloh’s ‘fanciful speculations on 

the subject of Mexican mythology may amuse those whom they fail to convince’.148 

McCulloh’s affirmation that all ‘montiform temples’, including, by implication, the great 

pyramid of Cholula that is associated with Quetzalcoatl, ‘were commemorative of mount 

Ararat and the regeneration of the human race’ was, and is, certainly, if nothing else, one hell 

of a claim.149 Such a suggestion is also, less glibly, however, further evidence, if much more 

were needed, of the bibliocentric, or at least biblically inflected, complexion of much early 

nineteenth-century historical thought.  

 

Receiving Daly’s Brendan 

 

The reception of Daly’s views on Saint Brendan and Quetzalcoatl by divers reading and 

scholarly publics was predominantly enthusiastic, though also, it must be admitted, often 

somewhat summary in fashion and approach. Save for the Journal of American Folklore, 

which tersely dismissed his article as ‘one of the many vain attempts made to connect the 

religion of old Mexico with those of Europe’,150 Daly’s views, by those who deemed them 

worthy of attention and response, were largely treated with deference and respect. Ignatius 

 
146 James Haines McCulloh Jr., Researches, Philosophical and Antiquarian, p. 233. As to the authors referred to 

by McCulloh, these were, in his order: Samuel Bochart (1599–1667), a French Huguenot scholar ‘for whom Noah 

was the prototype for heathen legend’; Jacob Bryant (1715–1804), a British ‘mythogogue’ who ‘established a 

persuasive way of channelling the immense variety of pagan legends into a single ‘helio-arkite’ scheme of 

interpretation’; and George Stanley Faber (1773–1854), an Anglican theologian and ‘the doyen of collateral 

apologetics’, for whom the Noachian flood was the only lens through which the kaleidoscopic variety of the 

world’s ancient mythologies could be properly appreciated and surveyed. See, for details on each, Colin Kidd, 

The World of Mr Casaubon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 37, 111, 63.  
147 Ulrich Lehner, The Catholic Enlightenment: The Forgotten History of a Global Movement (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), p. 108.  
148 Prescott, Conquest of Mexico, p. 644.  
149 James Haines McCulloh Jr., Researches, Philosophical and Antiquarian, p. 235.  
150 ‘Record of American Folklore’, The Journal of American Folklore, 5 (16), 1892: p. 80. 



115 
 

Donnelly, of Atlantis fame, even went so far as to swallow them whole.151 That Daly’s views 

were encountered and recorded across a rather vast geographical expanse — in Dublin, 

Leeds, Cambridge,152 Philadelphia, Connecticut, Boston, and New York — is also worthy of 

remark. Such, of course, were the wonders of the publicist’s art.153 As late as 1928, Daly still 

had an audience. In the Ethos, the school paper of Emmanuel College, Boston — an 

institution for women that was founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur in 1919 — 

one Madeleine L. Kelley (1908–2002), who opined that ‘[i]t is historically true that the Celts 

were an adventurous people, possessed of exceedingly masterful tendencies’, wrote of Saint 

Brendan and his apparent doppelgänger Quetzalcoatl:  

 

An Irish writer, Mr. Dominic Daly [sic], has suggested that this enterprising missionary, 

undoubtedly from Ireland, was no other than St. Brendan himself, the date of whose 

voyages (early in the sixth century) fits in with the period of Quetzal’s sojourn in Mexico. 

Another interesting feature in this curious legend is the fact that “wherever Quetzal went, 

all manner of singing birds bore him company.” A very prominent feature is mentioned in 

the legendary history of St. Brendan, namely, his association with “singing birds,” as one 

may read in the account of his visits to the “Paradise of Birds.” This is most certainly a 

notable coincidence, which greatly favors [sic] Mr. Daly’s opinion.154 

 

The review of Daly’s argument that appeared in the Nation, the renowned Irish nationalist 

weekly that was founded in 1842 by three of Young Ireland’s most memorable names — 

Charles Gavan Duffy, Thomas Davis, and John Blake Dillon — was, as should perhaps elicit 

 
151 As the Minneapolitan Irish Standard reported, in relation to an address given by Donnelly before an audience 

of local Hibernians: ‘[r]eferring to the claims of all nations to earlier discoverers of America than Columbus, Mr. 

Donnelly worked out a neat and powerful case for St. Brendan, whom he logically connected with Quetzlcoatl 

[sic], of the Mexican religious legend’. That Donnelly was dependent upon Daly for this notion seems highly 

likely. Though both Brendan and Quetzalcoatl receive some attention in Donnelly’s famous Antediluvian World 

(1882) he perceives no especial connection between them. See ‘The Irishman Abroad’, The Irish Standard, 13th 

May 1893.  
152 Apropos the formation of the Dublin University Brotherhood for Chota Nagpur, which put him in mind of 

much earlier Irish missionary endeavours, the Master of St John’s, the Hebraist Charles Taylor (1840–1908), made 

mention of Daly’s ‘extremely interesting article’ during the annual meeting of the Society for the Propagation of 

the Gospel in Foreign Parts on the 19th of February 1892. See ‘Notes of the Month’, The Mission Field: A Monthly 

Record of the Proceedings of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel at Home and Abroad, 37, 1892: p. 

156.  
153 Save for Cambridge, that all of the abovementioned locations had significant Irish populations — not everyone 

in Dublin is an irredeemable Jackeen, you know — is likely of some significance.  
154 Madeleine L. Kelley, ‘St. Brendan the Voyager’, The Ethos, 1 (3), 1928: pp. 155, 157. Kelley’s point about 

Brendan and his birds, and, indeed, her general estimation of Daly’s argument, was borrowed from Denis 

O’Donoghue, whose book she read, and who, as we have already noted, responded positively to Daly’s ‘Mexican 

Messiah’. See O’Donoghue, Brendaniana, p. 325.  
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no surprise, reverent and attentive. Ever since its inception the Nation did much to foster and 

encourage a rather partisan engagement with the Irish past,155 and its anonymous reviewer, with 

great economy and concision, accurately surveyed Daly’s major propositions and noted that 

his work would be of ‘curious interest to students of the history of Ireland’s missionaries’.156 

Though Daly’s self-avowed and probably delusory epistemic tentativeness appears to have 

caused some minor disappointment, this, so it seems, was no serious impediment to the 

expression of national pride. Though ‘[it] would certainly add a new glory to the history of 

missionary Ireland if… [Daly’s] contention could have been [more firmly] established’, the 

Nation declared, there was nevertheless ‘satisfaction at least in the fact that that history is such 

as to more thoroughly harmonise with such an addition of renown than the history of any other 

Christian nation’.157  

     Similarly approving was the reviewer of the September magazines in the English, 

traditionally Liberal, Leeds Mercury, who, quite simply, noted that ‘Dominick Daly gives 

thoughtful treatment to an important though recondite subject in “The Mexican Messiah”’.158 

Not insignificantly, given that it once enjoyed annual sales in excess of two hundred thousand 

copies,159 this was not the last time that Daly’s work was to be mentioned in the Mercury’s 

pages. For, in its weekly supplement on the first Saturday of the very next month, Daly’s 

notions were invoked in the Mercury’s ‘Children’s Column’160 in response to a question ‘put 

by [one] Emily G., in a dainty little note’: namely ‘[w]hy has America this name, instead of 

being called after Columbus, its discoverer?’.161 After explaining that America owed its name 

to the Florentine explorer Amerigo Vespucci, the Mercury’s columnist pointed out what they 

took to be faulty with the very, presumably deeply inadequate, presuppositions of little Emily’s 

question itself. Columbus, so the columnist wrote, had not discovered America, others had 

preceded him. An old Irish priest with whom the columnist self-reportedly corresponded had 

assured him that Saint Brendan had once proselytised in the Americas, and, in order to 

independently substantiate this claim, the columnist referred, for the sake of Emily and his 

other readers, to Daly’s studious account of Quetzalcoatl’s having been the Abbot of Clonfert. 

 
155  James Quinn, Young Ireland and the Writing of Irish History (Dublin: University College Dublin Press, 2015).  
156 ‘The Mexican Messiah: A Singular Idea Concerning St. Brendan’, The Nation, 15th September 1888.  
157 Ibid. 
158 ‘The September Magazines’, The Leeds Mercury, 1st September 1888. 
159 Rachel Matthews, The History of the Provincial Press in England (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), p. 65.  
160 Then a very recent innovation: the first ‘Children’s Column’ in a nineteenth-century British newspaper was 

published in the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle in 1876. See Frederick S. Milton, ‘Children’s Columns’, in Laurel 

Brake and Marysa Demoor, eds., Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism (London: British Library, 2009), 

p. 111. 
161 ‘The Children’s Column: Through the Letter-box: The Irish Columbus’, The Leeds Mercury, 6th October 1888.  
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‘Now’, our Leodensian hack started, ‘if any reader of this column will open the Gentleman’s 

Magazine for last month, an article will be found in it bearing out all that the priest said on this 

interesting subject. The article is entitled “The Mexican Messiah”’.162  

     Michel Foucault once remarked that ‘[s]ome doctor who said something asinine about 

madness belongs to history just as [much as] the battle of Waterloo’,163 and the same is true, no 

matter how strange, misbegotten or inane, of what adults have said to children. Late Victorian 

Leeds, also, as deserves some comment, was apparently full, or assumed by the Mercury to 

have been full, of incredibly precocious youngsters. Whether many, or any, children ever cut 

the pages of the The Gentleman’s Magazine, from the date of its founding in 1721 to its very 

last number in 1922, is, however, at least so far as I am aware, a regrettably open question. 

     Much like the Mercury, a number of American newspapers — some obscurely provincial, 

others urban and with wide circulations — responded positively to Daly’s article and argument. 

The Port Jervis-published Evening Gazette, for example, in its geographical and general 

interest column ‘Our Local Wanderer’, which typically concerned itself with ‘things far and 

near’, declared that Daly’s ‘Mexican Messiah’ was something of a sensation and had ‘attracted 

unusual attention throughout Christendom’.164 Irrespective of whether or not the attention that 

was paid to Daly’s researches can truly be deemed ‘unusual’, the Gazette’s columnist certainly 

took for granted the veracity of many of his claims and characterisations, even though they 

also, albeit only half-heartedly, feigned to reserve a modicum of judgement: 

 

Whether St. Brendan and the good man the gentle Toltecs called Quetzatcoatl [sic] were 

identical, or not, the fact — and it seems to be an unquestionable fact — that Christianity, 

or a religion very closely resembling Christianity, which could have been introduced only 

by Europeans, was preached in Mexico, between the sixth and eleventh centuries, is 

amazing, to those who have been taught to believe that Christianity was unknown on the 

continent previous to the coming hither of Columbus and Vespucius.165  

 

Ten years later, the Philadelphia Times, which was soon to be absorbed by the Public Ledger, 

also carried approbative news of Daly’s findings, though here the Birmingham lawyer’s views, 

 
162 Ibid. 
163 ‘Interview with Michel Foucault’, in James D. Faubion, ed., Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954–1984 

Volume 3 (London: Penguin Books, 2001), p. 277. 
164 ‘Our Local Wanderer’, The Evening Gazette, 1st December 1888. The Gazette styled itself as ‘the best 

advertising medium in Port Jervis’.  
165 Ibid.  
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unlike in the comparatively staid and straightforward reportage of the Evening Gazette, were 

subject to some degree of instrumentalisation. The Philadelphia article, in which Daly’s 

notions were referenced, was written by the Church of Ireland clergyman Robert McLarney 

(1844–1913), who was, at that time, engaged in something of a transatlantic whip-round. 

McLarney, who, according to the Tuam Herald, was ‘one of the most cultured and agreeable 

of men’,166 sought, not without some controversy, in an extensive and assiduously pursued 

media campaign that started early in 1898,167 to use the idea of Saint Brendan’s discovery of 

America as a means through which to acquire funds and support for the restoration of the 

Cathedral Church of Saint Brendan in Clonfert — which, during the twelfth century, was 

erected on what was once the site of Brendan’s abbatial seat, and of which McLarney was 

canon and rector.  

     The great critic John Ruskin, in a pique of high medievalism, made ‘a contribution of three 

guineas to the fund’,168 and McLarney cited Daly, alongside Trinity College Dublin’s infamous 

Samuel Haughton (1821–1897)169 — who, as Peter Bowler has recorded, enjoyed the ‘dubious 

honour of being the first person to comment’, and negatively comment too, ‘on Darwin’s 

theory’170 — as an authority on the pre-Columbian discovery of America.171  McLarney also, 

in what was probably a sop to contemporary American prejudices, 1898 was the year of the 

Spanish-American War after all, dressed his account of Saint Brendan’s discovery in clothes 

that, in part at least, were tailored from the old Leyenda Negra of Spanish moral destitution.172 

The glories of ‘Poor Old Spain’ were fading fast — Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam and the 

 
166 ‘Canon McLarney’, Tuam Herald, 29th June 1901. 
167 See, for McLarney’s initial ‘earnest appeal’, ‘Restoration of Clonfert Cathedral’, The Standard (London), 2nd 

February 1898. N.B. This was not his first such appeal, but it was, so far as I can determine, the first in which he 

invoked the notion that Saint Brendan was America’s discoverer. 
168 ‘Ireland’, Kentucky Irish American, 14th January 1899. Ruskin was apparently much taken with the Cathedral 

Church’s ‘very fine old doorway, quaint as quaint can be’. See ‘Canon McLarney’. 
169 ‘‘Twas An Irishman Who Discovered America’, New York Herald, 23rd January 1898. 
170 Peter J. Bowler, ‘In Retrospect: Charles Darwin and his Dublin critics: Samuel Haughton and William Henry 

Harvey’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, 109, 2009: p. 412.   
171 Haughton, who was himself, like McLarney, an Anglican clergyman, had sent a letter of thanks to Denis 

O’Donoghue on receiving a copy of his, i.e. O’Donoghue’s, Brendaniana: St. Brendan the Voyager in Story and 

Legend on the 9th of August 1893. Haughton, as his letter makes plain, firmly believed that Saint Brendan’s voyage 

was not only historical but transatlantic: ‘I received your Brendaniana, and read it with much interest, and I 

congratulate you on your publication. It is clear to me from the “icebergs” that St Brendan had landed in America, 

for the icebergs hug the Labrador, Newfoundland, and the Canadian coast, keeping near the shore by the rotation 

of the earth. I venture to think that the “great river E. and W.” is the St Lawrence and not [recall Otway] the Ohio. 

The story of Judas Iscariot, in the Old English Version, is very powerful’. See O’Donoghue, Brendaniana, p. ii. 

As to the nature of the contact between McLarney and Haughton, whom McLarney presented as a supporter of 

his views, if, indeed, there was any, for now at least, we simply don’t know. 
172 This was not an uncommon move in 1898. For further light on the representation, and otherisation, of Spain 

and the Spanish during the Spanish-American War see María de Guzmán, Spain’s Long Shadow: The Black 

Legend, Off-Whiteness, and Anglo-American Empire (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), pp. 

139-185. 
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Philippines were surrendered to American arms — and McLarney wasn’t afraid to expedite the 

process. In coming to the conclusion, via Daly, that Quetzalcoatl was Brendan and Brendan 

Quetzalcoatl, McLarney celebrated the ‘nomadic instincts’ of the ancient pre-Christian Celts, 

referred to the Vallancey-like speculations of the ‘eminent Danish philologist’ Rasmus Rask,173 

and passionately decried, through the use of a concluding passage borrowed from Daly, the 

gratuitous barbarities of Spain’s imperial past:  

 

It would be hopeless to expect that Mexican records may yet be discovered containing 

references to Quetzatcoatl [sic]. A thousand years may have elapsed from the time of that 

personage to the days of Cortez, and since then nearly another four hundred years have 

contributed to the further destruction of Mexican monuments and records. In the earlier days 

of the Spanish conquest all memorials of the subjugated races were ruthlessly and 

systematically destroyed, and so effectually that but comparatively few scraps and 

fragments remain of native historical materials which formerly existed in great abundance. 

Even these remnants are for the most part useless, for in a single generation or two Spanish 

fanaticism and Spanish egotism destroyed all use and knowledge of the native Mexican 

languages and literature. It may, therefore, be concluded that we know all we are ever likely 

to know of the history and personality of the Mexican Messiah, and what we do know is this 

— that he was a Christian missionary from Europe, and is more likely to have been St. 

Brendan than any other European of whom we have knowledge.174  

 

Though McLarney’s mission was widely advertised and met with some success,175 and, indeed, 

further amplified the reach of Daly’s theory, not everyone thought kindly of his campaign. That 

 
173 According to McLarney, Rask (1787–1832) opined that there was significant ‘similitude between the Hiberno-

Celtic and some American Indian dialects’. McLarney’s source for this, like his reference to Celtic nomadism, 

was probably O’Donoghue, who, in his Brendaniana, writes: ‘[t]races of Irish origin have been observed among 

some of the aboriginal tribes of North and Central America, which suggest a presumption that those countries had 

been colonized from Ireland at some remote period. Rask, the eminent Danish philologist, favours this opinion, 

which he founds upon the early voyages of the Irish to Iceland, and the similitude between the Hiberno-Celtic and 

some American Indian dialects’. See O’Donoghue, Brendaniana, p. 319. N.B. Either the newspapers omitted some 

of his quotation marks and references or, as is also possible, McLarney was not averse to the old plagiarism.  
174 ‘Did a Celt Discover America’, Wilkes-Barre Record, 30th November 1898; and ‘Discovered by a Celt’, Elmira 

Telegram, 25th December 1898. My attribution of the first appearance of McLarney’s article, quoted above, to the 

Philadelphia Times is taken from the Wilkes-Barre Record. The Elmira Telegram, which carried the same article, 

though with a few elisions and omissions, does not advert to any original source.  
175 By 1900, McLarney had collected ‘£1,621 7s. 4d.’, and ‘in accordance with the plans of Mr. J. F. Fuller, F. S. 

A., architect’, the restoration of the chancel and sacristy was complete and that of the nave partially so. Much 

work remained to be done, however. ‘A sum of £2,000’, McLarney wrote to the editor of the Nenagh Guardian, 

‘would clear off the debt, finish the restoration of the nave, and re-build the transepts’. See ‘Clonfert Cathedral’, 

Nenagh Guardian, 8th September 1900. McLarney also made a local appeal for chairs, tiles, stained-glass 

windows, and vestry furniture. 
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McLarney was a Protestant clergyman who claimed Clonfert Cathedral as a Protestant church 

— which, admittedly, it was — was enough, in and of itself, to raise the hackles of the Irish 

American press. In response to a letter written by McLarney to the New York Sun, in which the 

Canon of Clonfert described his cathedral as belonging to the ‘Protestant Episcopal Church’, 

the Irish World assumed a bitterly hostile and sarcastic tone. ‘Evidently’, the Irish World 

caustically declared, ‘Mr. McLarney is one of those amusing persons who believes or pretends 

to believe that St. Patrick was a Protestant’.176 To describe Clonfert as a Protestant church was 

to salt a wound that had laid open and bare for the better part of four hundred years. It was 

‘never anything of the kind’, the Irish World proclaimed, until ‘the days of the wife-murderer 

Henry VIII., under whom and his bastard daughter Elizabeth the monasteries and cathedrals of 

England, Ireland and Scotland — founded every one of them by Catholics — were plundered, 

and those of them not destroyed handed over to Protestants — a sect then for the first time 

heard of in the world’.177  

     On the Irish World’s account, it was only by way of rapine and slaughter that the ‘ancient 

cathedral of Clonfert came into the possession of the body which has the impudence to style 

itself the “Church of Ireland”’ — a body that had just as much right, which was no right at all, 

to style itself the ‘church of China’. Ireland, pace the Protestants, was ‘pre-eminently and 

distinctively Catholic’. Per the Irish World, if McLarney was not a charlatan, he may as well 

have been one. He was, in any case, happy to propagate ‘stupid falsehood[s]’. McLarney, as 

the representative and emissary of a ‘foreign sect’, was the custodian of ‘stolen property’, and 

the Irish World did not anticipate that his ignorant imploration for financial succour would be 

much heeded by Americans.178 The money of ‘Irish Catholics who are not very rich in worldly 

wealth’ could be much better spent. Due to the depredations of McLarney’s ravenous party, 

Clonfert stood in need of a Catholic Cathedral. Money should be sent to the Most Reverend Dr 

John Healy, Catholic Bishop of Clonfert instead.179  

     As can also sustain some attention, on the 16th of February 1896 the heavily Hibernian 

Catholic Literary Association of Waterbury, Connecticut played host to a lecturer who 

admiringly cited Daly’s Brendanian conception of Quetzalcoatl’s identity. In a discourse on 

Saint Brendan, which, according to the reporter of the Waterbury Evening Democrat, ‘proved 

to be one of the best literary and historical treats ever given before the society’,180 Thomas F. 

 
176 ‘Stolen Property’, Irish World, 19th March 1898.  
177 Ibid. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid. 
180 ‘Voyage of St Brendan: An Interesting Lecture on a Lost Chapter of American History’, Waterbury Evening 
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Devine, the principal of Waterbury’s Bank Street School, excitedly and excitingly recited 

Matthew Arnold’s famous versification of Brendan’s encounter with Judas Iscariot, and, in 

order to affirm the Irish claim to exploratory pre-eminence, noted that the saint’s ‘little bark 

was wafted to the shores of North America, thus anticipating by five centuries the discovery of 

America by the Norsemen, and the Welsh prince Madoc, who is believed to have reached the 

coast of North America in 1169’.181 As Devine concluded, granting Daly a distinction to which 

he had never laid claim, 

 

The name of St Brendan is sometimes spoken in connection with the Mexican Messiah 

Inetzalcoatl [sic]. The Aztecs asserted that this interesting character was a white man that 

had visited them centuries before the Spaniards came, and had taught them the arts, and a 

religion like [C]hristianity. Dr Dominick Daly aroused considerable interest in this question, 

by his article in the [Gentleman’s Magazine], some years ago.182 

 

Devine’s audience appears to have thoroughly enjoyed and found edifying the contents of his 

lecture. One Dr John F. Hayes, the Evening Democrat recorded, a well-travelled local physician 

who had spent some time in the Rotunda in Dublin, the Royal Infirmary in Edinburgh, and St 

Bartholomew’s in London,183 even rose in response and appreciatively declaimed: ‘I came here 

with the expectation of hearing a learned and scholarly paper and I was not disappointed, and 

I am sure none of you have been either’.184 

 

Conclusion 

 

Though this chapter has primarily concentrated upon the person of Dominick Daly, his 

identification of Saint Brendan with Quetzalcoatl, the nature of his sources and reasoning, 

the reception of his ideas, and, more mutedly, Irish nationalist conceptions of nation and race, 

it has not been so specific, or so close to the ground, as to disbar us from making a few modest 

generalisations. Not the least of these is that over the course of the nineteenth century 

numerous Irish men and women, of various religious and social backgrounds, entertained, or 

 

Democrat, 17th February 1896.  
181 Ibid. 
182 Ibid. 
183 Joseph Anderson and Anna L. Ward, eds., The Town and City of Waterbury, Connecticut, From the Aboriginal 

Period to the Year Eighteen Hundred and Ninety-Five, Volume III. (New Haven: The Price & Lee Company, 

1896), p. 848.  
184 ‘Lost Chapter’.  
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at the very least encountered, the notion that Saint Brendan and not Columbus had 

‘discovered’ America. That this notion was, geographically speaking, rather widely diffused 

and by no means an especially ‘fringe’ concern also appears to have been the case, and that 

it had a certain degree of political efficacy is, I think, just about insusceptible to doubt. 

Consider, as exemplifications of this point, that Daly’s interest in the subject is unlikely to 

have arisen without his involvement with Irish nationalism; that Butt invoked Brendan in a 

spirit of historical ecumenicalism; that McLarney adverted to the saint’s voyage for the sake 

of pecuniary ends, and that various others likewise adverted for little more than filiopietistic 

national self-aggrandisement. There is also the fact that in Kentucky, on one occasion at least, 

Brendan was wielded about as a weapon against anti-Irish nativist sentiment and feeling.  

     In 1901, in a brief report on the Catholic World’s review of the Oregon-based Belgian 

priest Peter de Roo’s ‘now famous book America Before Columbus’, the Kentucky Irish 

American, a paper that was to become well known for its unyielding opposition to all that it 

perceived to be anti-Irish, anti-Catholic, and pro-British in tenor and tone,185 appealed to 

Saint Brendan as a historical justification for the presence of Irish Catholics in what was, and 

to some extent still is, a predominantly Protestant state.186 The Irish American was not averse 

 
185 Even to the extent of supporting Germany during World War One. More admirably, the Irish American, rightly, 

described the Ku Klux Klan as a bunch of ‘moral idiots’.   
186 It is also a state with a history of anti-immigrant violence. Twenty-two people died during the anti-Catholic, 

anti-Irish and anti-German, ‘Bloody Monday’ election riots in Louisville in 1855. The paragons of the American 

Party, with some encouragement from the Louisville Journal’s intensely bigoted editor George Dennison Prentice 

(1802–1870), were convinced that their Catholic neighbours were stockpiling arms and thus took what they 

considered to be a reasonable, and eminently patriotic, course of action: harassing foreign-born electors at the 

city’s polling stations in such a violent and egregious manner as to eventuate in a citywide general conflagration. 

Notably, the Irish American often made reference to the event. It therefore appears likely, for Kentuckians of Irish 

Catholic descent, that ‘Bloody Monday’ loomed large in the cultural memory, and that, because of this, invoking 

Saint Brendan in relation to supposed nativist threats was not simply done in a fit of rhetorical extravagance. 

Apropos Prentice, it is not superfluous to note that he once engaged in a pistol duel, in 1857, with Reuben T. 

Durrett (1824–1913), the editor of the Louisville Courier, between which and the Journal, for reasons both 

personal and political, there was a great deal of bad blood. Durrett, though this played no part in his feud with 

Prentice, was, in addition to not being a particularly good shot (neither he nor Prentice hit their mark), a writer on 

the Madoc or Welsh theory of pre-Columbian contact, and he also considered the Atlantis, Phoenician, Chinese, 

Norse, and Irish ‘traditions’ to be ‘sufficiently divested of myth and absurdity [as] to approach historic truth’. As 

also seems worthy of some mention and remark, according to Durrett, who took care to stress that all pre-

Columbian visitors to the Americas arrived and settled, if they settled, in already populated lands, the American 

continent might have been the birthplace of man: ‘[t]he first formed rocks which have yet been seen upon the 

globe, and the earliest forms of life yet discovered, and the oldest human relics which have yet been found, were 

in America… The Orientals have not been able in thousands of years to fix the latitude and longitude of the Garden 

of Eden, where the human race is claimed to have first begun existence and as the question is still open the 

Occidentals may reasonably claim America as the first land above the ocean and the first inhabited by man, until 

the proof is made clear of an earlier inhabited continent’. For the ‘Bloody Monday’ riots see James A. Ramage 

and Andrea S. Watkins, Kentucky Rising: Democracy, Slavery, and Culture from the Early Republic to the Civil 

War (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2011), pp. 160-161; see also Erika Lee, America for 

Americans: A History of Xenophobia in the United States (New York: Basic Books, 2019), pp. 39-41, who writes 

‘[t]he number of people who died during the [Louisville] riots is unknown, but estimates range from twenty-two 

to a hundred, most of them Irish and German Catholics; many more were injured’; for Durrett’s various historical 
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to engaging in sectarian argy-bargies with its Baptist-run Louisville neighbours, the Western 

Recorder and the Baptist World,187 and, with some reference to the findings of de Roo and, 

at greater length, the Irish elements of Carl Christian Rafn’s Antiquitates Americanae,188 

argued with some gusto  

 

[that] [i]t is a fact well known to archaeologists that to this day Keltic [sic] crosses 

frequently are found in Indian mounds from Kentucky to the Gulf. They are found also in 

the prehistoric ruins of Mexico and Yucatan, incontestably indicating that the St. Brendan 

account is not a myth. Those who assert, as is done almost daily, that “the Irish ought to 

go,” if they understand Latin ought themselves go to the Public Library and learn that the 

Irish have a place in the country by right of discovery.189   

 

Apparently, the longer one dwells upon American shores the more likely one becomes to 

justify one’s being there by way of invoking, in a manner unafflicted by the acknowledgement 

of any awkward ironies, originally Anglo-American justifications of conquest and 

despoliation. Perhaps this is what some xenophobic and sociologically unimaginative people 

mean when they speak of integration.  

     Amusingly, de Roo, who accepted much of Daly’s argument190 and upon whose support 

for the claims of Saint Brendan the Irish American’s archaeological confidence in part 

 

opinions see his Traditions of the Earliest Visits of Foreigner to North America, the First Formed and First 

Inhabited of the Continents (Louisville [KY]: John P. Morton & Company, 1908), pp. 2, 84-85.  
187 See, for a couple of examples of this, ‘Devilish: Advertisements in Baptist World Displays Venom and 

Ignorance’, Kentucky Irish America, 26th March 1910, and ‘Sickening: Baptist Western Recorder Misrepresents 

the Catholic Federation’, 31st August 1912. 
188 See the Dane’s English-language popularisation America Discovered in the Tenth Century (New York: William 

Jackson, 1838), pp. 23-26. As already mentioned in connection with Brian McMahon, the Norse intimations of a 

supposed Irish presence in the Americas, including the story of ‘Are Marson, of Reykianes [sic]’ to which Rafn 

refers, are derived from the Landnámabók and the Eyrbyggja Saga.  
189 ‘Greater Ireland: A Book on the Pre-Columbian Discovery of America’, Kentucky Irish American, 1st June 

1901. Interestingly, the Irish American, though it states that ‘Keltic’ crosses had been found in ‘mounds from 

Kentucky to the Gulf’, does not imply — and in fact explicitly states quite the opposite — that the mounds were 

not Indian. That one could reject the myth of the mound builders and yet still maintain that the mounds had been 

involved or implicated in various pre-Columbian transatlantic shenanigans is not something that has often, if ever, 

been noted. In any case, for the likely source of the Irish American’s account of crosses in ‘Mexico and Yucatan’, 

see Peter de Roo, History of America before Columbus: According to Documents and Approved Authors, Volume 

II: European Immigrants (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1900), pp. 2-3, 108-109.  
190 For de Roo, however, Brendan was probably not the first Irishman to set foot in the Americas: ‘[w]e have 

expressed our own modest opinion, but we do not oppose the persuasion of others who think that many migratory 

Celts, perhaps many colonies of them, had reached the shores of the Western Continent long before the time of 

St. Brendan, and that among these the voyager saint exercised his saving and civilizing ministry, and placed the 

Christian religion on a solid and enduring basis; leaving some of his saintly brethren and zealous successors to 

spread farther still, from province to province, the light of that religion, of which we have found such numerous 

and evident vestiges in the Mexican empire and all along the shores of the Pacific Ocean’. Ibid., p. 108. 
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depended, appears to have never met a theory of pre-Columbian contact that he didn’t at least 

like. The former missionary,191 who is now best remembered for his daringly revisionist and 

enthusiastically exculpatory approach to the life of Rodrigo Borgia,192 wrote, in the pages of 

the Portland-published Catholic Sentinel,193 a previous edition of which had given him 

‘urgent call for a dissertation on several statements of the Rev. R. McLarney’,  

 

The Sentinel admits of a contest between Italy, Spain, the British, the Norsemen, and St. 

Brendan for the honor [sic] of discovering America. My conviction, substantiated in my 

history,194 is that to this contest might be admitted almost every nation of both the East 

and the West of the old world; and I further believe that the Americans discovered Europe 

before the Europeans discovered America.195  

 

The Irish American, evidently, merely took from de Roo just what it liked, which was, it 

seems, just what suited the sectarian circumstances of its local situation. Indeed, taking notice 

 
191 See, for the only useful summary of de Roo’s life and career, Georgina Pell Curtis, ed., The American Catholic 

Who’s Who (St. Louis [MO]: B. Herder, 1911), p. 151: ‘[m]ember of the Archaeological Club of the Land Van 

Waes and of the United States Catholic Historical Society; Honorary member of the American Catholic Historical 

Society of Philadelphia. Father De Roo is best known as the author of a two-volume work on the History of 

America Before Columbus, a work which he was led to undertake while engaged in other historical studies in the 

Vatican Archives. In his search for information concerning Pope Alexander VI, he occasionally met with 

unpublished records having to do with the religious history of America before the Spanish discovery, and was 

induced, in consequence, to begin the long series of labors [sic] which resulted in the publication of his history. 

Father De Roo began his missionary labors in Oregon nearly forty years ago, and, in the pursuit of his priestly 

duties, traveled [sic] much of the Northwest before the advent of railroads or any other roads worthy of mention. 

In September… 1908, he resigned the pastorate of St. Joseph’s Church, Portland, owing to ill-health and advancing 

years, and is now retired from active pastoral work. He has accumulated a large amount of historical material 

which has not yet been prepared for publication’. 
192 Material for a History of Pope Alexander VI., his Relatives and his Time (New York: Universal Knowledge 

Foundation, 1924). The review of this work by the American Italianist Frederic C. Church does much to advertise 

its myriad idiosyncrasies: ‘[i]t is possible to appreciate Alexander adequately without making a medieval saint of 

him, but Monsignor de Roo enters the lists with the knightly object of unhorsing any who contend that Alexander 

was aught but a pattern of public and private morality; a devoted Italian patriot; a tireless upholder of the best 

traditions of the papacy; the friend of the weak against the strong; and the victim of systematic and successful 

efforts to blacken his memory’. See Church, ‘Material for a History of Pope Alexander VI., his Relatives and his 

Time. By the Right Reverend Monsignor Peter de Roo’, American Historical Review, 31 (1), 1925: pp. 117-118. 

Among de Roo’s other claims to fame is the fact that he played a significant role in launching the religious career 

of Hildebrand de Hemptinne, the first Abbot Primate of the Benedictine Order. See ‘Famous Church Dignitary 

Makes Visit to Mt. Angel’, The Daily Capital Journal, 5th November 1910.  
193 Which, like the Irish America, oft sought to combat and expose anti-Catholic calumnies and activities wherever 

they occurred. 
194 The aforenoted History of America before Columbus.  
195 ‘Discovery of America: Irish Had Colonies Here at the End of the Tenth Century’, Buffalo Courier, 20th March 

1898. Remarkably, due to their linguistic singularity, de Roo thought it likely that the Basques were originally 

from America: ‘it is… highly probable that Americans not only sailed to Europe, but established there a settlement 

which endures to this day; we mean the small, peculiar nation of the Basques in the north-western portion of 

Spain. Ethnologists are puzzled at the existence of this tribe on the boundaries of two powerful kingdoms, to 

which they seem unwilling to sacrifice their customs or their language especially’. See de Roo, History of America 

before Columbus… Volume I, p. 164. 
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of Saint Brendan, and diffusing knowledge of his ‘discovery’, seems to have suited the Irish 

American right down to the ground. Five years later, on Saturday the 3rd of March 1906, its 

front page once again carried news of the seagoing abbot. Under the title of ‘Patriotism’, and 

subtitled ‘Irish History is Dovetailed into the Story of the United States’ and ‘Men Can Love 

the Emerald Isle and Be Loyal Citizens’, the Irish American effusively reported upon the 

rousing and rather wide-ranging disquisition given by the Reverend Father Patrick Walsh, 

pastor of Louisville’s Sacred Heart Church, before a meeting of the Ancient Order of 

Hibernians earlier that week. Walsh eulogised Douglas Hyde, ‘spoke of the necessity for 

teaching Irish history in schools and colleges’ and, rather improbably claiming Benjamin 

Franklin for Ireland in the process, ‘told of the name Irishmen have made for themselves in 

American history’.196 ‘There is no country that has a nobler or grander history than Ireland’, 

Walsh proclaimed, and ‘[i]ts study is an inspiration as well as a lesson in self-reliance’. ‘St. 

Brendan, one of St. Patrick’s successors’, he noted, ‘visited the shores of America and planted 

a colony there seven centuries before… Columbus’. ‘History, tradition and the researches of 

archaeologists’, Walsh continued, ‘have proven that the first white men to visit America were 

St. Brendan and his followers’.197 

     Leaving to one side our Kentuckian aside, what the main substance of this chapter has 

also gestured towards, and what perhaps is something of a lacuna in Irish scholarship, is the 

history of the extra-political and extra-Irish interests of Irish nationalist political figures. In 

F. S. L. Lyons’s classic study of Charles Stewart Parnell, the Chief’s interest in astronomy 

and the possibility of space travel is briefly alluded to,198 but this, to my knowledge, is not 

the sort of thing that has been followed up in any systematic fashion.199 Relatedly, nineteenth-

century Irish writing, as distinct from travel writing, about the history of other places does 

not seem to have attracted a great deal of attention. Be that as it may or may not be, Daly’s 

approach to the Mexican past, though it was certainly filtered through the prism of an 

undeniable Irish nationalism, is also indicative, whatever its ironies and elisions, of the ability 

of certain Irish nationalists to pursue and engage less parochial themes. Bruce Nelson, at least 

 
196 ‘Patriotism’, Kentucky Irish American, 3rd March 1906.  
197 Ibid. For other occasions upon which the Irish American made reference to Saint Brendan’s journey to America, 

see ‘Brendan, Navigator’, 11th January 1902; ‘Research’, 25th January 1908; and ‘Explorers’, 13th June 1908. The 

County Limerick-born Catholic Bishop of Dubuque, Iowa John Hennessy (1825–1900), per the Irish American 

(and, as it happens, McLarney and the London Express), was a supporter of the Brendan idea.  
198 Francis Stewart Leland Lyons, Charles Stewart Parnell (London: Fontana Press, 1991), p. 367. 
199 The much wider matter of how educated nineteenth-century Irish Catholics and nationalists, considered as a 

mass and with evidence drawn from numerous relevant periodicals, related to natural science has, however, been 

diligently explored. See Juliana Adelman, Communities of Science in Nineteenth-Century Ireland (London: 

Routledge, 2009). See also, for a notable exception to my above claim, Richard English, Ernie O’Malley: IRA 

Intellectual (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).  
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implicitly, has neatly taxonomised Irish nationalists into two distinct groups: those, like 

Arthur Griffith and D. P. Moran, who were all for Ireland and scarce anywhere else, and those 

like Liam Mellows, Patrick Ford, and Michael Davitt, who, to some extent, often assumed a 

rather wider perspective.200 Daly, I think, though he may not be susceptible to anything like 

a full biography, can be provisionally regarded as something of a tertium quid: someone 

somewhat in the middle.  

 
200 Irish Nationalists, pp. 255-257. 
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Chapter three. An American Levant 

 

The ancient Phoenicians, the alphabetising and murex-tending denizens of Tyre and Sidon,1 

and the progenitors of Carthage and the Carthaginians, are not often recollected as having been 

significant historical actors — à la the Greeks and the Romans — for various nineteenth-

century thinkers about the past. They were, however, never nearly forgotten, and, as they 

appear in the Histories of Herodotus, and, indeed, in various books of the Bible — as ‘Tyrians’ 

in the apocryphal Sirach, as ‘Sidonians’ in Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, and Kings, and as 

‘Canaanites’ more generally — they have always been available, whether as explanandum or 

explanans, to authors intent on producing epistemically profuse and variously bibliocentric 

works on the history of humanity and ‘global’ ethnology.  

The Phoenicians have long been held to have been a particularly, and even a 

paradigmatically, commercial and maritime people.2 In nineteenth-century Britain and 

America, it was not unusual for the Phoenicians to be encomiastically invoked, in a kind of 

secular typology, as the ideological and operational forebearers of modern Anglo-Saxonia.3 In 

1841, the English critic Edward Clarkson, writing in the Westminster Review, said of the 

Phoenicians that they ‘preceded us in the commercial sovereignty of the seas’,4 and, in 1902, 

 
1 ‘Following the Greeks’ example, we know these coastal Levantine cities as ‘Phoenician’, for the Greek word 

phoinix, meaning purple-red’. See Robin Lane Fox, Travelling Heroes: Greeks and Their Myths in the Epic Age 

of Homer (London: Penguin Books, 2009), p. 21. 
2 ‘It is as seafarers that we most readily imagine the ‘purple people’ nowadays because it is the role which they 

play in Greek sources from Homer onwards’. Ibid., p. 21.  
3 Timothy Champion, ‘The appropriation of the Phoenicians in British imperial ideology’, Nations and 

Nationalism, 7 (4), 2001: pp. 451-465. See also Josephine Quinn, In Search of the Phoenicians (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2018), pp. 190-191, who notes: ‘[d]espite the problems increasingly associated with 

Carthage, however, the more general parallel with the Phoenicians as traders and colonists reached its peak of 

popularity in the nineteenth century, as the revived British Empire reached its greatest extent, fuelling the 

Industrial Revolution’. The British imperial ideological and iconographical appropriation of the Phoenicians, 

though it was undoubtedly conducted in a thoroughly ahistorical mode, was, however, in relation to certain other 

nineteenth-century approaches to the history of the Eastern Mediterranean, comparatively tame in its conception 

of Phoenician commercial and technical capabilities. Consider, as an illustration of this, that the Russian-born 

Savannah, Georgia-based chemist and inventor Constantine Belveselsky Warrand — ‘a well-known writer on 

industrial subjects’ who patented a method for manufacturing imitation horse hair from palmetto fibres  — once 

contended that ‘[t]here is nothing new, on the face of the earth, and there is no doubt that electricity was well 

known to the Israelites and probably to the Phoenicians’. This, rather remarkable, remark came within the context 

of an even more remarkable argument: viz. that the Ark of the Covenant was a Leyden jar, i.e. a battery, and that 

Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, who ‘offered strange fire before the Lord, which he commanded them not. And 

there went out fire from the Lord, and devoured them, and they died before the Lord’ (Leviticus 10:1–2 KJV), 

were in fact accidently electrocuted. For the nature of Warrand’s profession see ‘Cotton May Yet Become More 

Valuable for its Seed Than Lint’, The Keowee Courier, 16th March 1893; for his patent see ‘Index of Inventions’, 

Scientific American, 18th April 1891; and for his contention that the Ark of the Covenant was a battery see ‘Secret 

of the Ark’, The Courier and Freeman, 17th October 1894.  
4 Edward Clarkson, ‘The Ancient Egyptians: Their Arts and Manufactures’, Westminster Review, 36 (1), 1841: p. 
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the Reverend Elwood Worcester (1862–1940), in a ‘Graduation Sermon’ at the University of 

Pennsylvania, exhortatively declaimed:  

 

There was a very wonderful nation in the Old World called the Phoenicians. It is a nation 

with which we are often compared. The Phoenicians have been called more than once “the 

Yankees of antiquity.” They had all of our commercial spirit, our keen enterprise, our 

restless, scheming, superficial intelligence. The Phoenicians were the great travellers and 

traders of the Old World. Wherever business was brisk and gains were large, there were 

they.5 

 

According to the poet Hezekiah Butterworth (1839–1905), Tyre and Sidon were ‘the ancient 

London and Liverpool of the Mediterranean’,6 and even Theodore Roosevelt, in a speech given 

before the New York Chamber of Commerce during the second year of his first term, 

considered it appropriate and comprehendible to roar:  

 

You are men of might in the world of American effort; you are men whose names stand high 

in the esteem of our people; you are spoken of in terms like those used in the long-gone ages 

when it was said of the Phoenician cities that their merchants were princes.7 

 

Nineteenth-century Anglo-American maritime material culture paid homage to the 

Phoenicians. A brig called the Phoenician ploughed the seas from London to Sydney,8 the 

 

20.  
5 Publications of the University of Pennsylvania, Proceedings of Commencement, June 18, 1902 (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1902), p. 26. For other uses of the epithet ‘Yankees of antiquity’ in relation to 

the Phoenicians see John Clark Ridpath’s History of the World: Being an Account of the Ethnic Origin, Primitive 

Estate, Early Migrations, Social Conditions and Present Promise of the Principal Families of Men, Volume III 

(New York: Merrill and Baker, Publishers, 1897), pp. xv, 350; John William Jent’s Yale University Master’s Thesis 

The Primacy of Personality in Pedagogy (Lancaster [TX]: 1914), p. 21; and Kate Field’s The Drama of Glass 

(Toledo [OH]: Libbey Glass Company, 189-), p. 10. Note well, however, that the same expression was sometimes 

used of the Jews. See, for example, Henry Ward Beecher, The Original Plymouth Pulpit: Sermons of Henry Ward 

Beecher in Plymouth Church, Brooklyn, Volume V (Boston: The Pilgrim Press, 1871), p. 281; and Timothy 

Woodbridge, The Autobiography of a Blind Minister: Including Sketches of the Men and Events of his Time, 

(Boston: John P. Jewett and Company, 1856), p. 12.  
6 Hezekiah Butterworth, ed., Young Folks’ History of the United States (Boston: Estes and Lauriat, 1881), p. 13.  
7 ‘Nation’s Chief Pays Tribute to Commercial Men’s Genius’, The Morning Call, San Francisco, 12th November 

1902. 
8 ‘New South Wales’, The Blackburn Standard, 11th February 1852; ‘Ship News’, The Morning Post, 7th December 
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Syro-Phoenician brought grain from Berdyans’k to Limerick,9 and the ‘Allan Line steam-ship 

Phoenician’ carried Irish emigrants from Galway to the United States.10 According to a 

Lavater-inspired physiognomical article in the Iowa Plain Dealer, even Phoenician faces gave 

evidence of their commercial prowess: 

 

The Jewish nose, so called because so common among Israelites, is by no means peculiar to 

that nation alone. It is found among the Syrian races everywhere. Sir G. Wilkinson proves 

that the natives represented in Egyptian culture with hawk noses are not always Jews, but 

Syrians. The ancient Phoenicians were Syrians, and they were the greatest merchants of 

antiquity. It indicates worldly shrewdness, insight into character, and ability to turn that 

insight to profitable account. Vespasian, Titus, Theodosias the Great [sic], Adam Smith and 

Albert Gallatin had this nose.11 

 

‘In commerce the Phoenicians were our first masters’, John Beddoe of the Bath Royal 

Infirmary and the ‘index of nigrescence’ affirmed,12 and, as the Belfast Municipal Technical 

Institute’s Lecturer on Naval Architecture William James Lovett claimed, in a lecture before 

the Bangor Parish Literary Society, ‘[t]he Phoenicians held the record up till the fifteenth 

century as the world’s greatest navigators’.13 

     Due to this longstanding, and frankly quite pervasive, conception of the Phoenicians as 

preternaturally gifted seaman and merchants, capable of nigh on amazing feats of shipbuilding 

and oceangoing, they have also been, ever since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries — in 

addition to being used as objects of largely approbative comparison — thought fit to play the 

part of pre-Columbian discoverers of the Americas. Whether as visitors exploring and 

exploiting already populated continents, or as the partial ancestors of some, or all, American 

Indians, the Phoenicians, for scholars intrigued by American antiquities, have proven to be an 

attractive and ever recurring theme.14  

 

1854; ‘Money Market and City News’, The Morning Chronicle, 24th April 1850. 
9 ‘Ireland’, Hampshire Advertiser & Salisbury Guardian, 20th September 1856.  
10 ‘The State of Ireland’, The Standard, 2nd June 1883.  
11 ‘The Human Nose’, The Iowa Plain Dealer, 12th July 1883. 
12 ‘Literary and Philosophical Institution’, Bath Chronicle, 11th May 1865. 
13 ‘The Ship: Her Story’, Herald and County Down Independent, 16th December 1910. 
14 And this theme was not, we will see, at all limited, as Ronald H. Fritze, Invented Knowledge: False History, 

Fake Science and Pseudo-Religions (London: Reaktion Books, 2009), p. 86, has supposed, to so-called ‘fringe 
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For example, in his 1729 revision of Gregorio Garcia’s Origen de los indios, Andrés 

Gonzalez de Barcia (1673–1743) ‘elaborated on the possibility of Phoenician settlement’ in the 

Americas and ‘inserted thirty-eight pages of “proofs” of this theory’,15 and, sometime earlier, 

according to the Scottish cartographer and litterateur John Ogilby (1600–1676), the Dutch 

author Roberti Comtaeus, in his De Origine Americanarum Dissertatio (1644), ‘with many 

learned and seemingly true arguments’ contended ‘that the Original of the Americans must be 

sought among the Phoenicians, Sydonians, Tyrians, or Carthaginians, being all are one 

people’.16 Likewise, the French Jesuit missionary and naturalist Joseph-François Lafitau 

(1681–1746), though unlike Comtaeus he was not at all in favour of a Phoenician origin for the 

Native Americans tout court, steadfastly maintained that the sons of Tyre must, at one point or 

another, have made their way across the Ocean Sea. Lafitau adverted to various such supposed 

occurrences in his Mœurs des sauvages amériquains (1724), and so did Georg Horn (1620–

1670), the Oberpfalz-born theologian and professor of history at Leyden, in his De Originibus 

Americanis (1652).17 

Belief in Levantine visits to the New World, lest the impression be given that it was, was 

not, however, merely a continental European affliction, for various Anglo-American colonial 

figures, much like several later full-blown Americans, also accepted the proposition that the 

Phoenicians had preceded Columbus. Samuel Mather (1706–1785), for example, one of 

Cotton’s fifteen children and a self-professed ‘American Englishman’, stated in his 1773 

pamphlet An attempt to shew, that America must be known to the ancients, as is both illustrative 

and suggestive, that ‘it [was] most highly probable, if not certain, that America must [have 

been] known before the modern Discoveries of it, and even in very ancient times’.18  

Following the purported testimony of the ancient Greek historian Diodorus Siculus — an 

authority much employed by eighteenth-century antiquarians19 — Mather alleged ‘that certain 

Phoenicians were cast on a most fertile Island opposite to Africa’20 that must have been, surely, 

 

scholarship’. In any case, what the suppositious ‘fringe’, in the eighteenth century, no less, was supposed to be 

the ‘fringe’ of is not exactly clear.  
15 Lee Eldridge Huddleston, Origins of the American Indians: European Concepts, 1492–1729 (Austin: University 

of Texas Press, 2015), p. 107.  
16 John Ogilby, America: Being the Latest and Most Accurate Description of the New World (London: Printed by 

the Author, 1671), p. 18.  
17 Horn is best remembered, however, for his ‘pamphlet war’ with the royal librarian of Sweden Isaac Vossius 

(1618–1689) over the ‘True Age of the Earth’. See Huddleston, Origin of the American Indians, p. 119.  
18 Samuel Mather, An attempt to shew, that America must be known to the ancients (Boston: T. Leverett, and H. 

Knox, 1773), n.p.  
19 See, for example, James Parsons’s Remains of Japhet: Being Historical Enquiries into the Affinity and Origin 

of the European Languages (London: 1767), pp. 53, 55, 132, 350, 352, 372, 376-377. 
20 Samuel Mather, An attempt to shew, p. 12. 
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somewhere in the Americas. As to why this discovery never became the common heritage of 

humanity, or, at the very least, common enough knowledge in and around the Mediterranean 

basin, Mather had an explanation, which, if not satisfactory to anyone else, certainly satisfied 

him. The Phoenicians, whom he believed to have been the descendants of Canaanites who had 

mingled with Japheth’s posterity in Europe, had seemingly ‘left no Stone unturned, [so] that 

this Region might remain unknown to the Europeans’.21 Why? ‘It was Regard to their own 

Commerce and Interest’, Mather claimed, ‘that led them without Doubt to conceal the new 

Places, at which they traded’.22 The ancient Phoenicians, therefore, according to Mather, were 

apparently infused with that competitive spirit, and, consequently, exhibited that competitive 

behaviour, that David Wootton has averred was just ‘as much the result as the cause of the new 

culture of discovery’.23 This new culture, however, Wootton has argued, though not 

uncontroversially, was at the very earliest ‘contemporaneous with Columbus’s plans for his 

successful expedition’.24 That the Phoenicians — whom Mather avowed ‘were mightily for 

Navigation and Trade and Commerce’25 — were, evidently, at times anachronistically 

conceived as having been fully formed capitalists, very much avant la lettre, is an issue to which 

we have already alluded and one to which we will have cause to return.  

In a manner not dissimilar to Mather, the Rhode Island Congregationalist minister Ezra 

Stiles (1727–1795), who, from 1778 to 1795, was the President of Yale College, and to whom 

Brown owes its charter, also argued that the Phoenicians, alongside myriad other Joshua-

chastened Canaanites,26 had deigned to grace American shores. Stiles, who was personally 

acquainted with both Benjamin Franklin and Jonathan Edwards, and of whom it has been said 

 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 David Wootton, The Invention of Science (London: Penguin Books, 2016), p. 92.  
24 Ibid., p. 57. There is perhaps an argument to be made that certain theorists of pre-Columbian contact, though in 

most cases somewhat unwittingly, reaffirmed ‘premodern’ beliefs about the universal sufficiency of ancient 

learning and the lack of newness, of any description, under the sun (knowledge was only ever recovered and never 

de novo produced). For them, in any case, very much unlike David Wootton, the Columbian ‘discovery’ of 

America could not have been as epochal, and as conceptually impactful, as all that (and also could not have been, 

as it was for some sixteenth-century figures, e.g. the Medicean mannerist Johannes Stradanus, constitutive of the 

dividing line between ‘antiquity’ and ‘modernity’). Granting that, amongst other more obvious things, Wootton is 

indeed right to say that the invention of ‘discovery’ was a post-Columbian conceptual development, that such 

theorists could only countenance the reality of myriad pre-Columbian ‘discoveries’ on account of their post-

Columbian intellectual formation is certainly an irony worth savouring.  
25 Mather, An attempt to shew, p. 18.  
26 ‘I rather consider the American Indians as Canaanites of the expulsion of Joshua: some of which in phoenician 

[sic] ships coasted the Mediterranean to its mouth’; ‘[a]ttending to the rational and just deductions, from these and 

other disconnected data combined together, we may perceive, that all the Americans are one people — that they 

came hither certainly from the north-east of Asia; probably also from the mediterranean [sic]; and if so that they 

are canaanites [sic], tho’ arriving hither by different routs [sic]’. See Ezra Stiles, The United States Elevated to 

Glory and Honour (New Haven: Thomas and Samuel Green, 1783), pp. 10, 12.  



132 
 

that he was ‘the most learned man in New England’ and that he rightly earned ‘the sobriquet 

of the American Colonies’ foremost intellectual’,27 had a great and abiding interest in the study 

of the Bible and ‘was [reputedly] unique in the intensity of his interest in Hebrew and the 

Jews’.28 Stiles, perhaps just as much because of as despite his superlative and at times mystical 

biblicist bent, proposed, in his 1783 sermon The United States Elevated to Glory and Honour,29 

that the Phoenicians, whom, like the Native Americans and divers Eurasian peoples, he deemed 

to be ‘canaanitish’ in origin and culture, might have ‘undesignedly wafted across the Atlantic… 

land[ed] in the tropical regions, and commence[d] the settlement… of Mexico and Peru’.30 

Not only did Stiles believe that there was good reason to suppose an ancient Phoenician 

presence in both South and Central America, but he also, and more famously, argued that such 

a presence was detectable in New England as well. The notorious Dighton Rock, situated on 

the east bank of the Taunton River near Dighton in Massachusetts, ‘a forty-ton boulder’ the 

western face of which is ‘eleven foot long and five feet high [and] covered in enigmatic 

markings’,31 and of which Terry A. Barnhart has remarked, albeit without any elaboration, that 

it ‘in time would come to hold a conspicuous place in unfounded speculations concerning the 

ante-Columbian discovery of America’,32 was regarded by Stiles from as early as 1767 as 

evidence of Phoenician contact with the territory of the Thirteen Colonies.33 As has been 

 
27 Shalom Goldman, God’s Sacred Tongue: Hebrew and the American Imagination (Chapel Hill: The University 

of North Carolina Press, 2004), pp. 50, 52.  
28 Ibid., p. 60.  
29 ‘Preached before His EXCELLENCY JONATHAN TRUMBULL, ESQ. L.L.D., Governor and Commander in 

Chief, And the HONORABLE… GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF The State of CONNECTICUT, Convened at 

Hartford, At the Anniversary ELECTION, May 8th, 1783’. The general tone and logic of Stiles’s sermon, as is 

surely obvious from its title, was, in no particular order, gloating, celebratory, propagandistic, imperialistic and 

somewhat disingenuous: ‘[b]ut numerous population, as well as industry, is necessary towards giving value to 

land; to judiciously partitioned territory. The public weal requires the encouragement of both. A very 

inconsiderable value arose from the sparse thin settlement of the American aboriginals; of whom there are not 

fifty thousand souls on this side the Missisippi [sic]. The protestant Europeans have generally bought the native 

right of soil, as far as they have settled, and paid the value ten fold; and are daily increasing the value of the 

remaining Indian territory a thousand fold; and in this manner we are a constant increasing revenue to the Sachems 

and original Lords of the Soil. How much must the value of lands, reserved to the natives of North and South-

America, be increased to remaining Indians, by the inhabitation of two or three hundred millions of Europeans? 

Heaven hath provided this country, not indeed derelict, but only partially settled, and consequently open, for the 

reception of a new enlargement of Japhet’. See Stiles, The United States, pp. 8-9. The content of a sermon such 

as the above is perhaps rather hard to square with the Hebraist Shalom Goldman’s description of Stiles as a man 

who ‘advocated religious and ethnic tolerance’. See Goldman, God’s Sacred Tongue, p. 58.  
30 Stiles, United States, pp. 10-11.  
31 Douglas Hunter, The Place of Stone: Dighton Rock and the Erasure of America’s Indigenous Past (Chapel Hill: 

The University of North Carolina Press, 2017), p. 1.  
32 Terry A. Barnhart, American Antiquities: Revisiting the Origins of American Archaeology (Lincoln: University 

of Nebraska Press, 2015), p. 42. 
33 See Hunter, Place of Stone, pp. 51-54, for an account of the development of Stiles’s interest in the Rock and 

American antiquities more generally. N.B. Hunter is the Rock’s first, historiographically speaking, modern 

historian, but see also the earlier, and significantly more credulous, effort by the Brown University psychologist 

Edmund Burke Delabarre (1863–1915): Delabarre, Dighton Rock, A Study of the Written Rocks of New England 
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recorded by Stiles’s son-in-law and first biographer Abiel Holmes (1763–1837),34 who despite 

his familiarity with Ezra’s opinions nevertheless employed Columbus as his chronological 

starting point in his Hilliard-printed American Annals of 1805:  

 

[regarding] the curious inscription on a rock in Dighton, which has baffled the attempts of 

the antiquarians of America, and of Europe, to decypher [sic] to entire satisfaction… [i]t 

was his [Stiles’s] opinion, that the character is Punic… [though] [o]thers suppose it rather 

an [sic] hieroglyphic inscription… Chinese, or Japanese… while some seem inclined to 

conceive of it as nothing more than the rude scrawls of some of the Indian Tribes.35  

 

As is also worthy of some attention, and as Stiles, who was also inclined to credit various other 

accounts of pre-Columbian contact, was very much aware,36 the Huguenot Freemason and 

mythologist Antoine Court de Gébelin (1725–1784) also held that the inscriptions on Dighton 

Rock were the result of Phoenician or Carthaginian transatlantic enterprise. Working from a 

drawing produced by Stiles’s friend and associate Stephen Sewall (1743–1804), who was then 

the Hancock Professor of Hebrew and Other Oriental Languages at Harvard College, and also 

from a woodcut published by Cotton Mather in 1714, Court de Gébelin, who birthed the notion 

that the tarot had originated in ancient Egypt,37 alleged, in the eighth volume of his Monde 

primitif analysé et comparé avec le monde modern (1781), that ‘the Dighton inscription could 

not be the work of Indians because… the marks on Dighton Rock were alphabetical… [and 

the] Indians’, as he had gathered from the writings of the sixteenth-century Franciscan 

cosmographer Andre Thevét (1516–1590), ‘did not have an alphabet’.38 

 

(New York: Walter Neale, 1928).  
34 The father of Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. and thus Jr.’s grandfather.  
35 Abiel Holmes, The Life of Ezra Stiles (Boston: Thomas & Andrews, 1798), pp. 119-120.  
36 Again referring to the peopling of the Americas by various ‘refugees from Joshua’, Stiles wrote: ‘[t]hus 

Providence might have ordered three divisions of the same people from different parts of the world, and perhaps 

in very distant ages, to meet together on this continent, or, “our Island,” as the six nations call it, to settle different 

parts of it, many ages before the present accession of Japhet [sic], or the former visitation of Madoc, 1001, or the 

certain colonization from Norway, A.D. 1001, as well as the certain christianizing [sic] of Greenland in the ninth 

century; not to mention the visit of still greater antiquity by the Phoenicians, who charged the Dighton rock and 

other rocks in Narragansett-bay with Punic inscriptions, remaining to this day. Which last I myself have repeatedly 

seen and taken off at large, as did Professor Sewall. He has lately transmitted a copy of his inscription to M. 

Gebelin of the Parisian academy of sciences, who comparing them with the Punic palaeography [sic], judges 

them punic, and has interpreted them as denoting, that the ancient Carthaginians once visited these distant regions’. 

Stiles, United States, pp. 12-13.  
37 Erik Hornung, The Secret Lore of Egypt: Its Impact on the West (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 173. 
38 Hunter, Place of Stone, p. 64. Court de Gébelin corresponded with Benjamin Franklin on this issue. Franklin 
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A mite ironically, one of the eighteenth-century scholars who most disagreed with Court de 

Gébelin’s account of Dighton Rock was his fellow Freemason and Phoenician enthusiast 

Charles Vallancey (1721–1812), 39  the Secretary of the Society of Irish Antiquaries from 1773, 

who, as is well known to students of Irish history, ‘sought to prove the antiquity of the Irish 

tongue by tracing its evolution from Punic, or similarly extravagant, origins’.40 Vallancey, 

contrary to Court de Gébelin, his French brother in the Craft, believed that the Rock’s markings 

were produced by a highly literate and originally Siberian people, whose civilisation, which 

presumably covered much of what is now the United States, was subsequently despoiled by a 

Hun-like horde of other rather less genteel ‘Asiatics’, whom he believed, inevitably and 

prejudicially, to be the ancestors of the Native Americans.41  

Vallancey, however, was also at one point of the opinion, as has not as often been adverted 

to,42 that what he called ‘Iberno-Celtic’ and the Algonquin languages of the north-easternmost 

parts of North America were very closely related.43 A ‘fact’ that, he argued, though he later 

changed his mind, did much to confirm the ideas and opinions of a couple of the older authors 

to whom we have already referred: ‘[t]his great affinity between the Iberno-Celtic and the 

Algonkin [sic] language of North America, and between the Iberno-Celtic and the Punic, 

strengthens the opinions of Hornius [Georg Horn] and Robertus Comtaeus Normannus, of [the] 

peopling [of] North America by the Phoenicians’.44  

 

noted: ‘[i]f any Phenicians arriv’d [sic] in America, I should rather think it was not by the Accident of a Storm, 

but in the Course of their long and adventurous Voyages; and that they coasted from Denmark and Norway over 

to Greenland, and down Southward by Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, &c. to New England, as the Danes themselves 

certainly did some Ages before Columbus’. See Franklin to Court de Gébelin, 7th May 1871. Franklin’s, 

exceedingly brief, comment upon the possibility of a Phoenician discovery of the Americas is mentioned by 

William Jay Youmans, as an example of Franklin’s intellectual range, in his Pioneers of Science in America (New 

York: D. Appleton and Company, 1896), p. 19.  
39 That an involvement with Masonry could foster an interest in the Phoenicians and their travels has not often, at 

least so far as I am aware, been extensively explicated. Hunter, for example, though he helpfully details Court de 

Gébelin’s thoughts and theories, doesn’t advert to the role played by certain Phoenician figures within 

Freemasonic lore. This connection is, however, in relation to the familial circumstances of the late nineteenth-

century Scottish theorist of pre-Columbian contact Thomas Crawford Johnston, touched upon below. As a partial 

exception to the foregoing, however, see, for a brief note upon the possible influence of certain Masonic traditions 

upon Mormon ethnology, Colin Kidd, The Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant Atlantic World, 

1600–2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 234-235.   
40 Robert Fitzroy Foster, Modern Ireland 1600–1972 (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1989), p. 210.   
41 See Hunter, Place of Stone, p. 76.  
42 Ibid., p. 71; see also Joep Leerssen, Remembrance and Imagination (Cork: Cork University Press, 1996), p. 71. 
43 In his An Essay on the Celtic Language (1782), which he dedicated to Jacob Bryant (1715–1804). Bryant, as is 

worth noting, was, in Colin Kidd’s estimation, ‘the most significant prototype for [George Eliot’s] Mr. Casaubon… 

[and] the dominant mythographer in England during the late eighteenth century’. See Colin Kidd, The World of 

Mr Casaubon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), p. 111.  
44 Charles Vallancey, A Grammar of the Iberno-Celtic or Irish Language. The Second Edition, with additions, to 

which is prefixed an Essay on the Celtic Language (Dublin: R. Marchbank, 1782), p. 6. 
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Although over the course of the nineteenth century the broad Phoenician thesis started to 

attract a fair number of detractors, it also retained a decent level of support.45 Though a figure 

such as the Harvard librarian and classicist William H. Tillinghast (1854–1913) could plainly 

state without fear of contradiction that ‘[t]here is no evidence that the Phoenicians or 

Carthaginians penetrated much beyond the coast islands, or that they reached any part of 

America, or even the Azores’,46 the equally well-placed Zelia Nuttall (1857–1833) could, with 

some success, suggest quite the opposite. Nuttall, who was an acolyte of Frederic Ward 

Putnam’s and the inspiration behind D. H. Lawrence’s bespectacled Mrs Norris,47 felt able to 

maintain in her Peabody Museum-published The Fundamental Principles of Old and New 

World Civilization — a work which, Alfred Tozzer believed, ‘[i]n spite of its “archaic” 

character… had a considerable influence in attracting several students to the Middle American 

field’48 — that the degree to which the Phoenicians had encompassed the globe had been 

seriously underrated. ‘I can but think’, Nuttall mused,  

 

that the material I have collected will also lead to a recognition that the role of the 

Phoenicians, as intermediaries of ancient civilization, was greater than has been supposed, 

 
45 Note, for example, that Arthur W. Tyler of the Astor Library in New York, and latterly librarian at Johns Hopkins 

University, discoursed upon ‘Recent Discussion of the Evidence of Phoenician Colonization of America’ before 

the American Oriental Society on the 28th of October 1874. See ‘American Oriental Society’, New York Herald, 

29th October 1874. It is likely that Tyler’s talk predominantly concerned the fraudulent Paraíba Stone from Brazil. 

See also ‘Ancient America’, New York Herald, 14th January 1872, where it is stated: ‘Dr. Earnest O. Hopp [sic] 

delivered an extremely interesting lecture yesterday afternoon in the chapel of Rutgers Female College before a 

very small audience of young ladies. The lecture was upon “The Ancient Views of a Western Continent,” and an 

array of historical knowledge of the most fascinating character was brought forward to prove that the ancient 

Phoenicians colonized America, and that long before the time of Columbus civilization flourished in the West’. 

Evidently, the indubitably Eurocentric Hopp, who taught German at New York’s Grammar School No. 19, was a 

reader of Vallancey. As the Herald notes, regarding Hopp’s account of the geographical extent of Phoenician 

colonisation: ‘[t]hey had colonies in France and Spain. Hibernia was, without doubt, a Phoenician colony. The 

heathen Hibernians worshipped the same gods as the Phoenicians, and called them almost by the same names’. 

Patrick Neeson Lynch (1817–1882), the Fermanagh-born Bishop of Charleston, South Carolina, was also minded 

to admit a Phoenician presence in the New World. In a wide-ranging disquisition upon the peopling and discovery 

of America, held ‘in behalf of the Ladies’ Mutual Aid Association’, in which he dismissed polygenesis, ‘[o]thers… 

are of the opinion that America had its own Adam and Eve, but… [i]t is an acknowledged fact… that we are all 

the children of one parent’, and declared that ‘I shall take it as an established fact that America was peopled by 

the sons of Japhet’, Lynch affirmed ‘that a vague, ill-defined knowledge of America was pretty general among the 

ancients’ and that the Phoenicians, in whom the ‘auri sacra fames’ was just as strong as it was in the ‘Anglo Saxon 

of to-day [sic]’, had worked the copper, lead, and gold mines of Lake Superior, North Carolina, Alabama, and 

Georgia. See ‘America Before Columbus’, Marysville Daily Appeal, 30th May 1867; see also ‘The Early 

Discoveries of America’, The Charleston Daily News, 17th January 1868.  
46 William H. Tillinghast, ‘The Geographical Knowledge of the Ancients Considered in Relation to the Discovery 

of America’, in Aboriginal America, Narrative and Critical History of America Vol. 1, ed. Justin Winsor (Boston: 

Houghton, Mifflin, and Company, 1889), p. 25. 
47 In Lawrence’s The Plumed Serpent (1926). Lawrence and Nuttall, though hardly the fastest of friends, were 

acquaintances and correspondents.  
48 Alfred Tozzer, ‘Zelia Nuttall’, American Anthropologist, 35 (3), 1933: p. 477.  



136 
 

and that it is imperative that future research be devoted to a fresh study and examination of 

those indications which appear to show that America must have been intermittently 

colonized by the intermediation of Mediterranean seafarers.49  

 

On Nuttall’s, on occasion condescending and inegalitarian, account,  

 

[the] Civilization [of Mexico] at the time of the Conquest was precisely what might be 

expected if a small body of men of superior wisdom and experience, such as was possessed 

by a remnant of Graeco-Egyptian philosophers, had embarked in ships manned by the 

descendants of Phoenician seafarers, and found refuge in the “land of the West,” amongst 

simple, docile people, existing in large numbers, who, treated “as little children and 

instructed with love and gentleness, willingly submitted themselves to the guidance of their 

teachers.” A single, short-lived generation of these would have amply sufficed for the 

establishment of the governmental system and calendar, the firm institution of a “celestial 

kingdom,” and the spread of knowledge of the technique of various arts and industries 

deemed most useful to the natives.50  

 

Putnam himself, one of America’s leading archaeologists, a former student of Louis Agassiz’s, 

and the lead curator of anthropology for the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, 

in the preface to Nuttall’s voluminous work appreciatively announced 

 

[that] [t]he results of the author’s researches seem to justify her summary of conclusions; 

but she distinctly states that she does not wish to propound any theory. She invites further 

study and discussion by Orientalists and Americanists before drawing final conclusions 

from the facts she has gathered. The publication of this paper will open anew the 

consideration of pre-Columbian visits to the New World, shown, as many have believed, by 

 
49 Zelia Nuttall, The Fundamental Principles of Old and New World Civilization: A Comparative Research based 

on a study of the Ancient Mexican Religious, Sociological and Calendrical Systems (Cambridge [MA].: Peabody 

Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, 1901), p. 6. 
50 Ibid., pp. 538-539.  
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identities too many and too close to be considered as mere resemblances or as the natural 

results of independent intellectual development.51 

 

Though Putnam, of whom Edward S. Morse once noted that ‘he has been called the father of 

American archaeology’,52 never directly disclosed any opinion in favour of a specifically 

Phoenician jaunt to the Americas, by the time he wrote the preface to Nuttall’s Fundamental 

Principles, he had, however, publicly expressed support for what one might a mite inelegantly 

term globally monogenetic American polygenism.  

In his August 1899 retirement address to the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science, of which he had been president for 1898, Putnam opined that the general scholarly 

acceptance of Samuel Morton’s craniological argument in favour of Native American racial 

unity was no longer tenable, creditable or well evidenced. The craniological record of the 

1890s, which, he avowed, was much more expansive and profound than that which had existed 

in Morton’s day, could no longer support such a conclusion, and so it followed, Putnam 

affirmed, ‘that the American continent has been peopled at different times and from different 

sources’.53 Putnam, therefore, was in principle supportive of the possibility of myriad diverse 

pre-Columbian contacts, and saw, as he stated, ‘no reason for doubting that there were also 

later accessions [to the Americas] during Neolithic times and even when social institutions 

were well advanced’.54 ‘To declare’, as Daniel Garrison Brinton had declared, Putnam 

continued, ‘that the resemblance of this [Mexican] art to both Asiatic and Egyptian art is simply 

a proof of the psychical unity of man, is assuming too much and is cutting off all further 

consideration of the subject’.55 

 
51 Ibid., n.p. The British archaeologist Robin Derricourt implicitly refers to Nuttall, in discussing the authorities 

referred to by the Australian anatomist and pan-Egyptian diffusionist Grafton Elliot Smith, as being outside of 

‘the tradition of scientific archaeology’. This, I think, as a characterisation of Nuttall’s place in early twentieth-

century American science simply will not do. Social and epistemic ‘outsiders’ do not tend, I think, to receive the 

imprimatur of Harvard, or, for that matter, become members of the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science and ‘Special Assistant[s] in Mexican Archaeology’ at the Peabody Museum. See Robin Derricourt, 

Antiquity Imagined: The Remarkable Legacy of the Egypt and the Ancient Near East (London: I. B. Tauris, 2015), 

p. 120. For a, wholly unintended, refutation of Derricourt’s insinuation, see the brief epitome of Nuttall’s career 

in David L. Browman and Stephen Williams, Anthropology at Harvard: A Biographical History, 1790–1940 

(Cambridge [MA]: Peabody Museum Press, Harvard University, 2013), pp. 113-114. 
52 Edward Sylvester Morse, Frederick Ward Putnam, 1839–1915: An Appreciation (Salem: Essex Institute, 1915), 

p. 6.   
53 Frederic Ward Putnam, ‘A problem in American Anthropology’, in The Proceedings of the American 

Association for the Advancement of Science, 48, 1899: p. 9. 
54 Ibid., p. 15. 
55 Ibid., p. 10.  
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However apt or inapt Putnam’s rejoinder to Brinton was or was not, that the Phoenician 

theory of pre-Columbian contact still had legs by the nineteenth century’s end is more than 

evident. Putnam’s willingness to entertain Nuttall’s suggestions surely suggests as much, as 

does the work of Thomas Crawford Johnston — perhaps the only author whose entire oeuvre, 

comparatively meagre though it might be, was expressly devoted to the subject. 

 

South Seas scientist?  

 

Thomas Crawford Johnston (c. 1853–1929),56 a Scots Presbyterian theorist of pre-Columbian 

contact who was twice published — in 1892 and 1913 — on his favoured transpacific 

Phoenician account, was, towards the end of his days in 1920, a self-professed ethnologist and 

scientific researcher who lodged and lived, alongside a labourer and a lawyer, at 1225 O’Farrell 

Street in San Francisco. Even though, according to one recent commentator, he was, by 

implication, a purveyor of pseudohistorical ‘invented knowledge’,57 that Johnston was able to 

regard himself, and be regarded by at least some others,58 as a scientist engaged in scientific 

work is a matter worthy of some attention. For such a fact  — if we are more committed to bare 

description than prescriptive demarcationism — does not only indicate that the boundaries of 

reasonable discourse are always and everywhere being differentially reproduced and 

 
56 As is probably unsurprising, the evidence regarding Johnston’s year of birth is contradictory. What is 

presumably the record of his baptism (registered at St Cuthbert’s in Edinburgh in 1854) — unless he was the 

second Thomas born to his parents — states that he was born on the 22nd of November 1851. In the 1861 census, 

however, Johnston’s age is given as eight.  
57 Ronald H. Fritze, Invented Knowledge, p. 87. Notably, Fritze doesn’t actually have much to say about Johnston 

at all. Johnston, in truth, for Fritze’s purposes, is really not much more than an example, and a solitary example 

too, of a mildly contrary hypothetical tendency: ‘[m]ost hypotheses of Phoenician voyages to the Americas had 

them crossing the Atlantic Ocean to get there, but not all. In 1892 Thomas Crawford Johnston joined supporters 

of a Phoenician presence in the Americas. He gave the story a new aspect in 1913 with his book Did the 

Phoenicians Discover America? He claimed that the Phoenicians of King Hiram I sailed down the Red Sea, over 

the Indian Ocean and across the Pacific Ocean to reach the Americas’. N.B. Pace Fritze, Johnston wasn’t the only 

author to suggest that the Phoenicians had crossed the Pacific. Josiah Priest, who, in truth, was content to entertain 

just about every historical speculation under the nineteenth-century sun, also thought it possible, even 

‘unquestionable’, that ‘arrivals, either from design, or from being driven to sea by storm, took place, so that 

Egyptians, Phoenicians, and individuals of other nations of that age… found their way to South America, and also 

to the southern parts of North America from the east, and also from the west across the Pacific in shipping’. See 

Priest, American Antiquities and Discoveries in the West [First Edition] (Albany: Hoffmann and White, 1833), p. 

342.  
58 Wider questions of reception, including reception as a prerequisite to publication, are to be discussed later. As 

to how Johnston was perceived in general, this is — for a want of evidence and information — not especially easy 

to tell. Interestingly, however, the History of the Johnstones by the Scottish genealogist C. L. Johnstone noted, 

and only noted, that Thomas Crawford Johnston was ‘an [e]ssayist in California’. See C. L. Johnstone, History of 

the Johnstones: 1191–1909, With Descriptions of Border Life (Edinburgh: W. & A. K. Johnston Limited, 1909), 

p. 340.  
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sometimes redrawn, and are continually subject to both macro- and micro-sociogeographical 

variation,59 but also that the terms ‘scientist’ and ‘science’ have been used, and some would 

say royally abused, by all manner of people in connection with all manner of cognitive and 

other projects. The Christian Scientists of Mary Baker Eddy are, of course, a case in point, and 

that Thomas Crawford Johnston was dubbed a ‘California scientist’ in a 1913 New York World 

article that was rather widely syndicated is undoubtedly, albeit less spectacularly, another.60 

Even though, as Daniel Patrick Thurs has argued, towards the end of the nineteenth century 

‘[a] growing perception of those who did science as a distinct and separate group’ was certainly 

in the offing, ‘older ways of talking survived… [and] many descriptions of scientific 

practitioners did little to distinguish them from any other seeker of truth’.61 Sometimes, in fact, 

the scientist was simply someone who at the very least appeared to know a great deal about 

any given subject, and Johnston — who, as will be seen, was sociologically of a type with 

many other later nineteenth-century persons with, speaking exonymically, interests in both the 

human and natural sciences — was one such someone.62  

 
59 In certain enclaves of Silicon Valley talk of ‘intelligent machines’ is pretty much de rigueur, whereas in my 

house it’s very much regarded as both a sign and a consequence of collective delusion.  
60 The article in question, which originated in the locus classicus of American ‘yellow’ journalism — the lurid and 

the scientific are not always far apart — and was pretty much naught but a positively spun summary of Johnston’s 

main points of argument (accompanied by some black and white illustrations), was reprinted all over the English-

speaking world. In the United States, it was reproduced in the Milwaukee Sentinel, The Cincinnati Enquirer, the 

Greensboro Daily News, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch (which like the New York World was a Joseph Pulitzer 

concern), the Shreveport Times, The Pittsburgh Press, and The Washington Post; in Canada, the New Westminster 

News (British Columbia); in Australia, the Adelaide Evening Post, The Maitland Daily Mercury, The Register 

(Adelaide), The evening journal (Adelaide), The Ballarat Star, The Week (Brisbane), The Telegraph (Brisbane), 

and The Northern Star (Lismore). Although the above list is presumably nowhere near exhaustive, it is certainly 

indicative of the fact that one could have happened, in 1913 at least, upon Johnston’s pre-Columbian contact 

theory in myriad different geographical contexts (and who knows for how many it might have been a topic of 

dinner table, street side, or even bedside, conversation).  
61 Daniel Patrick Thurs, Science Talk: Changing Notions of Science in American Culture (New Brunswick: Rutgers 

University Press, 2008), p. 80.  
62 Thurs also notes, however, that ‘[d]uring the later nineteenth century, usage of the label [‘scientist’] remained 

sporadic, as did the tendency to surrender science to a particular group of practitioners’. For Thurs, irrespective 

of whether or not he is right in saying so, the latter mentioned tendency only really gained ground — at least 

within an American context — with the arrival of Einstein as a major public figure and international celebrity. 

Ibid., p. 110. A related aside: the brief epitome of the term, i.e. ‘scientist’, recently given by David Wootton, 

though overall quite useful, does not at all touch upon what one might call the history of its more demotic 

deployments. That Wootton concludes his, again handy, discussion with the suggestion that ‘the word ‘scientist’ 

was merely a new [post-Whewellian] word for a type of person who had long been in existence’ would seem to 

indicate that he’s happy enough to ignore the more than patent fact that the people to whom the word has thus far 

been applied have not all been of the one, presumably respectable and reasonably antique, type. A truly empirically 

adequate historical account of the use of the word ‘scientist’ — its ascription and self-ascription — would have to 

encompass both Paul Dirac and Thomas Crawford Johnston, Richard Dawkins and Phineas Quimby, etc. See 

David Wootton, The Invention of Science, p. 29.  
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Returning to biography, Johnston, whose father was a timber merchant, was Edinburgh born 

and University of Edinburgh educated,63 and first arrived in the United States in 1886.64 

Though his initial employment may have been a legal one,65 on arriving in America Johnston 

assumed a clerical position at his Glenarm-born and Liverpool-trained maternal uncle Andrew 

Crawford’s shipping company — ‘a representative house in San Francisco… known 

throughout the Union and in foreign lands… where its commanding position in the trade and 

its abundant resources… placed it at the head of all establishments of the kind’.66 San Francisco 

‘dominated the [American] Far West in both rail and water transport’,67 and it was said of 

Andrew Crawford in the pages of The Morning Call that he was ‘one of San Francisco’s leading 

merchants’ and that ‘[n]o man was more highly esteemed in the commercial quarter’ than he.68  

Even if the Call’s enthusiastic assessment of Crawford’s person and position was pervaded 

by a certain degree of journalistic hyperbole, his social standing, as a mightily gregarious 

Scotch-Irish Protestant and capitalist, was without much doubt more than high enough. 

Crawford was, variably, a trustee of the San Francisco Board of Commerce, a director of the 

American Foreign Markets Association, a member of the Finance Committee of the San 

Francisco Scottish Thistle Club,69 a director of the City Front Water Company, Second Vice-

 
63 As to how Johnston got on at university, well, we really can’t say. It would, however, be useful to remind 

ourselves of the nature of Scottish tertiary education in the years of Johnston’s youth. Per Robert Ackerman, in 

his biography of Johnston’s close contemporary J. G. Frazer, who was a Glasgow as opposed to an Edinburgh 

boy: ‘Scottish universities have always differed from those in England. Throughout the nineteenth century 

students were admitted at a much younger age than at Oxford or Cambridge. Fifteen-year-olds like Frazer were 

numerous because students in Scotland advanced strictly in terms of their academic achievement, irrespective of 

age. Further, because Scotland has never had anything analogous to the network of classically oriented English 

public schools that drew on the same upper social classes for both students and masters and therefore turned out 

a largely homogeneous, self-selected, and academically superior student body for Oxbridge, students at the 

Scottish universities tended to be more heterogenous socially and less well prepared academically than their 

southern counterparts’. See Ackerman, J. G. Frazer: His Life and Work (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1990), p. 12.   
64 Johnston’s year of arrival, and his status as a foreign ‘alien’, can be found in the Fourteenth Census of the United 

States (1920). Bryan A. Garrett, who, in his ‘Otherness and Belonging in ‘Democratic’ Empires: The Syrian 

Diaspora and Transatlantic Discourses of Identity, 1890s–1930s’ (PhD diss., University of Texas, 2016), p. 157, 

asserts of Johnston that he studied ‘studied pharmacology in Pennsylvania’ circa 1884, is surely somewhat up the 

creek.  
65 May have been. Additionally, Johnston might have been briefly employed by Nobel’s Explosive Company in 

Ayrshire during the early 1880s.   
66 Fred H. Hackett, The Industries of San Francisco: Her Rank, Resources, Advantages, Trade, Commerce, and 

Manufactures; Conditions of the Past, Present, and Future Representative Industrial Institutions; Historical, 

Descriptive, and Statistical (San Francisco: Payot, Upham & Co., Publishers, 1884), p. 91.  
67 Carol A. O’Connor, ‘A Region of Cities’, in Milner II et al., eds., The Oxford History of the American West 

(New York, Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 545. 
68 ‘Andrew Crawford is Dead: A Representative San Francisco Merchant Passes Away’, The Morning Call, San 

Francisco, 14th August 1892.  
69 Membership of which on occasion entailed donning what the nineteenth century took to be full, and fully 

traditional, Highland garb. 
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President of the Scotch-Irish Society of California, an Odd Fellow, a man slaughterer,70 ‘a 

Republican in politics’,71 and, additionally, ‘possessed of large interests in Curry county, 

Or[egon]’.72 Crawford’s estate, as should hammer, or even gavel, the point all the way home, 

was, by the early 1890s, valued at no less than half a million dollars. Crawford was, in short, a 

wealthy and well-connected man.  

Johnston, Crawford’s nephew and our principal subject, though never just quite as 

clubbable, and never so nearly as rich, as his uncle, was also not at all averse to the associational 

paraphernalia and general bon vivantery of late nineteenth-century bourgeois sociability. 

Johnston, for example, as was not in the least bit unusual for one of his station and class, 

became a member of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific in 1892 — just a few years after 

its was founded in 1889 by the director of the Lick Observatory, and biographer of William 

Herschel, Edward S. Holden (1846–1914). In any case, after he arrived in America, Johnston 

appears to have been put to work by his uncle in a well-nigh immediate fashion. In early 1887 

we find Johnston, ‘of the firm Crawford & Co.’, in Auckland, New Zealand, after having 

escaped from ‘the steamer Raiatea, which was burned at sea on the voyage from this port [San 

Francisco] to Tahiti’,73 where Andrew Crawford & Co. enjoyed clerical premises and sundry 

commercial interests.  

Crawford’s company was, in fact, very active in the South Pacific, and not only ‘established 

branch houses at Papeete, on the island of Tahiti, at Taihoe, Marquesas Islands, at Jalnit, 

Marshall Island, at Butarritari, Gilbert Island, and… a prominent connection with Apia of the 

Samoan Island’,74 but also served as a courier, from 1871 onward, for the French colonial 

authorities throughout French Polynesia. The time that Johnston spent in the South Pacific,75 

 
70 Albeit one who got off, aptly enough, scot-free. See ‘San Francisco and Vicinity’, Sacramento Daily Union, 21st 

February 1887.  
71 The Bay of San Francisco: The Metropolis of the Pacific Coast and its Suburban Cities, A History Vol. II  

(Chicago, The Lewis Publishing Company, 1892), p. 375.  
72 ‘Andrew Crawford: Death of a Prominent San Francisco Ship Owner’, Los Angeles Herald, 14th August 1892.  
73‘The Raiatea’, Daily Alta California, 25th March 1887. According to Johnston’s account of the incident, upon 

the discovery that the ship was on fire ‘everyone… with the exception of the captain and himself… appeared to 

have “lost their heads”’. He did admit, however, that though he had ‘been in a few “tight” fixes’ in his time ‘he 

was never in such a dreadful affair before’. Intriguingly, it is possible that the Raiatea — which was registered to 

the Oceanic Commercial Society of Hamburg and, thus, was not one of Crawford’s bottoms — was attempting to 

ship arms and ammunition to the German government-supported anti-American side of the Samoan Civil War. 

For Johnston’s recounting of the fire see ‘Fire at Sea: Burning of the Steamer Raiatea’, The Auckland Evening 

Star, 1st April 1887; for the war angle see ‘Loss of the “Raiatea”: Ex-Consul Greenebaum’s Theory of a 

Contraband Cargo’, Daily Alta California, 19th March 1887.  
74 Bay of San Francisco, p. 374.  
75 According to Johnston, about ‘a year and a half’. See Thomas Crawford Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians 

Discover America?’, in Geographical Society of California Special Bulletin (San Francisco: San Francisco 

Printing Co., 1892), p. 10.  



142 
 

though we do not have anything like a blow-by-blow, day-to-day, account of his travels and 

activities there,76 was to prove to be of great significance for his anthropological productions.77 

For example, Johnston took the physiognomy of the Samoans — a people with whom, in his 

own way, through working for his uncle he came to be familiar — to be biological evidence of 

the transpacific path that he was soon to contend that the Phoenicians had taken to the 

Americas.78 As Johnston argued, taking his cue from the Reverend Canon Rawlinson, Camden 

Professor of Ancient History at the University of Oxford, 

 

Those who are acquainted with Mr. Rawlinson’s scholarly work on the Phoenicians may 

remember his description of these people. He says: “They were of a complexion 

intermediate between the pale races of the North and the swart inhabitants of the South, 

 
76 Besides what he tells us in his published works, and those inferences, etc., that can be licitly drawn from some 

miscellaneous and ephemeral material, all that we know with any degree of confidence about Johnston’s time in 

Samoa is that he wasn’t at all a fan of the German-backed faction, or ‘de facto… Government’, present on the 

island (a fact which, if it is indeed true that the Raiatea was carrying German arms, bears at least something of a 

patina of appreciable irony). In the Journals and printed papers of the Federal Council of Australasia, i.e. the 

bureaucratic remains of the immediate forerunner to the Commonwealth of Australia, it is recorded that Johnston 

chaired a public meeting at the ‘Tivoli Hall’ in Apia on the 9th of February 1888 that was convened in protest 

against the actions of one Mr Otto Martin, a representative of the Deutsches Reich and the Samoan capital’s chief 

magistrate and customs officer, who had reportedly confiscated the goods of a French merchant named M. W. J. 

Leferrière in order to pay taxes that were, or so the meeting believed, ‘illegally and improperly imposed’. Johnston, 

in short, was at the forefront of a thoroughly bourgeois and arch-colonial display of anti-German solidarity that, 

whatever about the Samoans themselves, resolved ‘to watch over the interests of the European and American 

residents in Apia, and to take such steps as may in their opinion conduce to the general safety and protection of 

life, liberty, and property within the Municipality’. See Journals and Printed Papers of the Federal Council of 

Australasia (Hobart: William Thomas Strutt, 1891), p. 153. 
77 Indeed, Johnston himself later admitted as much: ‘DURING a sojourn that covered the major portion of two 

years spent among the islands of the Pacific that stretch from the coasts of California to the northern shores of 

New Zealand, my attention was so powerfully arrested by evidences of the presence in these regions of the early 

civilisations of the Eastern Mediterranean that I was led to give careful and extended inquiry as to the channels 

through which they could have been conveyed to this remote and isolated territory. It did not at first occur to me 

that any connection could be established between the civilisation of the Eastern Mediterranean and that of Central 

America, and in consequence of this the scope of the investigation at the beginning was of a much more limited 

nature than it later assumed. As I proceeded with the collection of data bearing on this problem I came, in course 

of time, to realise that I had in my possession material that offered something more than a clue to the solution of 

the great enigma presented by the population of the American Continent, and in this belief I pursued the research 

on larger lines until the information gathered was of a sufficiently valuable character to warrant its submission to 

the scientific world’. See Thomas Crawford Johnston, Did the Phoenicians Discover America? (London: James 

Nisbet and Co. Limited, 1913), p. xi. 
78 Johnston’s time in the South Pacific was also to provide the material for a lecture on the South Sea Islands that 

he was to give, under the joint auspices of the Berkeley Athenaeum and the University of California Camera Club, 

at the University of California, Berkeley’s Assembly Hall on the 7th of June 1892. The over one hundred lantern 

slides with which this lecture was reportedly illustrated presumably included a number of the photographs that 

were eventually to be published with his article ‘Did the Phoenicians Discover America?’ later the same year. On 

a not unrelated note, and one that would seem to indicate that Johnston had kept himself quite busy — so far as 

extracurricular activities are concerned — when he was out on the Pacific, the California Academy of Sciences 

recorded, with thanks, that they had received ‘five cases of coral, thirty-seven species, from the Navigator Islands’ 

and ‘a valuable ethnological collection from the South Sea Islands’ from ‘T. C. Johnston’ on the 21st of July 1890 

and the 17th of October 1892 respectively. 
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having abundant hair, sometimes curly, but never woolly. They were above the medium 

height, and had features not unlike the Aryans, or Caucasians, but somewhat less refined 

and regular, the nose broadish and inclined to be hooked, the lips a little too full, and their 

frames inclined to stoutness and massiveness, while both in form and feature they resembled 

the Jews, who were their near neighbors, and not infrequently intermarried with them”. It is 

impossible for one to spend even a short time in Samoa without realizing how suitable such 

a description would be if applied to the Samoans, while each day’s observation of them, 

their habits and customs, would only deepen the conviction that the observer was in contact 

with a people whose social usages must, at some possibly remote period, have been in very 

close touch with Hebrew institutions. The only point on which there is any weakness in the 

description is the nose, and this is easily accounted for by a curious custom that prevails 

over these islands of manipulating the cartilages, while the child is young.79 

 

Johnston, then, like Charles Wolcott Brooks, provides evidence that the normal functioning of 

San Francisco’s commercial society could help inform and shape the ethnological imagination, 

and, therefore, the warp and weft of a theory of pre-Columbian contact. The geographies of 

capital have also been, perhaps in a somewhat underrated fashion, especially in comparison to 

the geographies of imperialism sensu stricto,80 geographies of ideas. As the economic historian 

Marc Flandreau has noted, in his bracingly revisionist and quizzical account of the origins of 

the Royal Anthropological Institute and the contest between the X Club and the Cannibals, ‘the 

geography of ethnographical encounters derives to a large extent from the spatial history of 

capitalism’.81 In light of that rather confident and mutedly provocative pronouncement, it is 

surely only proper to note that Johnston was not the only man with ethnological interests and 

inclinations to have been employed by his uncle. James Lyle Young (1849–1929), like 

Crawford originally an Ulsterman, and whose time at Andrew Crawford & Co. overlapped with 

Johnston’s, was a ‘founding member of the Polynesian Society, established in Auckland in 

1892 to further the study of the peoples and cultures of the Pacific Islands’.82 Interestingly, 

 
79 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 11.  
80 As is a widely acknowledged truism in the history of anthropology: ‘anthropologists’ encounters with exotic 

peoples became possible through the extension of colonial rule by European and American powers’. See Henrika 

Kuklick, ‘Introduction’, in Henrika Kuklick, ed., A New History of Anthropology (New York: John Wiley & Sons), 

p. 4.  
81 Marc Flandreau, Anthropologists in the Stock Exchange: A Financial History of Victorian Science (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2016), pp. 12-13.  
82 Claus Gossler, ‘The Commercial Career of James Lyle Young’, in The Journal of Pacific History, 44 (2), 2009: 

p. 209.  
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because it might in fact indicate that Johnston and Young were at least somewhat familiar with 

each other, the Polynesian Society received for its library, alongside a paper on ‘[t]he ulu, or 

woman’s knife, of the Eskimo’ by the Smithsonian’s Otis Tufton Mason, a copy of Johnston’s 

article ‘Did the Phoenicians Discover America?’ just in time for Christmas in 1892.  

Though it was, I argue, of great significance for the formulation of his ideas, Andrew 

Crawford’s transpacific shipping business was not the only institutional context within which 

Johnston resided, and not the only institutional setting or association that likely facilitated, 

made possible, and influenced, both the form and the content of his transpacific Phoenician 

theory of pre-Columbian contact. Religion, for example, in both its socio-material and 

intellectual aspects, appears to have had its role to play.  

 

Presbyterianism and Freemasonry 

 

Although Mark A. Noll has noted that ‘the era of Presbyterian leadership in American 

intellectual life — both church and nation — did not long survive the Civil War’,83 on a more 

local, locationally specific level, Presbyterians and their churches continued to be sites of 

considerable intellectual and cultural activity. Presbyterian communities, in a manner quite 

unlike those of certain other Protestant denominations,84 were often replenished by recent 

immigrants from Scotland and Ireland, and thus, even if they didn’t always have new things to 

talk about, they often had new people to talk about things with. 

The San Franciscan congregation of which Thomas Crawford Johnston was a member ever 

since his arrival in the United States of America in 1886, i.e. that associated with the San 

Francisco Calvary Presbyterian Church85 — then located on Union Square, and soon to move, 

stone by stone and brick by brick, to 2515 Fillmore Street — often hosted, alongside musical, 

theatrical, and other performances — amateur musicales and Shakespeare were particular 

favourites — lectures and debates on all manner of subjects. Matters mineral, geographical, 

 
83 Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), p. 253.   

 84See Alec Ryrie, Protestants: The Radicals Who Made the Modern World (London: William Collins, 2017), p. 

210: ‘[a]s America’s population surged westwards, the establishment churches of the East Coast [i.e. New England 

given that Ryrie neglects to include Princeton Presbyterianism within this rough-and-ready category], the 

Congregationalists and the Episcopalians, could not keep up. New waves of immigrants were reinforcing other 

Protestant denominations, such as Lutherans and Presbyterians’.  
85 Of which Andrew Crawford was a founding member.  
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political, and theological were all discussed, quarrelled over and considered, near or within the 

church’s premises. For example, on the 2nd of June 1885 the question as to whether ‘the United 

States Government should [or should] not establish a large and powerful Navy’86 was debated 

by the Calvary Literary and Debating Society, and, on the 15th of April 1892, Ezra McDougal 

Johnstone (1849–1895) — soon to be publisher, with William V. Bryan, of The Traveler, an 

illustrated monthly journal of travel and recreation to which John Muir, amongst others, on 

occasion contributed87 — gave a lecture entitled ‘From the Mississippi Delta to the Columbia 

[River]’ that was quite generously illustrated by various stereopticon views.88 This patently 

very Protestant, mostly middlebrow, not always exactly haute but nonetheless bourgeois, 

milieu was one to which Johnston was very well accustomed, and was one in which he was 

fairly heavily involved. That ‘[t]he western churches [much like the eastern] frequently 

provided the focal point of a community’s social life’,89 with adequate allowances made for 

such social dividing lines and barriers as class, confession, race, and nationality, is a truism to 

which Johnston and his fellow members of the Calvary Church’s ample congregation amply 

attested.  

 
86 ‘Debate on our Navy’, Daily Alta California, 2nd June 1885.  
87 Fascinatingly, and, as will be seen, amusingly, the first number of the first volume of The Traveler disclosed an 

openness to pre-Columbian intercourse between Eurasia and the Americas. In a brief unsigned article entitled ‘The 

Norse Pirates’ the following deliberately light, moderately arch, and geographically careless suggestion was made: 

‘[t]he first western traveller or discoverer of America was either a Norseman, an Italian, an Egyptian, a China-

man or somebody else; and until the returns are in we will still be in doubt as to whether or not the great Columbian 

Exposition at Chicago may not be a false alarm’. As to certain aspects of the Norse claim in particular, the author, 

warming not so much to their theme but rather to their manner, continued: ‘[i]t seems quite clear that the Norse 

folk came at least as far south as Maine; why? Well, look at the resemblance in nomenclature between the two 

countries. Take if you please, in Maine, “Moostoemaguntie”, “Molechunkemunk”, and “Cauquomogomoc” 

(names so long that they stick out into New Brunswick), and compare them with a few Scandinavian words, such 

as Yonkopingyonson, Kongsbackensagar, and Storganskaldunhot. A child could see that these terms must have 

been manufactured by the same people; they have the same easy-flowing, liquid, jaw-breaking style. The aborigine 

of Maine could neither read, write nor spell; neither could the Norseman. This is probably why they each acquired 

that reckless and picturesque style of piling crazy-looking syllables together. They had no spelling schools, and 

hence did not realize the trouble to which they were putting posterity’. Not only is this passage très amusant, it is 

also, much more significantly, further evidence of the fact that in and around the great Columbian anniversary the 

question of Columbus’s priority vis-à-vis the ‘discovery’ of America was very much open to discussion and debate. 

See ‘The Norse Pirates’, in The Traveler, 1 (1), 1893: p. 4.  
88 ‘Another Popular Lecture’, The Morning Call, San Francisco, 15th of April 1892. Other examples of lectures 

given at the San Francisco Calvary Presbyterian Church, during the period in which Johnston was based in 

America, include that by the Reverend Samuel P. Sprecher, sometime sociologist and namesake and son of the 

American Lutheran theologian, on the ‘Phases of Modern Skepticism’ on the 14th of November 1886, and that by 

John P. Clum, United States Post Office Inspector, friend to Wyatt Earp, and onetime captor of Geronimo, on 

‘Alaska — Its Value, Vastness and Grandeur’ on the 26th of April 1900. For Sprecher see ‘Modern Skepticism’, 

Daily Alta California, 13th November 1886; for Clum see ‘Lecture on Alaska’, Morning Call, San Francisco, 25th 

April 1900.  
89 Ferenc M. and Margaret Connell Szasz, ‘Religion and Spirituality’, in Milner II et al., eds., The Oxford History 

of the American West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 371.  



146 
 

Johnston, during April 1892, lectured in the church on the culture of Samoa and the 

‘Volcanic Regions of New Zealand’,90 and, in 1891, became vice-president of the newly 

formed Calvary Club, ‘a club for the young men of the church… devoted to literary and church 

matters’,91 the idea for which reportedly ‘first took definite form in the minds of a few of the 

bright young men of Dr Easton’s congregation’.92 The club had at its heart a latter-day 

Smilesian self-help ethos, and its existence — which entailed the need to ‘keep on file the latest 

periodicals and to form as rapidly as possible a library’ — was justified by way of reference to 

‘purposes of amusement and mutual self-improvement’: of goodly entertainment leavened with 

Godly edification.93 The club’s initial membership and clientele was sturdily bürgerlich, and a 

number of its members were to be friends of Johnston’s until the very end of his days. Henry 

L. Van Winkle (c. 1860–1937), for example, who was a director of the North Star Gold Mining 

and Milling Company, the club’s treasurer and a noted amateur singer, was, in 1929, to bear 

the cost of Johnston’s funeral.  

Johnston’s involvement with the Calvary Club, and, indeed, the specific nature and class 

composition of its membership, appears to have been, for a couple of obviously interrelated, 

but not immediately apparent, reasons, of great significance for his professional and intellectual 

development. Firstly, it is likely that it was through his embroilment with the other young(ish) 

bucks of Dr Easton’s congregation that Johnston was able to move out from under his uncle’s 

aegis and employment and into a position at the freight auditing department of the Southern 

Pacific Transportation Company, the great ‘octopus’ of the ‘Big Four’,94 sometime between 

 
90 ‘The Social World’, The Morning Call, 8th April 1892; ‘A Popular Lecture’, The Morning Call, 22nd April 1892. 

The admission fee for the lecture on New Zealand was twenty-five cents.  
91 ‘Calvary Club: The Young Men of Dr. Easton’s Church Organize’, The Morning Call, San Francisco, 20th 

October 1891.  
92 Ibid. Thomas Chalmers Easton, DD. (c. 1836–1923), then pastor of the Calvary Church and one of the very 

many directors of the Trustees of the Presbytery of San Francisco, in Connection with the General Assembly of 

the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. Intriguingly, the Roxburgh-born Easton appears to have 

attended both Scottish- and Irish-American political and cultural events. Easton was a member of the St. Andrew’s 

Society of San Francisco, and — this being the Irish element — attended, on the 4th of March 1892, ‘a grand 

musical and literary entertainment’ in memory of the birth of the Irish republican hero and martyr Robert Emmet 

in the Baptist Metropolitan Temple, which was organised by various members of the Knights of the Red Branch, 

a predominantly Catholic social club which was, initially at least, the Californian wing of John Devoy’s Clan na 

Gael. Ecumenism, evidently, sometimes happens in the cracks and, also evidently, without much in the way of 

deliberation and design: ‘California’s failure to produce a religious mainstream allowed all faiths [save those of 

its indigenous peoples] to flourish on a roughly equal basis’. For the Emmet commemoration see ‘All Honor to 

Emmet’, The Morning Call, San Francisco, 5th March 1892; for nineteenth-century California’s religious 

diversity, see Szasz and Szasz, ‘Religion’, p. 369.  
93 ‘Calvary Club’, The Morning Call.  
94 ‘[H]istorians have [not without warrant] usually characterised the Southern Pacific as a diabolical organisation 

— the legendary “Octopus” — that used its domination of freight tariffs, land grants, and political power to deprive 

farmers, workers, and shopkeepers of their just profits’. See Richard J. Orsi, Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific 

Railroad and the Development of the American West, 1850–1930 (Oakland: University of California Press, 2005), 
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the close of 1892 and the end of 1893.95 The president of the Calvary Club, to whom Johnston 

was second in command and second in esteem, was the Scottish-born Canadian James 

Horsburgh Jr. (1854–1940). Horsburgh, who was, during the time he knew Johnston, the 

Southern Pacific’s assistant general passenger agent and, latterly, from 1900 to 1915, its 

director of promotion, was a man with estimable social and other connections. In 1905, for 

example, he aided Benjamin Ide Wheeler, then President of the University of California, in 

making travel arrangements for the physicist Ludwig Boltzmann’s visit to Berkeley,96 and he 

also, alongside various other Southern Pacific personalities, played an important role in the 

promotion and diffusion of the experimental botanist Luther Burbank’s agricultural 

innovations.97 As the San Francisco Chronicle’s John P. Young, in a somewhat eulogistic 

register, noted of his achievements, ‘[t]o do one-tenth of what James Horsburgh Jr. has 

accomplished in California, were to merit everlasting honor [sic] as the building of an empire. 

And to write it, doing justice to a myriad of details, were to begin the task of compiling a 

veritable library of history’.98 

That it was by way of fraternising, within a confessionally homogeneous church-based 

environment, with certain employees of the Southern Pacific Transportation Company that 

Johnston himself gained employment there, is, though the probability cannot be calculated, 

surely quite possible. And it is, surely, also quite possible — and this comprises my second 

reason for suggesting that his membership of the Calvary Club was of particular professional 

and intellectual importance — that it was through this fraternisation that Johnston made contact 

 

pp. xiii-xiv. The famous ‘Big Four’, probably the most famous nineteenth-century American capitalists this side 

of Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Vanderbilt, were Collis P. Huntington, Leland Stanford, Charles Crocker, and Mark 

Hopkins.  
95 Johnston’s movements, i.e. his residence and employment, can be, albeit only intermittently, tracked through 

the use of such directories and manuals as the Crocker-Langley San Francisco Directory. That the initial impetus 

behind Johnston’s change of occupation may well have been Crawford’s death, which occurred on the 13 th of 

August 1892, is a distinct possibility. Note, however, that Johnston, alongside the aforementioned Ezra McDougal 

Johnstone, was present at the maiden voyage, so to speak, of the ‘Southern Pacific Company’s combination 

sleeping and dining-car “Carmello”’ on the 3rd of July 1891. See ‘Grand and Beautiful’, Sacramento Daily Union, 

8th July 1891.  
96 The Viennese Boltzmann, who committed suicide the following year, was in America to teach at the University 

of California’s adult education-oriented summer school.  
97 Orsi, Sunset Limited, p. 290. 
98 John P. Young, Journalism in California, and Pacific Coast and Exposition Biographies (San Francisco: 

Chronicle Publishing Company, 1915), p. 279. Young, we should mention, and it is certainly possible that at some 

point he came across Johnston’s ideas, reported on the suppositious discovery of a Phoenician coin, in a canyon 

not far from Berkeley, by an Oakland shipbuilder named Chester K. Frost in 1919. Oliver M. Washburn, 

Berkeley’s Assistant Professor of Classical Archaeology, seemingly attested to the antiquity of Frost’s discovery, 

and, according to Young, various other of the University of California’s archaeologists harboured the suspicion, 

to which Frost’s ‘misshappen [sic] copper coin’ apparently added ‘interest’, that a buried city ‘existed in the 

foothills somewhere back of the [i.e. of Berkeley’s] campus’. See ‘Phenecian [sic] Coin Dug Up’, Albuquerque 

Morning Journal, 3rd August 1919.  
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with the comparatively short-lived Geographical Society of California — a society whose 

membership, whether notional or otherwise, bore a very heavy Southern Pacific imprint,99 and 

under the auspices of which Johnston’s initial thoughts on a Phoenician discovery of America 

were published as a special bulletin during the Columbian quadricentennial of 1892.100 Before 

expanding upon the character of the Geographical Society of California, however, and, indeed, 

the style, sources and logic of Johnston’s argument, such as it was, one other institutional 

connexion of Johnston’s deserves to be mentioned: the California branch of the American Bible 

Society. Why this association, like the Calvary Club and its likely consequences, is of relevance 

to my present assay, is, in truth, rather simple, though hopefully not at all simpleminded.  

The American Bible Society, founded by Elias Boudinot (1740–1821) in 1816,101 was an 

organisation with global ambitions, and its stated aims and goals, which included the 

distribution of God’s word ‘as widely as possible in a language and form that people 

understood’ and the cultivation of a ‘Christian civilization in the United States and, eventually, 

 
99 The Society’s Honorary Council, the function of which was to advise ‘the Board of Directors on important 

occasions when invited by them to do so, such as the steps to be taken for the erection of a building for the Society, 

the increase of the Library, or other objects of interest and benefit to the same’, was, in December 1892, exactly 

one year after the Society’s formal incorporation, very nearly dominated by Southern Pacific interests — a full 

five of its twelve positions were occupied by men, and they were all men, with rather patent and obvious Southern 

Pacific connections. Consider the fact, as an illustration of this, that two close relatives of the ‘Big Four’ 

themselves were present and accounted for in whatever passed for the Honorary Council’s chambers: i.e. Charles 

Crocker’s son and vice-president Colonel Charles Frederick Crocker, and C. P. Huntington’s nephew, and major 

businessman and patron in his own right, Henry E. Huntington (of library, gardens, and gallery fame). That so 

many Southern Pacific men, including Johnston, were involved in some capacity with the Geographical Society 

of California, and, indeed, other more successful things like it, should engender no surprise. For, as the latest and 

greatest historian of the company Richard Orsi has noted, ‘Southern Pacific managers… had wide connections to 

outside movements and organisations as well as friendships and business relationships with other prominent 

business, civic, educational, artistic, and scientific leaders, with whom they shared values and hopes for their 

communities’. Orsi, Sunset Limited, p. xviii. For the responsibilities of the Geographical Society of California’s 

Honorary Council see the Constitution and By-Laws of the Geographical Society of California (1892); for the 

presence of various major Southern Pacific personalities within that body see the Bulletin of the Geographical 

Society of California, 1 (1), 1893. That the Geographical Society of California has attracted so little scholarly 

interest, despite its rather well-known members, is something of a historiographical oddity. Michael Kammen, 

however, has noted in passing, without mentioning Johnston or the Geographical Society, that ‘[d]uring the 

1890s… Henry E. Huntington became intensely interested in various books that opted for divergent ethnic claims 

concerning the discovery of America’. See Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition 

in American Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), p. 243. 
100 Johnston’s paper, in order to drum up greater interest in and publicity for Johnston’s thoughts, and, perhaps, 

the Geographical Society of California itself, also appeared in two separate and sequential parts in the popular 

Californian Illustrated Magazine. As recorded by the Society’s secretary John Studdy Leigh: ‘[i]n order that the 

topics of absorbing interest contained in Mr. Johnston’s paper may obtain all possible publicity and a wide local 

field be opened for their discussion, arrangements have been made for its publication in the now widely known 

Californian Illustrated Magazine’. See Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 8. 
101 Boudinot, incidentally, though he was a close ally of Jefferson’s (who was no fan of the idea), passionately 

believed that the Native Americans were the ten lost tribes of Israel. See his A Star in the West; or, a Humble 

Attempt to Discover the Long Lost Ten Tribes of Israel, Preparatory to their Return to their Beloved City of 

Jerusalem (Trenton [NJ]: D. Fenton, S. Hutchinson, and J. Dunham, 1816). 
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around the world’,102 did little to discourage and much to foster a certain straightforwardness 

in dealings with the Bible. Johnston, who was elected to the California branch’s board of 

trustees in 1892, and, in 1904, to its committees for finance, real estate, and auditing,103 was, 

no more or less than any other member — many of whom were some species of cleric — no 

exception to this rule. Perhaps, or perhaps not, exhibiting some influence from this quarter, 

Johnston, in discussing the relations that he held to have existed between King Hiram of Tyre 

and Judah or Judaea, i.e. with David and Solomon, never failed to speak of scripture with an 

unwavering capital ‘S’ and never seems to have questioned the eminently questionable 

historicity of the biblical account of Israel’s royal past. Johnston and the Bible Society, 

therefore, on account of the manner in which they approached the book of books, do much to 

substantiate Jaroslav Pelikan’s claim that the reception of the higher criticism and the much 

vaunted ‘crisis of faith’ were far from the full, full fat and caffeinated, story of the Bible in the 

nineteenth century: 

 

it would be a mistake — and one into which many historians of Christianity and Judaism 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have found it altogether too easy to fall — to 

treat th[e] struggle between criticism and anti-criticism as though it were the whole story of 

the Bible in this period. It was at this very same time that there occurred an unprecedented 

increase in the dissemination and translation of the Bible quite literally throughout the world 

as the books of the Bible were brought to more parts of the earth than ever before in their 

history.104 

 

Relatedly, as the literary critic Frank Kermode has noted, ‘it is reasonable to believe that there 

is a tradition of hermeneutic naivety still potent in the world’.105 

In sum, irrespective of whether or not one is able to say of Johnston that his approach to the 

Bible tacitly amounted to a perpetuation of older Presbyterian and characteristically American 

interpretational methods, i.e. regardless of whether or not he can be said to have been 

 
102 John Fea, The Bible Cause (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 3.  
103 ‘Officers Elected to Govern Bible Society: Annie Merrill Is Chosen President of Organization and William 

Abbott Secretary’, The San Francisco Call, 17th April 1904.  
104 Jaroslav Pelikan, Whose Bible Is It? A History of the Scriptures through the Ages (London: Penguin Books, 

2006), pp. 199-200.  
105 Frank Kermode, Pleasing Myself: From Beowulf to Philip Roth (London: Penguin Books, 2002), p. 160.   
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‘following the simple teachings of Scripture and the self-evident deliverances of 

consciousness’,106 he certainly regarded it as a source of unproblematic historical information. 

Indeed, without knowledge of, or engagement with, Chronicles and Kings, both of which he 

freely drew upon in constructing his theory of pre-Columbian contact, it is unlikely that 

Johnston’s theory would have ever seen the light of day.  

More speculatively, as to why Johnston came to have a particular interest in those books of 

the Bible which contain certain intimations of Phoenician culture and society — and hence, 

perhaps, why he came to be interested in the Phoenicians at all — this might, at least in part, 

have been a product of his uncle Andrew’s Freemasonic inclinations. Crawford was, after all, 

amongst many other already mentioned things, a Master Mason of the Grand Lodge of 

California. How and why Crawford’s Masonry might have exerted some degree of influence 

upon his nephew’s historical thinking, though certainly of interest, need not, however, detain 

us very long. In brief, in Freemasonry, and especially in how it was codified by the eighteenth-

century Scots Presbyterian minister James Anderson (c. 1679–1739), King Hiram of Tyre was 

a figure of great importance. According to the fictive prehistory that the Aberdonian Anderson 

composed for the Craft, ‘when the wise King SOLOMON was GRAND MASTER of the 

Lodge at Jerusalem… the learned King HIRAM was GRAND MASTER of the Lodge at Tyre, 

and the inspired HIRAM ABIF… the most accomplish’d Mason upon Earth [and sent by King 

Hiram to Jerusalem to aid in, or oversee, the construction of Solomon’s temple]… was Master 

of Work’.107  

Given that Johnston dwelt rather heavily upon King Hiram’s reputedly friendly contacts 

with both David and Solomon, and that he argued that Hiram’s ships, as part of a pan-Levantine 

fleet, reached the New World (where Johnston located the biblical land of Ophir), it is surely 

not outlandish to suggest that it might have been some conversation with Crawford, of one sort 

or another, that provided the initial spark or impetus for his self-reportedly ‘ethnological’ and 

‘scientific’ work.108 Nevertheless, this possible aetiology, though certainly plausible and 

 
106 Noll, America’s God, p. 310.  
107 James Anderson, The Constitution of the Freemasons (London: John Senex at the Globe, 1723), pp. 11, 14. For 

a brief elucidation of the ins and outs of Masonic lore, and its place within the British imperial project, see Vahid 

Fozdar, ‘That Grand Primeval and Fundamental Religion: The Transformation of Freemasonry into a British 

Imperial Cult’, in Journal of World History, 22 (3), 2011: pp. 493-525.  
108 Johnston first developed his ideas sometime prior to his uncle’s death, so, chronologically speaking, this notion 

is kosher. As was reported in the Mining and Scientific Press for the 20th of August 1892 (in an article advertising 

the activities of the Geographical Society of California): ‘[a] bulletin will be published very shortly by the Society 

which will contain a paper by Thomas Crawford Johnston embracing the “Origin of the Aztecs”, the invention of 

the mariner’s compass 200 years before the earliest date commonly assigned to it, and the discovery of America 

at least 2500 years before the arrival of Columbus, all of which he ascribes to the Phoenicians. Mr. Johnston first 
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patently congruous enough with Johnston’s wider bourgeois and biblicist socio-intellectual 

milieu, need not be overstated. Whether or not Johnston himself was ever a Mason is not 

completely clear.109 That various nineteenth-century Masons, much like their eighteenth-

century predecessors, had, broadly speaking, ‘anthropological’ interests — here one thinks of 

such figures as Henry O’Brien and Hargrave Jennings110 — and that Johnston saw fit to 

reference ‘Hiram Abif’, whom he later identified with Quetzalcoatl,111 alongside King Hiram, 

in his theory of pre-Columbian contact, is, however, worthy of note.  

 

Geographical society 

 

Returning to the Geographical Society of California, this was but one of the very many 

American geographical societies that were founded during the period 1880 to 1910,112 and was, 

in fact, something of an acrimoniously produced offshoot of one other such organisation: the 

Geographical Society of the Pacific. The Geographical Society of California, of which 

Johnston was an honorary member, was incorporated late in 1891, and one of its moving spirits, 

the Scottish medic Peter MacEwen, was formerly an assistant secretary of the Geographical 

Society of the Pacific. MacEwen, who used to be a cashier at the head office of the Union Bank 

of Lower Canada, and, whilst so employed, took part in the Citizens’ Committee for the visit 

of the British Association for the Advancement of Science to the City of Quebec in 1884, had 

a falling out with the Pacific Society’s head secretary and ‘guiding force’ C. Mitchell Grant,113 

 

communicated his discoveries to his friends on the 19th of April last, and they are now to be published’. See ‘The 

Geographical Society of California’, in Mining and Scientific Press: An Illustrated Journal of Mining, Mechanics 

and Popular Science, 65 (8), 1892, p. 124. 
109 Although there is a Thomas, sans Crawford, Johnston listed as a member of the San Mateo County lodge in 

1890, 1893, and 1897 — in the Proceedings of the M. W. Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons of the State 

of California — due to the fact that Johnston, our Johnston, never lived outside of the San Francisco city limits, 

there is no reason to suppose that he and the San Mateo Johnston were one and the same.  
110 Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (New York: State University of New York Press, 1994), 

passim. 
111 As Johnston had it in 1913: ‘Hiram [the workman], on account of the invaluable services which he had rendered 

to Phoenicia and Israel in the erection of the temples at island Tyre and Jerusalem and the palaces for Solomon at 

Jerusalem and Lebanon, which cemented the friendship between the two monarchs and led to these expeditions, 

which had become so immensely profitable to both nations, had, under the conferred name of Quetzalcoatl — the 

royal or feathered serpent — been appointed the personal representative of Solomon and [King] Hiram in the New 

World’. See Johnston, Did the Phoenicians Discover America?, p. 261. See also Thomas Crawford Johnston to 

Thomas Athol Joyce, 10th June 1915, wherein Johnston calls Quetzalcoatl a ‘white man of supreme excellence’. 
112 See, for various examples, Geoffrey J. Martin, American Geography and Geographers: Toward Geographical 

Science (New York: Oxford University, 2015), p. 123.  
113 G. S. Dunbar, ‘The Rival Geographical Societies of Fin-de-Siècle San Francisco’, in Yearbook of the 

Association of Pacific Coast Geographers, 40, 1978: p. 58. Dunbar’s little seven-page article is the only scholarly 
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a fellow of the Royal Geographical Society who had once gone scouting in Russia under 

instruction and on commission from Baring Brothers, Jardine, Matheson and Company, and 

the Oriental Bank.114 MacEwen desired to ‘rationalise’ the Pacific Society’s pecuniary 

situation, imputed financial impropriety to Grant, and had seemingly put it about ‘that the 

[Pacific Society] [was] wealthy only in maps, faith and intellectualism… and that many people 

[had] become members… ignorant of these facts’. Grant, in response to these well-aired 

aspersions, alleged that ‘Mr. MacEwen [wanted] his place and [had] told all manner of [false] 

stories concerning his management and the unsound condition of the organization generally’.115  

Whoever of the two, MacEwen or Grant, was actually justified in making their accusations, 

the formation of the Geographical Society of California followed hot on the heels of their 

reportedly very public dispute and contretemps. After having failed to reform, by way of dark 

intimations, what he took to be the ‘inefficient nature’ of the Pacific Society’s internal 

structure,116 MacEwen proceeded with what was at first a matter of purest contingency: the 

founding of a new society. Though in terms of publication and publicity the Geographical 

Society of California was ultimately something of a moderately damp squib,117 it nonetheless 

had a rather rip-roaring start. A very impressive members list of over four hundred people was 

quickly accumulated, and the new society appears to have benefited from the confusion and 

befuddlement that the circumstances of its formation apparently engendered. According to the 

geographer G. S. Dunbar, 

 

MacEwen had earlier tried to recruit new members for the GSP [the Geographical Society 

of the Pacific], and so when he asked citizens of San Francisco to join “the Geographical 

Society”, many of them naturally assumed that he was referring to the GSP. Some thought 

that the old society had passed out of existence and was being replaced by the new. To add 

 

production thus far, exclusive of my somewhat cursory and belated intervention, to deal with the Geographical 

Society of California at any length at all.   
114 Grant was also instructed to inform Roderick Murchison of any interesting geographical features that he came 

across in his travels. See Robert A. Stafford, Scientist of Empire: Sir Roderick Murchison, scientific exploration 

and Victorian Imperialism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) p. 139. 
115 ‘A Financial Cloud’, The Morning Call, San Francisco, 5th December 1891.  
116 Dunbar, ‘Rival Societies’, p. 60.  
117 Despite this, and as Dunbar doesn’t tell us, the Geographical Society of California was still represented at the 

Eighth International Geographic Congress in Washington in 1904. It is also worth remarking that members of the 

Geographical Society of California, such as the radical spiritualist and Blavatsky-critic William Emmette Coleman 

(1843–1909), continued to refer to themselves as such even though the Society itself, after the mid-1890s, didn’t 

seem to be up to much. There is, perhaps, a story here that neither I nor Dunbar have been able to tell.  
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to the confusion, C. Mitchell Grant, who had guided the GSP since its inception, died in late 

1891 at the height of the controversy.118 

 

Regardless of whether people were really so easily, whether inadvertently or deliberately, 

duped,119 MacEwen was soon joined in his endeavour by the old explorer, and translator of the 

Volga German naturalist Joseph Hamel, John Studdy Leigh (1815–1903),120 and the Belfast-

born clinician, amateur ornithologist, veteran of the Zulu and Transvaal campaigns, and future 

Bahá’í convert Frederick W. D’Evelyn (1855–1932). Between the three of them, and despite 

the warnings of the Pacific Society’s George Davidson, who very much shared C. Mitchell 

Grant’s decidedly low opinion of Peter MacEwen’s character,121 they were able to convince 

the inaugural president of Stanford University David Starr Jordan (1851–1931) to become 

president of the Geographical Society of California.  

Though the Agassiz-instructed ichthyologist Jordan, who was always interested in 

geography,122 ‘was never very active in the Society’s affairs’,123 and, in fact, resigned his post 

after only a year and a bit of active service on the 14th of June 1893,124 he did deliver two 

 
118 Ibid., p. 60.  
119 That certain persons outside of California were enthusiastic about the formation of a second San Franciscan 

geographical society should probably deter us, pace Dunbar, from placing too much stress upon such seemingly 

‘irrational’ factors in explaining the early success of the Geographical Society of California. George C. Hurlbut, 

for example, the librarian of the American Geographical Society of New York, wrote that ‘[t]he establishment of 

this second society in San Francisco must be taken as evidence of the growing interest in geography throughout 

the country, and it is gratifying to welcome a reinforcement to the workers in so wide a field’. See ‘Geographical 

Notes’, Journal of the American Geographical of New York, 24, 1892: p. 107.  
120 The elderly Englishman Leigh, who served as the California Society’s secretary and penned a preface to 

Johnston’s special bulletin, had translated Hamel’s Early English Voyages to Northern Russia; Comprising the 

Voyages of John Tradescant the Elder, Sir Hugh Willoughby, Richard Chancellor, Nelson, and Others way back 

in 1857. Leigh appears to have had quite an interesting, though sparsely documented, career. He was a member 

of the Geological Society of London, a St Albans Lodge Freemason, a failed businessman (the Leigh Gravel 

Mining Company failed to mine anything of any pecuniary significance whatsoever), and was elected a fellow of 

the Royal Geographical Society, on the strength of his explorations and descriptions of Zanzibar, Mozambique, 

the Zambezi, and the Comoros in 1845. Most interestingly, he also claimed to have preceded Sir Richard Burton 

in being the first European to have entered the Somalian/Ethiopian Muslim holy city of Harar. For Leigh’s claim, 

and a rather ambivalent estimation of its integrity, see Harold G. Marcus and Melvin E. Page, ‘John Studdy Leigh: 

First Footsteps in East Africa?’, in The International Journal of African Historical Studies, 5 (3), 1972: pp. 470-

478. N.B. Marcus and Page were unable to determine the year of Leigh’s death: this was because their search was 

concentrated upon American, and especially Californian, sources. Leigh, for the record, after his time with the 

Geographical Society of California, returned home to England, and died in East Preston on the 4th of March 1903.  
121 As Davidson wrote of MacEwen and Leigh: ‘[t]he least said about them the better’. See Dunbar, ‘Rival 

Societies’, p. 61.  
122 As noted by Jordan in his memoirs: ‘[w]ith astronomy I turned toward terrestrial geography. This has really 

been my main passion in life, and around it all my scientific work has built itself up’. David Starr Jordan, The 

Days of a Man, Volume One: 1851–1899 (New York: World Book Company, 1922), pp. 21-22. 
123 Dunbar, ‘Rival Societies’, p. 62.  
124 D’Evelyn, who helped staff the Polyclinic of San Francisco, and was also Professor of Paediatrics at the 

University of California, succeeded him.  
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lectures before the Society over the course of his brief tenure,125 and he also, as is of much 

greater moment for the pursuit of our quarry, described Thomas Crawford Johnston’s ‘Did the 

Phoenicians Discover America?’ as an ‘able paper’ in his ‘President’s Report for the Year 

Ending 11th December, 1892’.126 Did, however, Jordan mean what he said? Given the absence 

of any contravening evidence, one should surely avow that yes, he did. According to the 

historian of the biology of war Paul Crook,127 Jordan ‘was a somewhat pompous figure whose 

fulsome prose and less than rigorous science [oft] led him to oddly radical conclusions’,128 and 

Johnston’s Phoenicians, whose ‘enterprise [was] impossible to overrate’ and whose ‘business 

establishments were spread not only along the shores of the Mediterranean, from the Phoenicia 

to the Atlantic, but also along the entire sea route from Ezion-geber and the Red Sea to 

Ceylon’,129 may very well have appeared attractive to a man who reputedly ‘combined political 

Progressivism with entrenched capitalist and racist values’.130 Jordan also, in any case, had a 

longstanding interest in classical antiquity, and was able to note, whilst vacationing in Europe, 

that the French town of Issoire was once the ‘Iciodorum of the ancient Romans’.131  

No matter how Jordan really felt about Johnston’s work, if indeed he really felt anything 

much about it at all, Johnston’s paper was one of only three publications to be produced by the 

Society,132 and was issued, in lieu of a complete set of transactions and proceedings, ‘in the 

shape of a special bulletin, and forwarded to every member’ circa September 1892.133 The 

initial audience for Johnston’s work was, therefore, comparatively quite large,134 and, given 

 
125 One, on the 4th of March 1892, on the Yellowstone Park, and the other, on the 24th of August 1892, on 

Constantine S. Rafinesque, whom Jordan believed to have been ‘a neglected naturalist’.  
126 Jordan, ‘President’s Report’, in Bulletin of the Geographical Society of California, 1 (1), 1893: p. 1.  
127 Jordan, in the runup to World War I, was one of those advocates of ‘a style of peace eugenics that put biology 

at the service of pacifism, that matched the biological determinism of the militarists with an opposite one’. See 

Paul Crook, Darwinism, War, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 76. 
128 Crook, Darwinism, p. 120. It is of course open to one to dissent and demur from Crook’s characterisation of 

Jordan. That the president of Stanford, with admirable patience, laboured long and hard to convince the great 

creationist George McCready Price of the essential ill-advisedness of his geological views would certainly seem 

to suggest that there was a rather hard limit to his ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘radicality’ — a limit which Crook, for one 

reason or another, doesn’t bother to note. Anyway, for more on Jordan and Price, see Ronald L. Numbers, The 

Creationists: From Scientific Creationism to Intelligent Design (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 

p. 106. N.B. Jordan, given that he credited Johnston (who took the book of Kings seriously as a historical account), 

and despite his opposition to McCready Price, was obviously not opposed to all forms of biblical literality. 

Logically speaking, of course, opposition to creationism need not entail any opposition to the treatment of the 

Bible as a set of otherwise historical, and historically accurate, texts.  
129 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 23. Note the similarity of Johnston’s characterisation to that proffered by 

Samuel Mather over one hundred years before.  
130 Crook, Darwinism, p. 120.  
131 Jordan, Days, p. 256.  
132 In addition to two ‘bulletins’: one in 1893, the other in 1894.   
133 Jordan, ‘President’s Report’, p. 1.  
134 400 copies delivered gratis is certainly nothing to be sniffed at. Though it was in some ways a different age, 

note that only 41 of the initial 1,250 copies of the first edition of Darwin’s Origin were freely distributed by John 
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the nature of the membership that MacEwen et al. were able to accrue, it was also, socially 

speaking, of a fairly highborn, bourgeois and educated bearing. Everyone from the great 

patroness of anthropology and academe, and mother, in a manner of speaking, of Charles Foster 

Kane, Phoebe Hearst (1842–1919), to the regionally famous Massachusettsan homeopath Dr 

Christopher Bodwell Currier, and even the well-known Latinist Martin Kellogg (1828–1903), 

the seventh president of the University of California, all at the very least had the opportunity, 

whether they availed of it or not, to engage with Johnston’s theory of pre-Columbian contact.  

Also of interest is the fact that Johnston’s paper, prior to publication, was given a 

presumably approbative going over by the Geographical Society of California’s board of 

directors. Why, one might with some justice inquire, would they have published it otherwise? 

That such a one as the former ‘professor of mathematics in the University of Pittsburgh’ 

Dorville Libby (1837–1917) — ‘a man of absolute integrity and high ideals’, ‘Pacific Coast 

manager of D. Appleton & Co. of New York’,135 a lifelong friend of John Muir’s and a founding 

member of the Sierra Club,136 and author of the well-regarded literary excursion ‘The 

supernatural in Hawthorne’137 — saw fit to sign off on Johnston’s Phoenician excretion surely 

suggests that there was a receptive and passably erudite audience for accounts of the distant 

American past that connected it, whether by culture or blood, with the history of the ancient 

Mediterranean. Johnston, evidently, was not some underground man with an underground 

constituency. Neither he nor his readers, whether merely putative or actual —no matter the 

disinterest exhibited by certain other historians138 — subsisted on the ‘margins’ of nineteenth-

century life. It was, in other words, certainly abroad in various well-heeled Gilded Age quarters 

that the Phoenicians had discovered America.  

 

 

 

 

Murray for review, etc. See R. B. Freeman, The Works of Charles Darwin: An annotated bibliographical handlist 

(Folkstone: Archon Books, 1977), p. 75. 
135 ‘Dorville Libby’, in The Pacific Unitarian, 26 (7), 197: p. 180.  
136 This, however, goes unmentioned by Muir’s best biographer. See, for the sake of acknowledging an absence, 

Donald Worster, A Passion for Nature: The Life of John Muir (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). Libby, 

apparently, even furnished Muir with books. In September 1871 Muir recorded, in a letter to Jeanne C. Carr, that 

‘Libby sent me Tyndall’s new book & [I] have looked hastily over it. It is an Alpine miniature of very pleasant 

taste & I wish I could enjoy reading & talking at [sic] with you’. The book in question was probably Tyndall’s 

Hours of Exercise in the Alps (1871). See John Muir to Jeanne C. Carr, 8th September 1871.   
137 Originally published in Bret Harte’s Overland Monthly, for which Mark Twain, and Charles Wolcott Brooks, 

had also written.  
138 As already noted, for Fritze, from whose work I have nonetheless greatly benefited, Johnston is little more than 

a name.  
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The case for a Phoenician Pacific 

 

That there should be any connection between the Phoenician race, the origin of the Aztecs, 

the mariner’s compass, the ancient cities and high civilization of Central America, the 

substructions found on the Islands of the Pacific, and those of Solomon’s Temple, seems 

too wonderful to be true, and yet I think that the data contained in this paper will remove 

any future doubt on this subject.139 

 

Johnston’s case was confidently propounded. Like a Victorianised and hemispherically distinct 

edition of Samuel Bochart,140 the entire Pacific, to Johnston’s mind, from Polynesia to Mexico, 

evidenced at every turn the past presence of Phoenician sailors. Architectural, cultural, 

biological, and religious remains of a syncretic Mediterranean provenance were everywhere 

patent and obvious. The evidence of Johnston’s senses, much of which he had acquired whilst 

working for his uncle, could not be doubted. That the Phoenicians had made their way to the 

Americas via the Pacific, island-hopping in a manner with which he may well have been 

personally familiar, was to Johnston an experiential truth. Presbyterian ‘common sense’ 

empiricism — ‘the assumption that life’s great issues were simple’141 and consequently 

amenable to straightforwardly referential resolution — appears to have pervaded his whole 

approach. What Johnston had seen, interpreted, and concluded was in principle available to all, 

and, as he often enough affirmed, apparently insusceptible to doubt. ‘[T]he Aztec’, Johnston 

affirmed, ‘was the product of Phoenician adventure and civilization’.142 

It has already been noted that Johnston, on the basis of first-handedly observed 

physiognomic evidence, believed the Samoans to be, at least in part, descendants of the 

 
139 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 10. A scenario somewhat similar to Johnston’s, of which, however, he was 

completely unaware, was rehearsed in New York’s Methodist Review in 1880. There, in a review of John Thomas 

Short’s The North Americans of Antiquity, it is asserted that Mesoamerican architecture — ‘her truncated 

structures… which in fact are hardly true pyramids’ — ‘seem[s] to have travelled from Shinar [Mesopotamia] 

eastward, and to have come round to America across the Pacific’. See ‘Quarterly Book-Table’, Methodist 

Quarterly Review, January 1880: p. 189. Johnston’s work, it must also be noted, was not a million miles away 

from the Mormon account of the peopling of the Americas. The people of Lehi, from whom both the Nephites 

and the Lamanites are derived, crossed the Pacific. A Mormon-adjacent response to Johnston is referenced below. 

Regarding the transpacific element of Mormon theology, see Colin Kidd, The Forging of Races, pp. 228-229.   
140 According to Josephine Quinn: ‘European interest in the Phoenicians only really began… in 1646, when the 

French Protestant minister and orientalist Samuel Bochart (1599–1667) published a popular book in Latin called 

Geographia Sacra, seu Phaleg et Canaan (Sacred Geography, or Phaleg and Canaan), which went through a series 

of reprints into the eighteenth century. In it, Bochart traced the dispersal of Noah’s descendants across the globe 

after the confusion of languages at the tower of Babel, with a particular focus on the migrations and settlements 

of the Phoenicians, describing the enormous influence they had on the world’s languages and cultures’. See Quinn, 

In Search of the Phoenicians, p. 16.   
141 Noll, America’s God, p. 382.  
142 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 30. 
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Phoenicians, and to this genealogical supposition he appended various other hints and parallels.  

The degree to which nineteenth-century Samoan customs and mores resembled biblically 

recorded Levitical Hebrew practice, which Johnston suspected the Phoenicians to some extent 

had shared, suggested to him a common cultural origin and the past accession of Phoenician 

intermediaries: 

 

Not only is there to be found circumcision and the test of virginity, marriage itself is hedged 

about with restrictions in the form of a table of consanguinity that is almost a duplicate of 

that found in the Bible, while the intensely spiritual form of the early native worship, with 

an almost total absence of idols, gives cause to look for further evidence of the relation that 

at some date must have existed between these people.143 

 

Indeed, for Johnston, the entirety of the Pacific’s material culture was redolent of a past 

civilisational or racial unity, and this unity, so he argued, was likely to have originated on the 

eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea:  

 

That a high civilization, having an identical origin, must, at some remote period, have 

prevailed throughout Polynesia, no one who has come in contact with the native usages, and 

the various stone remains on Easter, Rappa, Ascension, Marshall, Gilbert, Ladrones, 

Swallow, Strong’s, Navigator, and Hawaiian Islands, can for a moment doubt; and, 

curiously enough, the native traditions of all of them refer their origin to some land lying in 

the direction of the setting sun.144 

 

The ‘cyclopean walls’145 of Hele and Strong in the Caroline archipelago, and more palpably 

and impressively those of Mexico, were to Johnston ‘clearly Phoenician in [their] base and 

entire outline’146 and hence Phoenician in origin. Johnston’s knowledge of Phoenician 

architecture, which was by no means extensive or vast, was largely derived from two discrete 

sources: Ernest Renan’s Mission en Phénicie,147 and the fifth chapter of the first book of Kings, 

 
143 Ibid., p. 11. That the similarities that Johnston espied between ancient Hebrew religion and modern Samoan 

piety were more likely a result of the nineteenth-century Christianisation of Polynesia than the, seemingly 

sempiternal, influence of ancient Phoenician travellers, doesn’t appear to have crossed his mind. As Wittgenstein 

once remarked in a very, very, different context, ‘a picture held us captive’.  
144 Ibid., pp. 11-12.  
145 Ibid., p. 12. 
146 Ibid. 
147 According to Josephine Quinn, Renan bears some responsibility for the production of the modern image of the 

Phoenicians as a self-recognised, emically constituted, ‘nation’ or ‘people’ — a notion to which Johnston 
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in which it is reported that Solomon’s temple was constructed with the aid of myriad Tyrian 

masons.148 Phoenician architecture, per Renan, though often eclectically composite was 

invariably monolithic, and ‘even after it had adopted much from the Greek, [was] very contrary 

to the art of the Hellenes’.149 According to Johnston, the stylistically distinctive architectural 

legacy of Phoenicia was manifestly evident and easily perceptible from the Torres Strait to 

Peru:  

 

If the reader will now take up the map of the world, he will, I think, obtain some new light 

on this enigma. By following the line, from the head of the Red Sea down to the Straits of 

Babelmandeb, and from that to the coast of India, and on to Ceylon, he will have before him 

the known track of Phoenician commerce; but if from Ceylon he will continue the line to 

Java and Sumatra, and from thence to Mulgrave Island, in Torres Strait, proceeding to the 

Caroline Islands, Tonga, Samoa, Rappa, in the Austral group, and from thence to Easter 

Island, connecting therewith the coast of America, at Mexico and Peru, he will have located 

a series of islands and points on the mainland, which contain remains of substructions of a 

character identical with those found under the remnants of Solomon’s Temple, and marked 

with those peculiarities described by M. Renan, which he demonstrates were not only a 

marked feature, but were indeed characteristically peculiar to Phoenician architecture.150  

 

Further monumental evidence of a Phoenician presence in and discovery of the Americas was 

provided, for Johnston, by the Mexica Calendar Stone. This ‘elaborately carved twenty-four-

ton basalt stone’, which was ‘recovered from the mud in the main plaza’ of Mexico City in 

1790, was known to the Spanish as the piedra del sol, and, according to its first ‘modern’ 

scholarly expositor, the criollo astronomer Antonio de León y Gama (1735–1802), was 

evidence of ancient Mexico’s cultural sophistication, ‘since its apparent use as an astronomical 

device’ or calendar ‘suggested the possibility of ancient Mexicans’ rationality’.151 Johnston, 

 

unselfconsciously subscribed. See Quinn, In Search, pp. 18-19. Notably, for Johnston, Renan was ‘[t]hat great 

authority on the Semitic race’. See Did the Phoenicians Discover America?, p. 2. 
148 Some modern biblical scholars suspect that Solomon, if there was a Solomon, had no temple at all, and that 

the very notion of such was a Hebraicised rendering or back projection of the material glories of the neo-Assyrian 

Empire. See Thomas Römer, The Invention of God, trans. Raymond Geuss (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University 

Press, 2015), p. 96. Note, however, as John Barton has noted, that ‘[t]here is probably not a single episode in the 

history of Israel as told by the Old Testament on which modern scholars are in agreement’. See Barton, A History 

of the Bible: The Book and its Faiths (London: Allen Lane, 2019), p. 25. 
149 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p.19. 
150 Ibid., pp. 23-24. 
151 Caroline Winterer, American Enlightenments: Pursuing Happiness in the Age of Reason (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2016), pp. 99-100.  
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however, contrary to most of its earlier interpreters, alleged that ‘anyone may see at a glance’ 

that the stone was not a calendar at all. According to Johnston, it was rather ‘a national 

monument of a seafaring people in the form of a mariner’s compass… to which they probably 

attributed the fact that they had discovered this new world’.152 As Johnston argued 

 

On looking at this stone carefully, it will be noticed that the only feature giving weight to 

the Calendar theory is the hieroglyphics on the inner circle, which correspond to the twenty-

day month of the Aztec. When, however, we read the stone as a memorial of the compass, 

it is far otherwise, for it will be seen that there is not only a north and a south, but also the 

other and remaining cardinal points, duly emphasized; and amazing to relate, not only this, 

but in subdivisions the entire thirty-two parts into which what we are accustomed to call our 

improved compass is divided are present.153 

 

Though Johnston’s take on the stone might seem quite fantastic — and, indeed, given his 

chronology, misattribution of its provenance and misinterpretation of its function, it is154 — he 

was far from the only author to subject it to all manner of historically awry hermeneutical 

abuse. As late as 1933 the American explorer Frederick Samuel Dellenbaugh (1853–1935), for 

example, in a manner that necessitated some form of modestly pre-Columbian intercourse with 

Europe or China, believed the stone to be a gargantuan reproduction of a fifteenth-century 

‘Rose of the Winds’ compass card,155 and, somewhat earlier, the Swiss-American archaeologist 

and Catholic convert Adolph Bandelier (1840–1914), who was much less impressed by the 

stone’s aesthetic qualities than Johnston and most other scholars were, coolly regarded it as 

just one more piddling and not at all notable example of a sacrificial altar.156 Additionally, Zelia 

 
152 ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 13. 
153 Ibid., p. 13. 
154 The stone, far from being as ancient as Johnston alleged, is likely to have been produced not long before, or 

after, the reign of Montezuma (i.e. circa 1500). See Matthew Restall and Amara Solari, 2012 and the End of the 

World: The Western Roots of the Maya Apocalypse (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012), p. 76.  
155 Frederick S. Dellenbaugh, ‘The Aztec Calendar Stone’, in American Anthropologist, 35 (4), 1933: pp. 791-

792.  
156 Unlike many other interpreters of the stone, e.g. the aforementioned Antonio de León y Gama and Alexander 

von Humboldt — who considered the stone ‘a fine example of the universal ingenuity of mankind’ — Bandelier 

did not believe that the stone showed any evidence of higher mathematical or astronomical learning. As noted by 

Benjamin Keen, ‘[i]n Mexico City Bandelier inspected the Calendar Stone and found it so incorrectly shaped “as 

to render incredible the scientific knowledge that Gama ascribed to its makers”’. See Keen, The Aztec Image in 

Western Thought (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1990), p. 397. For Humboldt’s opinion, see Myron 

Echenberg, Humboldt’s Mexico: In the Footsteps of the Illustrious German Scientific Traveller (Montreal and 

Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), p. 93.  
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Nuttall, who, like Johnston, thought the Phoenicians likely to have visited the Americas, argued 

that the Calendar Stone was a visual record or representation of the Aztec social system — one 

in which communal property was equally, if not at all efficiently, divided into like 

proportions.157 

For Johnston, Mexican religion, like that of the Samoans, also bore signs of a Phoenician 

derivation. On Johnston’s account, the Phoenician religion, though originally monotheistic like 

that of their Hebrew neighbours, was the ur-polytheism, and ‘this form of belief emanating 

from them… became not only the basis of Greek and Roman superstitions, but in various 

modifications seems to have overrun the face of the earth, as peopled at that time’.158 The 

Phoenicians, Johnston explained, were responsible for the global spread of propitiatory human 

sacrifice, and the deity to which the Aztecs159 offered up their fleshy oblations ‘while going 

under another name, [corresponded] exactly with the Phoenician Baal or Moloch’:160  

 

[among the Phoenicians] a general belief that the anger of the gods was best averted by 

human sacrifice prevailed; and to such an extent did this prevail, that in the later years of 

the nation’s history not only in Phoenicia proper, but throughout its entire colonial system, 

there was an established practice of offering up human sacrifices, especially in times of 

public calamity.161 

 

Besides adducing material, cultural, and religious evidences of a Phoenician presence in the 

Americas, Johnston also argued that the first book of Kings implicitly recorded a joint Hebrew-

Phoenician expedition to pre-Aztec Mexico. I Kings 9:26-28 (KJV)162 was, in light of the other 

evidence that Johnston had collected, taken by him to refer to a journey to ancient 

Mesoamerica. The answer to the question ‘[w]here were the gold mines of Ophir… this land 

 
157 Keen, The Aztec Image, p. 399. 
158 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 25.  
159 A term which for John Studdy Leigh in his preface, if not explicitly so for Johnston, was ‘simply a generic term 

covering the various divisions and subdivisions of the races occupying the [American] regions in question prior 

to the arrival of the Spaniards’. Ibid., pp. 6-7. 
160 Interestingly, Römer thinks it likely that Moloch or ‘Melek’ was another name for Yahweh — a conclusion 

which Johnston, and perhaps all Victorian Christians, would likely have found quite difficult to credit or take. See 

The Invention of God, p. 137.  
161 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’., p. 25.  
162 ‘And king Solomon made a navy of ships in Eziongeber, which is beside Eloth, on the shore of the Red sea, in 

the land of Edom. And Hiram sent in the navy his servants, shipmen that had knowledge of the sea, with the 

servants of Solomon. And they came to Ophir, and fetched from thence gold, four hundred and twenty talents, and 

brought it to king Solomon’. 
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that yielded to Solomon one year thirty million dollars and another twenty million, and what 

evidence have we of its location?’, could only be produced, Johnston believed, as, indeed, he 

took himself to have done, ‘by following the traces of Phoenician influence and civilisation’.163 

That Mexico was the location of King Solomon’s mines, Johnston alleged, was nigh on certain. 

Even in plainly historical post-Columbian times Mexico was a source of much silver and 

gold.164  

Whatever the value of Johnston’s biblically informed ruminations, it should be noted that 

hunting for Ophir was not at all an unusual pastime for a nineteenth-century gentleman or 

scholar to pursue, even though Johnston, for one reason or another, does not appear to have 

had much knowledge of the myriad locations that various others had hazarded to suggest.165 In 

any case, by the end of the nineteenth century, as the historian Timothy Alborn has recorded,166 

the most popular view, after a brief and not especially profuse ‘Indian interregnum’, was that 

Ophir was to be found somewhere in far southern Africa. The identification of Ophir with the 

ruins of Great Zimbabwe near Lake Mutirikwi was first proposed by the German explorer Karl 

Mauch (1837–1875) in 1868,167 and this identification, especially as it influenced the narrative 

marrow of Rider Haggard’s most famous and ubiquitous novel, was acknowledged and taken 

up by such scientific luminaries as Sir Roderick Impey Murchison and St Vincent Whitshed 

 
163 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 22. 
164 Johnston, without divulging his source, ‘appended a note of the gold and silver yield of Mexico [for the years 

1537 to 1821, and 1821 to 1880], in support of the contention that this was the location referred to in Scripture’. 

Ibid., p. 30.  
165 Circa 1892 at least. Later on, the only nineteenth-century theorist of Ophir’s location, other than himself, with 

whom Johnston appears to have been familiar, though do note that Johnston never referred to him in this capacity, 

was the Anglican historian Arthur Stanley, according to whom Ophir was in India. See Stanley, Lectures on the 

Jewish Church Part II. From Samuel to the Captivity (London: John Murray, 1865). N.B. Johnston would also 

exhibit some familiarity with J. Theodore Bent’s The Ruined Cities of Mashonaland: Being a Record of 

Excavation and Exploration in 1891 (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1892), but as Bent refused to entertain 

the question of Ophir’s whereabouts, he can hardly be denominated a theorist of its location. See Bent, Ruined 

Cities, p. 194: ‘[a]s to the vexed question of the land of Ophir, I do not feel that it is necessary to go into arguments 

for and against here. Mashonaland may have been the land of Ophir or it may not; it may have been the land of 

Punt or it may not; Ophir and Punt may be identical, and both situated here, or they may be both elsewhere. There 

is not enough evidence, as far as I can see, to build up any theory on these points which will satisfy the more 

critical investigation to which subjects of this kind are submitted in the present day’. 
166 Timothy Alborn, ‘King Solomon’s Gold: Ophir in an Age of Empire’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 20 (4), 

2015: pp. 491-508. 
167 1868 is the year given by Alborn, ibid., p. 499, who states ‘[s]tarting in 1868, Indian peacocks and monkeys 

gradually gave way to South African ruins in British discussions of Ophir’s whereabouts. That year the German 

explorer Karl Mauch, accompanied by the elephant hunter Henry Hartley, encountered the site of Great Zimbabwe 

after learning about its likely location from a missionary friend’. According to others, however, Mauch didn’t 

reach the ruins of Great Zimbabwe until 1871. See Michael F. Robinson, The Lost White Tribe: Explorers, 

Scientists, and the Theory that Changed a Continent (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 112-113. 

N.B. Mauch wasn’t the first person to suggest that Ophir was in Africa. Various much older savants, including the 

Parisian architectural theorist Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy (1755–1849), were also of this 

opinion. See Carl Ritter, The Comparative Geography of Palestine and the Sinaitic Peninsula, William L. Gage, 

trans., (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1861), pp. 139-151. 
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Erskine, and was well-suited to the justification of colonialist dispossession,168 was the one that 

carried the day. 

Identifications of Ophir with locations in the Americas, on the other hand, though not 

uncommon in immediately post-Columbian times,169 were somewhat rarer during the 

nineteenth century. Be that as it may have been, however, Johnston, in hewing to an American 

line, was far from completely alone. According to the virulently anti-Catholic Scottish 

eschatologist John Cumming (1807–1881), who once was used as a punching bag by none 

other than George Eliot,170 an anonymous American clergyman, whose argument he found to 

be ‘very ingenious’, had persuasively submitted that Ophir was ‘literally California’. Cumming 

tentatively agreed. ‘We know of no other country where Hiram could have found such immense 

quantities of gold’, he declared, at a time when the Gold Rush was still fresh in the memory. 

California, so it seemed, so it must have seemed when many a pan was still covered in silt, was 

‘really and truly an ancient auriferous or gold producing region’.171 The owners of such 

Californian concerns as the Ophir Gold Mining Company and the King Solomon Gold and 

Silver Mining Company may well have concurred.172 

Like Cumming and his unidentified informant, the Confederate lawyer and Presbyterian 

minister Robert Reid Howison (1820–1906) also opted for an American Ophir. In his A History 

of the United States of America (1892), which was assigned as a textbook in several colleges 

in Virginia,173 the Fredericksburg native, before elaborating upon the rights of secession, ‘the 

 
168 See, for example, Robin Derricourt, Inventing Africa: History, Archaeology and Ideas (London: Pluto Press, 

2011), pp. 21-37; and Henrika Kuklick, ‘Contested Monuments: The Politics of Archaeology in Southern Africa’, 

in George Stocking, ed., Colonial Situations: Essays on the Contextualization of Ethnographic Knowledge 

(Madison [WN]: University of Wisconsin Press,1991), pp. 135-169.  
169 Columbus himself identified Ophir with Hispaniola, and the Extremaduran natural philosopher and Hebraist 

Benito Arias Montano (1527–1598) thought that Ophir, which sometimes appears in the plural, was in New Spain 

and Peru. See María M. Portuondo, The Spanish Disquiet: The Biblical Natural Philosophy of Benito Arias 

Montano (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019), pp. 177-178. The Peruvian aspect of Montano’s theory 

was reportedly revivified by a Viennese explorer named von Hauch — whose ideas appear to have resembled 

those of Antonio de Montezinos and Menasseh Ben Israel — in 1925. See ‘King Solomon’s Gold Came from 

Peru, Says Austrian’, New York Times, 9th August 1925. N.B. Though news of ‘von Hauch’ was widely reprinted, 

and even appeared in New York’s Jewish Daily Bulletin, 3rd February 1926, I am unsure as to whether he was in 

fact a real person. Regarding Peru, see also Howison below.  
170 See, for the rhetorical equivalent of Foreman versus Frazier, her rightly famous review of Cumming’s various 

rambunctious profusions, ‘Evangelical Teaching’, in Nathan Shepherd, ed., The Essays of George Eliot (New 

York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1883), pp. 64-98.   
171 John Cumming, Expository Readings on the Books of Kings (London: Arthur Hall, Virtue, & Co., 1859), p. 74. 

The New York Jewish civic leader, diplomat, and journalist Mordecai Manuel Noah (1785–1851), who was widely 

known as Major Noah, also claimed that Ophir was in California. See ‘California Supposed to be Ophir’, Miners’ 

Express (Iowa), 20th March 1850. 
172 ‘Mining Notices’, Marysville Daily Appeal, 3rd June 1864.   
173 Trina A. Stephens, ‘Twice Forty Years of Learning: An Educational Biography of Robert Reid Howison (1820–

1906)’ (PhD diss., Virginia Tech, 1998), p. 100.   
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supernatural element in the history of the United States’,174 and the manner in which the 

American Indians had ‘resisted the claims of Christ and of humanity’ and ‘thus, by inexorable 

law, brought extermination on themselves’,175 asseverated that ‘neither the Atlantic nor the 

Pacific Ocean was impassable by the ships of ancient days’.176 ‘We read in Hebrew history of 

a land of Ophir’, Howison disclosed, ‘known even in the days of the patriarch Job, and where 

gold was so abundant that the two kings, Solomon, of Judah and Israel, and Hiram, of Tyre, 

sent ships… and brought thence a treasure of gold amounting in value to more than eleven 

millions of dollars’.177 As ‘[w]e have no historic light as to any land in the Old World capable 

of yielding such a sum in gold within a reasonable time’, the Virginian reasoned, ‘Peru and 

Mexico might possibly have done it’.178 It ‘cannot now be affirmed as history’, Howison went 

on to add, ‘that Christopher Columbus… was the first European who discovered America’ for 

‘[i]f Ophir was in Mexico or Peru, some knowledge of the great Western Continent was 

possessed even by the sea-faring people of ancient Judea, Tyre and Sidon’.179 It is interesting 

to note that Howison once remarked, and he didn’t fight shy of the odd remark, that ‘not one 

single historical statement’ in his History of the United States was ever ‘successfully impeached 

as erroneous’.180 

In explaining just why and how the Phoenicians came to colonise Polynesia and Mexico, 

Johnston resorted to historiographical cliché, and, like Samuel Mather more than a century 

before him, anachronistically embedded the Phoenicians within, as the more marxisant among 

us are oft apt to say, the immanent laws of capitalist production. For Johnston, like George 

Rawlinson, ‘whom [he] followed closely in this investigation’,181 the Phoenicians were ‘the 

people who of all antiquity had most in common with England and the English’,182 and, as 

 
174 Robert Reid Howison, A History of the United States of America (Richmond: Everett Waddey Company, 

Publishers and Printers, 1892), p. 6.  
175 Ibid., p. 16.  
176 Ibid., p. 12. 
177 Nineteenth-century authors, evidently, tended to differ a bit in their estimations of the quantity of gold that 

Solomon and Hiram had derived from Ophir (wherever they believed Ophir to have been). Major Noah, who 

adverted to Ussher’s valuation(s) of shekels and talents, believed that the ‘whole expense of building and 

furnishing the Temple of Solomon, for which this gold was brought from Ophir, $838,477,365 sterling [sic]’ was 

‘more than the national debt of Great Great Britain [sic]’. See ‘California Supposed to be Ophir’. The British 

imperialist and ‘Rhodesian Pioneer’ Frank William Frederick Johnson (1866–1943), for whom Ophir was a 

distribution site or entrepôt in southernmost Arabia, argued that ‘that nearly 16,000,000 ounces of gold, worth 

between $300,000,000 and $400,000,000, were taken from the mines [of the biblical ‘Havilah’, which Johnson 

placed, like the Mauchian Ophir, in southern Africa] for Solomon and David’. See ‘The Gold of King Solomon’, 

New York Press, 2nd October 1904.  
178 Howison, A History of the United States, pp. 12-13. 
179 Ibid., p. 17. For Howison, ‘European’ appears to have been a rather loose term. 
180 Stephens, ‘Twice Forty Years’, p. 100. 
181 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’. p. 16.  
182 George Rawlinson, Phoenicia: History of a Civilization (London: I. B. Tauris, 2005), p. 23. The Tauris edition 
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such, as if by some inherent dint, they went hither and thither in pursuit of profit. ‘The object 

of the Phoenician merchant’, who was somehow a prehistoric and mightily abstemious 

bourgeois, Johnston wrote, ‘was wealth, [and] not fame’.183 Johnston, in other words, could 

agree with Daniel Defoe that ‘the Phoenicians were the Englishmen of [their] Age’,184 for, on 

Johnston’s account, the Tyrians ‘in their day exercised an influence on the world that in these 

late years finds a suitable counterpart only in the history of the scientific, commercial and 

philological supremacy of the English-speaking peoples’.185  

Not coincidentally, that the Phoenicians were in certain respects very much like the English 

or Anglo-Saxon race allowed Johnston to stave off certain potential objections to his argument 

as a whole. For, as Johnston argued, the apparent lack of Phoenician or Punic linguistic vestiges 

in Polynesia and the Americas was understandable, and thus excusable, by way of analogy with 

the British imperial and lexical experience:  

 

He who would attempt to trace, a thousand years after this, the course of English adventure 

over the face of the earth by comparing the languages found in such localities as they were 

supposed to have visited with the Saxon root, would inevitably fail, for the reason that it has 

now incorporated inflections from every quarter in which English influence has been felt, 

and is, in consequence, the most flexible as well as the most conglomerate of all modern 

languages, and will become increasingly so as time and the influence of the people and the 

language increase.186  

 

In short, despite their polytheism, use of circumcision, and predilection for human sacrifice — 

most of which, one would think, would have counted against their putative ‘Englishness’187  — 

 

is a reprint of the third edition published by T. Fisher Unwin in 1889. 
183 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’. p. 23.  
184 Quinn, In Search, p. 188. Defoe also held that the Carthaginians had reached the Americas. Ibid., pp. 188-189. 
185 Johnston, ‘Did the Phoenicians?’, p. 15. French conceptions of the Phoenicians, during the nineteenth century, 

were, for much the same reasons that ‘Anglo-Saxon’ views were positive, decidedly negative and oppositional. 

See Martin Bernal, regarding the attitudes of Jules Michelet in particular, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of 

Classical Civilization, Volume I: The Fabrication of Ancient Greece, 1785–1985 (London: Free Association 

Books, 1987), p. 352.  
186 Ibid., p. 17.  
187 Their tables of consanguinity, however, were something that they shared with Victorian Englishmen. I would 

like to thank Diarmid Finnegan for directing me towards the Book of Common of Prayer, and, hence, correcting 

me on this point. See, for some context, his ‘Eve and Evolution: Christian Responses to the First Woman Question, 

1860-1900’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 75 (2), 2014: pp. 281-303, and Adam Kuper, Incest and Influence: 

The Private Life of Bourgeois England (Cambridge [MA]: Harvard University Press, 2009).  
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one could imagine, granting the validity of Johnston’s descriptions, the Phoenicians doing 

business, and good business too, with Andrew Crawford & Co. In other, more explicit, words, 

Johnston’s theory of pre-Columbian contact, like that of Charles Wolcott Brooks, certainly 

appears to have borne the marks of the conditions of its birth. And, it seems, it was a memorable 

birth too.  

Johnston’s argument as it reappeared in a more monographic form in 1913,188 save for its 

increased length and breadth, was much the same as it was in 1892. Though two decades had 

elapsed, during which he suffered the ‘demoralising loss’ of his library and original manuscript 

to the post-earthquake fires of 1906,189 Johnston’s mind had stayed its course. ‘It was’, 

Johnston wrote, ‘the destiny of unified Phoenicia that she should become to the ancient world 

the missionary of material civilisation’;190 ‘to become, in material things, what the Jew among 

the same surroundings’ — which were, so Johnston argued, peculiarly well suited to the 

inculcation of an evangelical ethos — ‘became in spiritual things’.191 To America, 

providentially, the Phoenicians couldn’t help but go, and they didn’t go alone. In 1913, 

Johnston’s Phoenicians, and this perhaps comprises the greatest difference between the two 

loose vintages of his theory, were accompanied not only by Hebrews, as he had assumed in 

 
188 Johnston, Did the Phoenicians Discover America?. 
189 His notes, however, survived. See Thomas Crawford Johnston to Thomas Athol Joyce, 10 th June 1915. Joyce, 

we can briefly report, did not support Johnston’s contentions and thought that his authorities were ‘lacking in 

weight’. Given that Joyce’s letter to Johnston, dated the 27th of March 1915, is not, to my knowledge, extant, for 

a survey of the vice-president of the Royal Anthropological Institute’s opinions on the matter of pre-Columbian 

contact, see his Mexican Archaeology: An Introduction to the Archaeology of the Mexican and Mayan Civilizations 

of pre-Spanish America (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1914), pp. 370-371, wherein he states: ‘[w]ith the 

possible relations which Mexican and Maya culture may bear to those of the outer world I do not propose to deal 

at all. The past has shown the futility of speculating upon insufficient evidence, and it is sad to note how large a 

proportion of the literature dealing with American archaeology serves only as a monument to wasted energy and 

misplaced zeal. It is impossible to deny a certain superficial similarity, often surprising, between the Maya ruins 

and those of south-east Asia, but these disappear for the most part upon closer analysis. Mere similarity of 

ornament means nothing when the ornament in question is found to symbolize beliefs of an entirely different 

character; from the constructional point of view the buildings differ essentially; while the absolute gulf which 

separates the American language, calendrical system and vegetable means of sustenance from those of Asia 

provides difficulties which must be explained before any theory suggesting contact in any form can legitimately 

be put forward. The question of the ultimate origin of the American population lies beyond the scope of this book, 

but it is an evident fact that the Americans physically stand in comparatively close relation to the Asiatics. That 

being so a somewhat similar psychology is natural, and this would lead, subject to modifications produced by 

environment, to the evolution of a culture and art in which certain analogies might be expected to appear. But 

what I have elsewhere written of Peruvian culture applies with equal force to that of the Mexicans and Maya. The 

onus probandi must necessarily be upon those who wish to prove that contact with the external world existed, and 

the evidence which we possess points rather to the undisturbed evolution of Mexican and Mayan civilization on 

American soil, and that civilization may therefore be regarded as in every sense American’. For some of Joyce’s 

earlier comments on this issue, see his South American Archaeology: An Introduction to the Archaeology of the 

South American Continent with Special Reference to the Early History of Peru (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 

1912), pp. 189-192. 
190 Johnston, Did the Phoenicians Discover America?, p. 28. 
191 Ibid., pp. 29-30 
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1892, but also Scythian and Thracian mercenaries, from whom, he believed, the ‘least civilised’ 

of America’s many peoples were descended and derived. ‘That the American Continent was 

discovered by the Jews and Phoenicians and populated by them in conjunction with the 

Scythians and Thracians of South Eastern Europe, and that the communication so established 

between the Asiatic and American Continents continued throughout a period of probably 300 

years’, Johnston declared in his introductory matter, ‘are the conclusions submitted in the 

chapter on America’.192 

In any case, as his fellow Scot, the miscellaneous author and son of the Reverend George, 

William Henry Oliphant Smeaton (1856–1914), related in his preface to Johnston’s book: ‘[t]o 

all interested in ethnological as well as anthropological science, I would warmly recommend 

this volume as one calculated to please as well as to instruct’.193 That Smeaton was, to some 

extent, whatever the standard of his judgement,194 intellectually predisposed to the acceptance 

of a theory such as Johnston’s is highly likely. Not only did he, like Johnston, spend much time 

in the Pacific — Smeaton was the inaugural principal of the Whangarei Boys’ High School in 

 
192 Ibid., p. xvii. Another difference between Johnston’s two outings can also be noted. In 1892, though Johnston, 

citing the Encyclopaedia Britannica, briefly refers to the legend of Votan as an extrabiblical corroboration of the 

suppositious transpacific activities of Hiram and Solomon’s fleet, in 1913 he greatly expands upon this, and, in a 

somewhat remarkable fashion, comes to the conclusion that Votan, whom he believes to have been a Levantine 

sailor, ‘prior to his being selected for the command of these expeditions which annexed the Pacific Islands and 

the American Continent to Phoenicia, had been Governor of Cyprus with headquarters at the town of Chittim, and 

that as plenipotentiary to the American colony he was succeeded in office by Hiram, the workman’. Ibid., p. 261. 

Johnston here, though in relation to this specific issue he never directly states as much, was likely deeply 

influenced by the elaborate productions of Charles Etienne Brasseur de Bourbourg, who, in 1851, drawing on the 

earlier Spanish-language work of Ordóñez y Aguiar, averred that ‘Votan was born in Cuba of Phoenician parents… 

built Palenque and made four trips to the Middle East, where on one occasion he saw the temple of Solomon’. See 

Carroll Edward Mace, ‘Charles Etienne Brasseur de Bourbourg, 1814–1874’, in Howard F. Cline and John B. 

Glass, eds., Handbook of Middle American Indians, Volume 13: Guide to Ethnohistorical Sources Part Two 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1973), p. 300. For Ordóñez y Aguiar, who, though Johnston betrayed no 

knowledge of this, identified Ophir with Palenque and argued that the Popol Vuh was a distorted copy of the 

Pentateuch, see Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra’s truly superlative How to Write the History of the New World: 

Histories, Epistemologies, and Identities in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2001), pp. 333-339.  
193 Johnston, Did the Phoenicians Discover America?, p. vi.  
194 Regarding poetry at least, the English critic John Churton Collins (1848–1908), who was once described by 

Tennyson as ‘a louse in the locks of literature’, was convinced that Smeaton was, to put it mildly, all at sea. In 

concluding his review of Smeaton’s study of the work of the ‘makar’ poet William Dunbar, Collins stated: ‘[w]e 

have singled out this volume for special notice, not because of any intrinsic title it possesses to serious attention, 

but because it is typical of a species of literature which is rapidly becoming one of the pests of our time. While 

every encouragement should be given to sober, judicious, and competent reviews of our older writers, every 

discouragement should be given, out of respect to the dead, as well as in the interests of the living, to such books 

as the present. For they are as mischievous as they are ridiculous. They misinform; they mislead; they corrupt, or 

tend to corrupt, taste. After laying down a volume like this we feel, and we expect Dunbar would have felt, that 

there is something much more formidable than the old horror, “the candid friend,” even that indicated by Tacitus 

— pessimum inimicorum genus… laudantes’. See John Churton Collins, Ephemera Critica, or Plain Truths about 

Current Literature (New York: E. P. Dutton & Company, 1902), p. 192.  
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northernmost New Zealand195 — but he also had written a ‘scientific romance’, A Mystery of 

the Pacific (1899), in which the narrator, an inspector in the ‘Queensland Polynesian Labour 

Trade’,196 discovers a lost Roman colony from the time of Julius Caesar, ‘New Sicily’, on an 

island that was once part of an ancient, now sunken and subsided, Pacific land bridge or 

continent.  Johnston, evidently, was far from the only man, and not even the only alumnus of 

the University of Edinburgh, to transpose the old Mediterranean to the late Victorian imperial 

Pacific.  

 

Phoenicians in America in Brisbane 

 

Though it could hardly be said that Johnston set the world on fire with his account of 

transpacific Phoenician voyaging — if, say, the standard for having done so is concretised by 

the controversies precipitated by Darwin’s theory of natural selection — it was, however, rather 

widely received, and, in the course of its reception, engendered quite a variety of scholarly and 

quite other comment and opinion.197  

John Murray (1841–1914), the highly decorated Canadian-born Scottish marine biologist 

and oceanographer, for example, caustically declared in the penultimate volume of the Report 

of the Scientific Results of the Voyage of the H. M. S. Challenger (1895), with specific reference 

to Johnston, that ‘[Paul] Gaffarel would lead us to believe that the Phoenicians had even 

reached America, but this will not bear critical examination any more than those more recent 

attempts to show that the Phoenicians had reached Central America by the north of Australia 

and Easter Island in the Pacific’.198 Oppositely and just as appositely, Henri Jouan (1821–

 
195 Who’s Who, 1914: An Annual Biographical Dictionary (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1914), p. 1927. 
196 An institution that was not always as benign as its name would suggest. The narrator notes, however, and this 

was likely a means by way of which Smeaton hoped to encourage in his readership some measure of sympathy 

for his protagonist, that his time in the trade was ‘in the good old days… before the abuses crept in, and kidnapping 

replaced honest and voluntary engagement of the islanders of the South Seas’. Oliphant Smeaton, A Mystery of 

the Pacific (London: Blackie & Son, Limited, 1899) p. 9. For the historical reception, and indeed the realities, of 

the trade, see Doug Munro, ‘The Labor Trade in Melanesians to Queensland: An Historiographic Essay’, Journal 

of Social History, 28 (3), 1995: pp. 609-627.  
197 The Illinoisan farmer Henry B. Root (1829–1900), a member of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints, the second largest of the faiths that can trace their roots back to Joseph Smith, reviewed 

Johnston’s ‘Did the Phoenicians?’ for the RLDS journal Autumn Leaves. According to Root, though Johnston’s 

theory was interesting, given that ‘as a whole’ it conflicted with ‘Book of Mormon history’ and claimed ‘more 

than archaeological discoveries will warrant’, it could ultimately be discounted. See, for a case of the pot calling 

the kettle black, H. B. Root, ‘A Review… Did the Phoenicians Discover America?’, Autumn Leaves, 8 (5), 1895: 

pp. 1997-2000. 
198 John Murray, Report of the Scientific Results of the Voyage of the H. M. S. Challenger, During the Years 1872–



168 
 

1907), a French navigator and geographer who had great experience of the Pacific and who 

had accompanied the naturalist and physician Émile Deplanche (1824–1874) in expeditions to 

New Caledonia and New Zealand during the early 1860s, noted, with an accuracy that was at 

once both glowingly appreciative and deprecatingly deadpan, that ‘Mr. Johnston’s hypothesis 

is ingenious, and ingeniously presented, it cannot be denied. It is within the limits of the 

possible; but so far, it does not appear to have rallied many adherents’.199 

Jouan’s little comment does, of course, raise an interesting question: can we say of anyone 

that they were an adherent of Johnston’s views? If, for the sake of simplicity, we class as an 

‘adherent’ anyone who accepted or roughly credited as likely or true what Johnston had to say, 

then, yes, I think we can. The old colonial chemist, homeopath, and former East India Company 

surgeon, Dr John Neill Waugh (1818–1900), would, for example, following the above loose 

criterion, certainly count as one. Waugh, who was a founding member, and on occasion 

president, of the Queensland branch of the Royal Geographical Society of Australasia,200 

delivered an address on the meaning and history of ‘Commercial Geography’, which was 

published in the Brisbane Courier’s literary supplement The Queenslander on the 21st of July 

1894,201 that presented as true sans qualification the broad outline of Johnston’s historical 

reconstruction. 

The London-born ‘muscular Christian’ Waugh,202 though he was a graduate of St 

Andrews,203 awfully active in myriad broadly scientific associations and pursuits,204 and 

 

76: A Summary of the Scientific Results, First Part (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1895), p. 4. 

Murray’s unambiguously negative estimation of Johnston’s theory forms part of a discussion, prefatory to a 

‘general summary of the scientific observations and results at each of the Challenger observing stations’, of the 

oceanographical views of the ancients.  
199 Henri Jouan, ‘Résponses’, my trans., in L’Intermédiaire des chercheurs et curieux, 29 (649), 1894: p. 360.  
200 The Royal Geographical Society of Australasia was founded, as a successor organisation to the defunct 

Geographical Section of the Royal Society of New South Wales, in Sydney in 1883. The Queensland branch was 

founded by James Park Thomson, more of whom anon, in 1885. Significantly, the Australasian Society, by the 

mid-1890s, enjoyed reciprocal membership rights with the Royal and Royal Scottish Geographical Societies.  
201 It is likely that Waugh’s address was given in support of the Australasian Society’s, ultimately failed, attempt 

to establish a course in ‘Commercial Geography’ at the Brisbane Technical College in 1894.  
202 This being how he was characterised by the Australian soldier and journalist Reginald Spencer Browne (1856–

1943). Notably, like Johnston, Waugh had no problem in treating the book of Kings, before a public audience no 

less, as a straightforwardly historical document.  
203 From which he received his M.D. in 1856 — Waugh had, however, after having been a student at St 

Bartholomew’s Hospital in London sometime during the 1830s, been a member of the Royal College of Surgeons 

of England since 1840. See ‘Obituary’, British Medical Journal, 2 (2084), 1900: pp. 1688-1689. 
204 Waugh, in addition to his involvement with the Royal Geographical Society of Australasia, was the Brisbane 

representative of The Picturesque Atlas Company, and was also a member, at one time or another, of the 

Queensland Philosophical Society, the (Brisbane-based) Meteorological Society, the Parramatta Horticultural 

Society, and the Queensland Acclimatisation Society — which, not at all to its credit, introduced sparrows to 

continental Queensland and rabbits to the Moreton Bay Islands. 
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situated at the very heart of Brisbane’s ‘high’ society,205 was apparently a none too critical 

reader, and he appears to have accepted Johnston’s speculations with nary a bit of suspicion or 

doubt. The material in his address concerning the place of the Phoenicians in the story of 

‘Ancient and Modern [mercantile] Enterprise’ was, if it was anything, naught but a happily 

acknowledged regurgitation of the better and seemingly more digestible parts of Johnston’s 

article, which, Waugh alleged, was not only ‘very interesting’ but based ‘upon fairly 

satisfactory evidence’.206  

Johnston’s evidence, for Waugh, was in fact so satisfactory that he not only gave his assent 

to the notion that ‘Phoenician travellers… introduced a civilisation into America from the 

westward, entirely different from that introduced by the followers of Columbus from the 

eastward’,207 but also, on the strength of it, felt able to imply that one of the nineteenth century’s 

greatest, and from a human perspective most costly, feats of civil engineering was in effect and 

actuality somewhat old hat.  ‘We thus see, at any rate’, Waugh averred, ‘that the Suez Canal 

has reopened a very old trade course so far as the Indian Ocean is concerned, and that Polynesia 

was in all probability visited long ago by merchant sailors and explorers of whom we have but 

few traces in history’.208 

Interestingly, Waugh was not the only doyen of the Royal Geographical Society of 

Australasia to exhibit enthusiasm for Johnston’s theory of pre-Columbian contact. The 

Shetland-born James Park Thomson (1854–1941), after whom the Royal Geographical Society 

of Queensland’s James Park Thomson Medal for Distinguished Scholarship in Geography is 

named,209 and who, given the chronology, may even have directed Waugh’s attention towards 

Johnston’s work, also thought it worthy of unqualified approbation.  

The prolific and award-winning Thomson,210 who, amongst many other things, had a long 

career of public service,211 computed the trigonometrical survey of Queensland, and, whatever 

 
205 Hilary J. Davies, Surveying Success: The Hume Family in Colonial Queensland (Salisbury QLD: Boolarong 

Press, 2011), p. 122. It is perhaps worth noting that Waugh’s wife, Margaret Pasfield Waugh (and not ‘Eliza’ as 

Davies mistakenly reports), was a relative of William Holman Hunt’s. 
206 ‘Commercial Geography’, The Queenslander, 21st July 1894.  
207 Ibid. 
208 Ibid.  
209 The Royal Geographical Society of Queensland, formerly the Queensland branch of the Australasian Society, 

is the only surviving remnant of that once federal, i.e. all-Australia, body. As to the fates of the other branches, 

the New South Wales branch was extinct by 1909, and, in 1921, the Victorian branch was absorbed by the Royal 

Historical Society of Victoria.   
210 ‘Many honours were conferred on Dr. Thomson, including the famous Peek Award of the Royal Geographical 

Society of London’. See ‘Sudden Death of Dr. J. P. Thomson’, Queensland Times, 12th May 1941.   
211 Thomson worked as a government land surveyor in Fiji between 1879 and 1884, and was also involved in the 

establishment, throughout Australia, ‘of the zonal system for reckoning time’ during the mid-1890s. For a 
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Waugh achieved, was very much the driving force behind the Queensland branch of the 

Australasian Society’s various activities,212 expressed the opinion that Johnston’s paper was, 

in a word, ‘excellent’.213 In a synoptic article on the geography, ethnology, and natural history 

of Fiji that was originally read before the September 1893 Adelaide Meeting of the Australasian 

Association for the Advancement of Science,214 and subsequently published in the tenth 

volume of The Scottish Geographical Magazine in 1894, Thomson, though he feigned to regard 

the subject of the peopling of the Pacific to be of a necessarily speculative nature — ‘pregnant 

with interest and one upon which there is no doubt room for diversity of opinion’ — plainly 

indicated that he was completely convinced of the broad veracity of Johnston’s general case. 

The manner in which Thomson treated the issue of Fiji’s ‘discovery’ is, I think, more than 

indicative, and, as such, worth quoting in full: 

 

Fiji was discovered in 1643 by the celebrated Dutch navigator, Abel Jansen Tasman, and 

was subsequently sighted by Captain Cook, in 1776; by Capt. Bligh, in 1789 and 1792; and 

by Captain Wilson in the Duff, in 1796; the two latter having passed through the group. 

There is little doubt, however, that in much earlier times this archipelago was not unknown 

to the Phoenician sailors who voyaged across the Indian and South Pacific Oceans to the 

shores of the great American continent.215 

 

For Thomson, Johnston’s account of the Phoenicians’ path across the Pacific216 appears to have 

assumed the guise of something not unlike a master key for unlocking the secrets of Polynesian 

ethnology: 

 

It was the preternaturally adventurous spirit of these people [the Phoenicians] that impelled 

them to undertake long voyages from the shores of Asia to the west coast of South America, 

 

biographical epitome see W. S. Kitson, ‘Thomson, James Park (1854–1941)’, in the Australian Dictionary of 

Biography (Canberra: Australian National University, 1990).  
212 Thomson, from the early 1890s until 1940, just a year before his death, was, both officially and unofficially, 

the Society’s secretary, treasurer, and librarian. He also, like Waugh, had a stint, c. 1894 to 1897, as president.  
213 James Park Thomson, ‘The Land of Viti’, The Scottish Geographical Magazine, 10, 1894: p. 135.  
214 Of which he was founding member.  
215 Ibid., pp. 121-122. 
216 In conjunction with some of the ideas of the Rev. Thomas Williams, whose Fiji and the Fijians (1858), co-

authored with the Rev. James Calvert, was long a standard work.  
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and Mr. Johnston points out that their track, across the South Pacific, lay through Torres 

Straits eastwards, and, after skirting the shores of the Islands of Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, and 

other eastern groups, terminated on the American coast at Mexico and Peru. Along this great 

ocean highway Asiatic commercial enterprise and civilisation ran hand in hand, for how 

long none can tell. But we are justified in conjecturing that it was along this highway that 

the scattered groups of Polynesia were peopled.217 

 

It is perhaps amusing to note that in the same paper in which he gave full credence to Johnston’s 

theory of pre-Columbian contact, Thomson, in an accurate and reasonable enough fashion that 

enlisted the work of the Falmouth-born geologist Henry Brougham Guppy (1854–1926),218 

pointed out, without wishing to dispute the entirety of the argument, that Darwin, in developing 

his ‘subsidence’ theory of the origin of coral reefs, was at times ‘guided by defective and even 

erroneous evidence’.219 The owl of Minerva, evidently, to freely mix and match our idioms, 

sometimes moves in mysterious ways.  

Anyway, for one reason or another, Johnston’s views appear to have enjoyed something of 

a minor vogue amongst British-born geographers in late Victorian Brisbane. Why? It is, of 

course, rather difficult to say, but if one were tempted to moot an explanation predicated upon 

the, entirely suppositious, comparative intellectual and scientific ‘backwardness’ of late 

nineteenth-century western Australia, one would also need to be willing to characterise San 

Francisco, where Johnston’s ideas were initially approved for print and publication, in a not 

dissimilar way. Perhaps the Australian experience of mass cultural and institutional 

transposition, as a subsidiary part of a transcontinental empire, made it easy for at least a few 

antipodean scholars to imagine similar, or roughly analogous, circumstances obtaining in the 

far distant past. Or, maybe not. That Johnston’s work, at least attemptedly, harmonised the 

history of the Mediterranean, and even certain narratives contained in the Bible, with that of 

the Pacific, might have held its own attraction.  

 
217 Thomson, ‘Viti’, pp. 135-136. 
218 H. B. Guppy, ‘A Criticism of the Theory of Subsidence as Affecting Coral Reefs’, The Scottish Geographical 

Magazine, 4 (3), 1888. Guppy, and Thomson, alleged that myriad coral reefs exist in areas that show evidence of, 

geologically speaking, recent uplift or upheaval, and not, as Darwin supposed was nigh universally the case, 

subsidence. For a, very brief, detailing of Darwin’s ‘coral’ theory, in which ‘Coral islands are the last efforts of 

drowning continents to lift their heads above water’, see Adrian Desmond and James Moore, Darwin 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1992), p. 207.  
219 Thomson, ‘Viti’, p. 129.  
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Whatever the truth, ultimate or otherwise, of the matter may have been, Australian interest 

in Johnston survived the nineteenth century. In a correspondence that was mediated by 

Johnston’s Edinburgh-based brother-in-law Robert Darling Ker, a member of the Society of 

Writers to Her Majesty’s Signet, Johnston’s 1913 vintage was given an appreciative though 

hardly uncritical savouring by the great diffusionist and scientific bugaboo Grafton Elliot 

Smith.220 Writing from Manchester, the Australian anatomist relayed that though he was 

‘convinced of the general accuracy of Mr. Johnston’s conclusions’,221 and thought that ‘Mr. 

Johnston’ was ‘undoubtedly on the right track’, Johnston, to his mind, had not ‘really collected 

the evidence to establish his case’.222 Johnston, per Elliot Smith, was not sufficiently rigorous 

in tracing his lines of cultural diffusion, and, therefore, somewhat strayed from the path of 

historical truth: ‘Cambodia was an important link of the chain and Chinese influences were 

exerted on the stream. The route passed north and not south of New Guinea’.223 Johnston was 

also not, Elliot Smith believed, particularly original. ‘Mr. Johnston has merely done — though 

more clearly and logically — what many earlier writers had done before him’.224 According to 

Elliot Smith, Captain George Palmer’s ‘fantastic book’ The Migration from Shinar; or, the 

Earliest Links between the Old and New Continents (1879), of which Johnston had heard 

neither head nor tail, covered ‘very much the same ground as Mr. Johnston’s book’ and ‘plotted 

out a route which agrees with his in almost every detail’.225 Still and all, Elliot Smith concluded, 

despite his stated reservations, there was still ‘plenty of scope for Mr. Johnston to help in a task 

of vast magnitude’226 — the task of proving the presence and influence of the Old World in the 

New.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In the person of Thomas Crawford Johnston, the Phoenician theory of pre-Columbian contact 

might not have found the most able of all possible advocates — no cause ever has — but, 

through his efforts, it nonetheless gained and maintained a sizable, receptive, and learned 

 
220 Johnston’s work was wholly unknown to Elliot Smith prior to his receipt of a, seemingly unsolicited, message 

from Ker. See Grafton Elliot Smith to Robert Darling Ker, 20th September 1917. 
221 Grafton Elliot Smith to Robert Darling, 22nd December 1917. 
222 Grafton Elliot Smith to Robert Darling Ker, 25th September 1917.   
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Ibid.  
226 Ibid. 
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audience. Indeed, for some, it even appears to have donned the hat of genuine fact. As has 

hitherto gone unnoticed, from San Francisco to Brisbane readers were afforded the luxury of 

engaging with Johnston’s opinions — opinions which, I have argued, were made possible and 

conditioned by the commercial, confraternal and religious contexts in which Johnston lived his 

life. The Pacific, in part, was his inspiration, and the Pacific was the ocean upon which his 

Phoenicians set sail. The intellectual currents that coursed through the veins of Gilded Age 

America — in the scholarly, general, and popular press — sometimes assumed an arguably 

archaic bearing. Johnston, perhaps, could have easily shared notes with Georg Horn, Mather 

or Stiles. That this was so, however, did not disqualify such currents from being regarded as 

scientific. Johnston thought himself a scientist and the press at least concurred. Whatever I, or 

anyone else, might think about structuralist theories of thought and language, signifiers do 

float. As the San Francisco Chronicle noted, in a preview of Johnston’s special bulletin,  

 

Thomas Crawford Johnston of this city has a theory regarding the discovery of America 

which from its strangeness and the interesting and painstaking method by which it has been 

studied and developed is sure to excite the comment and attention of the scientific world 

and probably its farther investigation. Mr. Johnston is a graduate of the University of 

Edinburgh, and is highly esteemed here for his knowledge of the great subject to which he 

has given his attention.227 

 
227 ‘A Startling Theory: Discovery of America by the Phoenicians’, San Francisco Chronicle, 27th September 

1892.  
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Chapter four. Seeing Egypt in America 

 

Ever since the middle part of the nineteenth century, when, as a corollary of the growth of 

Anglo-American interest in the region,1 knowledge of the great pyramids of Puebla, Yucatan, 

Guatemala and their environs began to be disseminated throughout the English-speaking world, 

comparison between the ancient architectures of Mesoamerica and of Egypt became something 

of an anglophone archaeological, and even a journalistic, commonplace. As numerous 

American newspapers at century’s end unadornedly declared ‘the Maya were the Egyptians of 

America’, for ‘[b]arring the Egyptians, the ancient Mayas of Yucatan seem to have been the 

greatest pyramid builders the world ever saw’,2 and, as perhaps was not a wholly extraordinary 

development, this widespread acknowledgement of analogy created room for the suggestion of 

homology.3 The apparent similarities that obtained between the divers remains of Central 

 
1 See, for example, R. A. Humphreys, ‘Anglo-American Rivalries in Central America’, Transactions of the Royal 

Historical Society, 18, 1968: pp. 174-208.  
2 ‘Mayas of Yucatan’, The Dupuyer Acantha., 29th March 1900. See also the Minnesotan St. Hilaire Spectator, the 

New York State Gloversville Daily Leader and Oswego Daily Times, and the Kentuckian Hickman Courier. The 

above-quoted words are from a widely syndicated news story concerning the final act of the Caste War of Yucatan. 

The anti-Mexican Maya, though the feats of their ancestors were enthusiastically lauded, apparently represented, 

for a gringo audience, ‘the last stand of savagery against civilization on this continent’. For an account of the 

origins of what was an exceedingly long-lived conflict, see Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin 

America (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1992), p. 263. For other journalistic comparisons of ancient Egypt and 

Mexico, see ‘America—Its Antiquities’, Thibodaux Minerva, 25th April 1855; ‘Scientific Notes’, Warren Sheaf, 

13th August 1881; ‘Comparative Study of Pyramids in Egypt and America: Their Origin and Purpose’, New York 

Herald, 25th September 1898; ‘The Captured Cities in Mexico’, Liverpool Mercury, 1st June 1847; ‘American 

Antiquities’, Belfast News-Letter, 5th April 1842 (this being an abstract of the work of the Missourian author John 

Delafield); and ‘What Do We Know of the Pyramids?’, The Manchester Times and Gazette, 8th August 1848. 

Presaging much later discussion, Humboldt indulged in pyramidal comparisons; see Myron Echenberg, 

Humboldt’s Mexico: In the Footsteps of the Illustrious German Scientific Traveller (Montreal and Kingston: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), p. 90. According to the former chaplain of the Senate of New York 

Asahel Davis, Antiquities of America: The First Inhabitants of Central America, and the Discovery of New 

England by the Northmen… 21st Edition (Buffalo: Jewett, Thomas & Co., 1849), pp. 5-6, ‘Gen. Santa Anna says 

that the antiquities of Central America are worthy of being placed in parallel with the pyramids of Egypt’ and 

‘[John Gardiner] Wilkinson, the distinguished writer on Egyptian antiquities, says that those of Central America 

are similar to those of the latter, but not the same’. 
3 Note, however, that this was already a well-developed theme, some centuries before, in Spanish-language 

literatures. The criollo historian Juan Suárez de Peralta (c. 1540–1613), for example, who, in his Tratado del 

descubrimiento de las Indias, argued that the indigenes of the Americas had multiple ‘national’ origins, connected 

the Egyptians with the peoples of New Spain on account of their purportedly common customs. Similarly, the 

anonymous author, probably a Dominican, of the Isagoge of 1711 proposed a theory of Egyptian influence upon 

the pre-conquest cultures of Guatemala. See Lee Eldridge Huddleston, Origins of the American Indians: European 

Concepts, 1492–1729 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2015), pp. 37, 85. Similar ideas were still au courant in 

nineteenth-century Mexico. See ‘A Buried City in Mexico’, Savannah Morning News, 29th January 1886, for the 

case of the ‘Mexican archaeologist’ Señor Cubas, likely Antonio García Cubas (1832–1912), who likened ‘the 

little river of Teotihuacan to the Nile, and sees a second Memphis in the Camino de los Muertes [sic] — in short, 

finds here a duplication of the pyramids of Egypt. From these premises he deduces an Egyptian contact with 

Mexico’. See also ‘The Moundbuilders’, The Memphis Daily Appeal, 31st January 1871, wherein it is stated: 

‘Mexican newspapers say that the fact that Egyptians once occupied that country is shown by ruins, hieroglyphics, 

statuary, pottery and utensils identical with those found in Egypt’. N.B. There were also those, in both the Spanish-



175 
 

America and Mexico, whether Maya, Aztec or otherwise, and the Nile — be they pyramidal, 

iconographical, ideological or inscriptional — provided much in the way of grist for many an 

obdurately imaginative wheel. Egypt, whether directly or indirectly, mantled the Americas, 

and, for some at least, the Americas Egypt.  

The Franco-American Episcopalian clergyman Charles L. Miel (1856–1929), for example, 

whose father arrived in the United States with a letter of recommendation from Victor Hugo in 

1853,4 claimed in an 1896 lecture, which was alliteratively entitled ‘Pyramids and Pioneers of 

the Pacific’ and regarded by the Sausalito News as ‘a rare intellectual treat’,5 that the Egyptians 

had tarried upon American shores. Before a reportedly appreciative audience at the guild room 

of the Episcopal Christ Church in Sausalito, California, and again, the guts of a month later, 

before the cadets of the Mount Tamalpais Military Academy in San Rafael,6 Miel, whose 

‘straightforward, manly way of enunciating the truths of the Gospel’ was very much admired,7 

‘ably showed [the] resemblance between many things Egyptian and many [things] to be [found] 

in those parts of America formerly inhabited by the Toltecs’.8  

According to Miel ‘[t]he pyramids of both countries’, Egypt and Mexico, were 

architecturally indistinguishable.9 Likewise, he noted, much the same could be said of ‘their 

pictures, their hieroglyphics, their religion’,10 ‘[their] modes of war[,] [their] styles of weapons, 

 

and English-speaking worlds, who believed that Mexican and Egyptian pyramids were not the least bit alike. John 

Denison Baldwin, for example, in critiquing the ‘Atlantean’ theory of Brasseur de Bourbourg wrote: ‘[a]n 

Egyptian pyramid is no more the same thing as a Mexican pyramid than a Chinese pagoda is the same thing as an 

English light-house’. See Baldwin, Ancient America, in Notes on American Archaeology (New York: Harper & 

Brothers, 1871) p. 183. 
4 The former Jesuit and ‘convert from Rome’ Charles Francis Bonaventure Miel (1818–1902) founded the French 

Episcopal Church of St Sauveur in Philadelphia in 1870, and, during the latter half of the 1850s, taught French 

literature at Harvard. During the Civil War, Charles Francis ‘was sent by Secretary William H. Seward on two 

confidential missions to France, and it was through these that France declined to follow England in acknowledging 

the Confederacy as a belligerent power’. See ‘Rev. Charles F. B. Miel Dead’, The San Francisco Call, 15th 

November 1902. Prior to his conversion to Protestantism, Charles Francis, who, incidentally, had made the 

acquaintance of such noteworthy figures as Charles Gounod and Charles Forbes René de Montalembert, 

represented the liberal Catholic Le Cercle Catholique de la rue de Grenelle at the funeral of Daniel O’Connell at 

the Sant’Agata de’ Goti in Rome in 1847. See Charles F. B. Miel, A Soul’s Pilgrimage (Philadelphia: George W. 

Jacobs, 1899), p. 35. Charles Francis, whilst in America, reputedly befriended Ralph Waldo Emerson and James 

Freeman Clarke. 
5 ‘Pyramids and Pioneers’, Sausalito News, 10th October 1896.  
6 The Christ Church lecture was on the 6th of October, the Academy lecture on the 30th of the same month. The 

Mount Tamalpais Military Academy was the brainchild of the New Brunswick-born Presbyterian minister Arthur 

Crosby (1847–1915). Crosby, who was related to Colonel Rutgers, was heavily inspired by the example of Thomas 

Arnold’s Rugby. Games, horsemanship and the like, were very much the order of the day. See ‘The Late Dr. Arthur 

Crosby’, The Marin Journal, 7th October 1915.  
7 ‘Our Ministers’, San Francisco Newsletter, 12th April 1890. 
8 ‘Pyramids’. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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their agriculture’,11 and ‘their marriage rites’.12 Such similarities, for Miel, were not the least 

bit coincidental. Toltec civilisation was, he argued, a foreign transplant: one that was born on 

the banks of the Nile. ‘[T]he early inhabitants or pioneers of the Pacific coast’, Miel declared, 

‘came from Egypt and were either Egyptians or Phoenicians’.13 Though Miel was somewhat 

noncommittal regarding just how his Egyptian bearers of Toltecan culture made their way to 

North America, he did, as we say, have a few ideas. It was possible, Miel suggested — and 

such a suggestion might indicate that for a clergyman he was rather blasé when it came to 

matters of geological chronology — that the Egyptians had arrived in the Americas by way of 

a sunken continent or land bridge, akin to Haeckel’s Lemuria,14 that once connected southern 

Africa, perhaps from a point near Mozambique or Madagascar, with the westernmost reaches 

of South America. Not for nothing, from the looks of it, did the Marin Journal record that the 

‘talented speaker [Miel] invested the driest details of scholarly research with pleasing 

interest’.15 Not for nothing indeed. The Aztecs, who succeeded Miel’s Egyptianised Toltecs as 

the dominant force in the Valley of Mexico, were, on his account, originally from China. This 

was a ‘fact’, so the Marin summarised Miel, that pileous arithmetic more than sufficed to show: 

‘[t]ake a Chinaman’s cue off and you have an Aztec. Put a cue on an Aztec and you have a 

Chinaman’.16 Whether or not Miel still entertained this belief when, in 1919, as a ‘Y. M. C. A. 

war work secretary’, he accompanied numerous ‘French aviators, tank men and motor truck 

soldiers’ as they sailed from San Francisco to Siberia in order to fight in the Russian Civil War 

we regrettably cannot say.17  

Like Miel, the famous, and famously long-lived, spiritualist, diplomat, and physician James 

Martin Peebles (1822–1922),18 who was an acquaintance of Augustus De Morgan’s, known to 

 
11 ‘Local Intelligence’, The Marin Journal, 5th November 1896.  
12 ‘Pyramids’. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Which, it seems likely, Miel probably had in mind. Miel, it is worth noting, compiled the first catalogue, using 

a system of his own devising, of the Oakland Public Library, within which the works of Haeckel, Darwin, Huxley, 

Wallace, Romanes, Winchell, Agassiz, Spencer, Mivart, Henslow, Lubbock, Hooker, and Gray, etc., were well 

represented. See the Catalogue of the Oakland Free Public Library: Compiled by the order of the Board of 

Trustees by Charles L. Miel (Oakland: Tribune Publishing Company, 1885). 
15 ‘Local Intelligence’. 
16 Ibid. 
17 ‘French Like Jazz and Rough Comedy’, Los Angeles Evening Herald, 6th January 1919.  
18 Kathryn Gin Lum describes Peebles thus: ‘a man of many occupations: scientist, physician, author, long-time 

vegetarian, one-time Universalist minister, and ardent evangelist for Spiritualism’. See Lum, Damned Nation: 

Hell in America from Revolution to Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Evidently, there was 

nary a pie in America that was left untouched by Peebles’s roving fingers. Joscelyn Godwin adds that he was 

‘valiant in the cause of abolition, women’s rights, temperance, anti-tobacco, prison reform, anti-capital 

punishment, pacifism, vegetarianism, freethought, and dress reform’. See Godwin, Upstate Cauldron: Eccentric 

Spiritual Movements in Early New York State (New York: State University of New York Press, 2015), p. 248. 
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Alfred Russel Wallace,19 and the subject of two full biographies whilst he still drew breath,20 

also believed that the Egyptians had played a role in the history of the Americas. ‘Africa was 

circumnavigated by ancient Egyptian mariners’, Peebles wrote in support of Nilotic maritime 

success, ‘and among the relics of that old civilization [Egypt] may be traced indications of an 

acquaintance with the American coast’.21 In multifarious articles and lectures, and he was an 

assuredly indefatigable lecturer, Peebles poured forth upon all and sundry,22 including, on 

several occasions, the highways and byways of myriad antique lands. According to Peebles, 

the pre-Toltec ‘Colhuas’ of Mexico, ‘a great confederacy’ composed of very many ‘subordinate 

nationalities’ — ‘the Olmecs, Xicalancas, Totonacs, Huastecs, Miztecta, Otomis, and Zapotics 

[sic]’ — held ‘marital relations with the Phoenicians, Tyrians and Egyptians, [and] were the 

Pyramid builders of this [the American] continent’.23 To Peebles’s well-travelled eye and well-

stocked brain — and he was indeed, for what it’s worth, truly something of a globetrotter24 — 

the pyramids of America and of Egypt were of much the same stripe. As the Rochester 

Democrat and Chronicle noted of his 1877 Boston-published article ‘Travels in the lands of 

the Aztecs and the Toltecs’: ‘Dr. Peebles has visited and carefully examined the Pyramids on 

both continents, and he concurs with other writers in saying that the Pyramids of Egypt and 

those of Mexico, Yucatan and Central America, bear a striking resemblance to each other’.25 

 
19 See Alfred Russel Wallace, A Defence of Modern Spiritualism (Boston: Colby and Rich, 1874), p. 48.  
20 See Edward Whipple, A Biography of James M. Peebles, M.D., A.M. (Battle Creek Michigan, 1901) and J. O. 

Barrett, The Spiritual Pilgrim: A Biography of James M. Peebles (Boston: William White, 1871). For Peebles’s 

suggested relationship with De Morgan, see James Miller Guinn, A history of California and an extended history 

of Los Angeles and Environs: also containing biographies of well-known citizens of past and present, Volume 

3. (Los Angeles: Historic Record Co., 1915), p. 530. Other famous figures with whom Peebles is known to have 

been acquainted include Sojourner Truth, who, according to Godwin, was an occasional member of Peebles’s 

spiritualist congregation at the First Free Church of Battle Creek, Michigan, and John Harvey Kellogg, the 

inventor of corn flakes. For Truth, see Upstate Cauldron, p. 249; for Kellogg, see Brian C. Wilson, Dr. John 

Harvey Kellogg and the Religion of Biologic Living (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2014), p. 13. 
21 J. M. Peebles, Around the World or, Travels in Polynesia, China, India, Arabia, Egypt, Syria, and other 

“Heathen” Countries (Boston: Colby and Rich, Publishers, 1875), p. 41.  
22 At the 1901 annual camp meeting of the Mississippi Valley Spiritualist Association, Peebles delivered five 

lectures, on various spiritualistic topics, over the course of one week. See ‘Spiritualist Camp’, The Ottumwa 

Courier, 25th July 1901. Peebles, however, was scarcely one note. Over the years, other subjects that he broached 

on the stump included, but were not limited to, the locations of heaven and hell, East Indian magical practices, 

voodoo in New Orleans, the nature of money, Ingersollism, animal magnetism, the races and religions of man, the 

Holy Land, Pompeii and Herculaneum, health and hygiene, and, as he once put it, ‘The Utter Failure of Sectarian 

Christianity to Elevate and Reform Mankind’. See, for the last-named topic, ‘Religious Intelligence’, The New 

York Herald, 26th June 1864.   
23 ‘Ancient America — Its Inhabitants, Atlantis, etc.’, Rochester Democrat and Chronicle, 12th March 1877.  
24 Peebles really got around. Ulysses S. Grant, for example, appointed him United States Consul to Trebizond in 

the Ottoman Empire in 1869, and, reputedly at least, he ‘circled the globe six times during his eventful career’. 

See ‘Dr. Peebles’ Lectures’, Deseret Evening News, 22nd November 1909. N.B. There is some disagreement as to 

the number of Peebles’s circumnavigations. Godwin states that Peebles ‘only’ circled the earth three and a half 

times. See Godwin, Upstate Cauldron, p. 247. 
25 ‘Inhabitants, Atlantis, etc.’. Peebles had intended, or so the Democrat and Chronicle reported, to write a book 

provisionally entitled Old America, Its Origin, Institutions and Decline, which, it seems, likely would have treated 
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Pyramids, however, were not the only evidence of pre-Columbian contact that Peebles could 

adduce: the entirety of Mesoamerican material culture was, on his account, of a transatlantic 

provenance. In a lecture entitled ‘Ancient America’ that he gave in San Francisco late in 1879, 

Peebles declared that ‘[t]he Aztec and Toltec relics preserved in the City Museum of Mexico 

were intensely interesting’, as, in their form and design, ‘they established the fact of maritime 

relations and inter-oceanic intercourse between the Toltecs and the Phoenicians and 

Egyptians’.26 Interestingly, for Peebles, at least on this occasion, regarding who was 

responsible for the initiation of this intercourse, the American natives, for whom he had a great 

deal of admiration and respect,27 probably had priority. One gets the feeling, in fact, on account 

of his wording, that he might have been familiar with the work of Charles Wolcott Brooks.28 

Though, even if he wasn’t, in coming to his conclusions, he certainly drew upon the same, 

broadly Agassizian, geological themes:  

 

As the Lamentian rocks, far to the north of us, constitute the oldest range of rocks in the 

world; as Cholula is considered the oldest pyramidal structure known, why may it not be 

true that this is the old world, and that the Egyptians learned pyramid-building from the 

ancient Americans of this continent?29 

 

Though not in the least bit monomaniacally concerned with postulating exclusively Egyptian 

origins for various New World artefacts, styles, and institutions, the Wiltshire-born English 

author Anne Walbank Buckland (1832–1899), like Miel and Peebles, nonetheless considered 

it likely that Egypt, alongside various other Old World ‘peoples’ and ‘nations’, had done much 

to shape the material cultures and traditions of the ancient Americas. Buckland, who has been 

 

of issues pertaining to pre-Columbian transoceanic contacts, etc. So far as I have been able to discern, however, 

the volume never appeared.   
26 ‘Ancient America’, The Pacific Rural Press, 6th December 1879.  
27 Godwin, Upstate Cauldron, p. 249.  
28 Compare Brooks’s Early Migrations of the Chinese Race, Philosophy of their Early Development, with an 

Inquiry into the Evidences of their American Origin; Suggesting the Great Antiquity of Races on the American 

Continent (San Francisco: 1876), p. 30. Note, however, that Louis Agassiz’s popular essay ‘America The Old 

World’ (compiled in his Geological Sketches and published in 1867) may well be the ultimate source of both 

Brooks’s and Peebles’s, quite similar, contentions. Agassiz wrote: ‘[f]irst-born among the Continents, though so 

much later in culture and civilization than some of more recent birth, America, so far as her physical history is 

concerned, has been falsely denominated the New World’. See Agassiz, Geological Sketches by L. Agassiz 

(Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1867), p. 1. 
29 ‘Ancient America’.  
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subject to some, faintly sexist, historiographical condescension,30 was the daughter of a tanner, 

civil engineer, and onetime bankrupt named William Buckland,31 and was one of the first 

women to become a member of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland. 

Buckland’s ‘Facts Suggestive of Prehistoric Intercourse Between East and West’, in which she 

demonstrated the likelihood, if not quite the reality, of numerous pre-Columbian 

interhemispheric cultural exchanges, was read, at a meeting chaired by William Henry Flower, 

before the Anthropological Institute on the 25th of November 1884. According to Buckland, 

who, as is also worth mentioning, contributed to the founding collection of the Pitt Rivers 

Museum,32  

 

in long bygone ages, as at the present day, there was a constant surging to and fro of peoples, 

sometimes by accidental migration, sometimes driven onward by enemies of a ruder race, 

yet always carrying with them fresh germs of thought, to be planted in new soil, to bring 

forth plants differing from those from which they originally sprang, although still bearing a 

family likeness to the parent stem.33 

 

Buckland’s strikingly bio-botanical metaphor, and roundly imperial subtext,34 appeared only 

as an addendum. The main body of her ‘Facts Suggestive’, with which her audience appears to 

have had no cause to complain,35 was a rather ragtag, though nonetheless quite thorough, 

enumeration of various transatlantic and transpacific cultural parallels and artefactual 

resemblances. To Buckland’s mind, such similitudes were evidence, and good evidence too, of 

 
30 See Glyn Daniel, The Idea of Prehistory (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1971), p. 91. Daniel, somewhat 

cursorily, wrote of ‘a Miss Buckland who, from 1878 onwards, set out in a series of papers — they have names 

like Primitive Agriculture, Prehistoric Intercourse Between East and West, Four as a Sacred Number, etc. — a 

most violent and uncompromising hyperdiffusionism’.  
31 Whose career progression was somewhat different to that of his famous namesake. See George Elwick, The 

Bankrupt Directory: Being a Complete Register of all the Bankrupts; with their Residences, Trades, and Dates 

when they Appeared in the London Gazette (London: Simpkin, Marshall, and Co., 1843), p. 62.  
32 See Peter Mitchell, ‘Stone Age Sub-Saharan Africa’, in Dan Hicks and Alice Stevenson, eds., World 

Archaeology at the Pitt Rivers Museum: a characterization (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2013), p. 23. 
33 Anne Walbank Buckland, ‘Facts Suggestive of Prehistoric Intercourse Between East and West’, The Journal of 

the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 14, 1885: p. 232. 
34 As Steven Rose has noted, and as will always bear repeating, ‘[t]he metaphors and analogies we find attractive 

are laden with cultural values and expectations that come from outside our science’. See Rose, Lifelines: Biology, 

Freedom, Determinism (London: Penguin Books, 1998), p. 68.  
35 Robert Lowie, some fifty years later, noted, regarding Buckland, in order to dispel the myth that evolutionism 

and diffusionism were mutually exclusive or contrary tendencies in Victorian ethnological theory, that ‘[w]hatever 

we may think of her evidence, she was certainly not lynched by her audience’. See Robert H. Lowie, The History 

of Ethnological Thought (New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1937), p. 90.   
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all manner of pre-Columbian contacts. Taking her cue from what she perceived to be ‘the 

increased importance accorded to the science of Anthropology’36 at the meeting of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science at Montreal in 1884, ‘the first time the association 

[had] ventured beyond the comfortable confines of the British Isles’,37 Buckland affirmed ‘the 

desirability of endeavouring to gather together such broken threads as might help us to a 

knowledge respecting that early prehistoric intercourse, which most anthropologists believe to 

have taken place between the two hemispheres’.38 Her purpose, in short, was both synthetic 

and synoptic, and Egypt was very much in play.  

Taking Augustus Lane Fox’s ‘Early Modes of Navigation’ as a typological guide to the 

history of nauticality,39 Buckland alleged that ‘we find that the Waraus of Guiana, and the Ahts 

of North America, fashion their canoes after the Birmese [sic] model’ and that ‘[i]n California’, 

though she knew not how or when it got there, ‘we see the papyrus float of Egypt’.40 Egyptian 

inspiration was, in fictive fact, widely spread across the Americas. The ‘mahquahuitl’, a 

‘curious weapon… very frequent in the Mexican paintings’, somewhat resembled, amongst 

many other things, ‘the Egyptian hieroglyph known as the emblem of stability’,41 and the 

‘protruding tongue’ of Quetzalcoatl was also, and probably originally, associated with ‘the god 

Bes in Egypt’ and the ‘Gorgon of Etruria’.42 For Buckland, in truth, there was scarce anything 

 
36 ‘Facts Suggestive’., p. 222.  
37 Ciaran Toal, ‘Protestants, Catholics, and Masonic Conspiracies: The British Association in Montreal (1884)’, 

Isis, 107 (1), 2016: p. 26.   
38 ‘Facts Suggestive’, p. 222. Buckland adverted to Daniel Wilson in support of this contention, even though 

Wilson, in the source Buckland cited, only deals with the possible routes taken by roundly anonymous 

prehistorical peoples during a hypothetical original peopling of the Americas. See Wilson, Prehistoric Man: 

Researches into the Origin of Civilisation in the Old and the New World VOL. II (London: MacMillan and Co., 

1876), pp. 384-385. Additionally, Wilson was very much wise to the sort of temptations to which Buckland 

appears to have enthusiastically fallen: ‘[i]n Central America especially we are tempted to conceive of the possible 

meeting of immature South American civilisation with that which an essentially distinct migration had borne 

across the Atlantic’. Ibid., p. 383. Wilson’s opinion on significant pre-Columbian contact tout court, which, I 

imagine, would gladden the heart of many a modern anthropologist, was as follows: ‘[t]he conviction of some 

ancient intercourse between the Old World and the New has furnished a fruitful theme for speculation, almost 

from the year in which the Genoese voyager achieved his long-cherished dream of discovery. It has only required 

the asserted recovery of Egyptian, Phoenician, or Punic traces of graphic or plastic art, to revive the faith in an 

American commonwealth old as that Atlantis which the Egyptian priesthood told of to Solon as even then among 

the things of an ancient past. Such speculations have been discussed in all their changing forms, and investigated 

with loving enthusiasm, though ever proving intangible when pressed to any practical deduction’. Ibid., p. 81.  
39 It is interesting to note that Lane Fox, like Buckland, was not at all averse to arguing in favour of the historicity 

of incredibly long-distance cultural connections. ‘The racial connexion between the Australians and the Egyptians, 

first put forward by Professor Huxley, has hardly met with general acceptance as yet; but, startling as it at first 

sight appeared, the more we look into the evidence bearing upon it, the less improbable, to say the least, it 

becomes, when viewed by the light of comparative culture’. See ‘Early Modes of Navigation’, The Journal of the 

Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 4, 1875: pp. 399-437. 
40 ‘Facts Suggestive’, p. 223.  
41 Ibid., p. 225. 
42 Ibid., 226. 



181 
 

in the long history of human habitation in the Americas that didn’t add to ‘the weight of 

evidence proving a prehistoric connection between the two hemispheres’: 

 

Another still more curious resemblance between the sculpturings of the East and West is 

found in the winged globe so well known in Egyptian, Assyrian, and Persian sculptures. The 

American example of this mythological emblem is drawn in [John Lloyd] Stephens’s 

[Incidents of Travel in Central America], having been found by him among the ruins of 

Ocosingo. These ruins are pyramidal structures, over the door of one of which appears this 

ornament in stucco. Stephens describes it thus: ‘The wings are reversed, there is a fragment 

of a circular ornament, which may have been intended for a globe, but there are no remains 

of serpents entwining it’. On comparing the figure of this ornament from Stephens’s book 

with the Egyptian form, I believe no one will doubt that, notwithstanding the reversed 

position, the two are substantially the same.43 

 

That ‘analogies between the customs [and architecture, etc.] ancient and modern of the eastern 

and western hemispheres might be indefinitely extended’ was sufficient to show, Buckland 

argued, ‘that practices so identical and so widely extended must have had a common origin’.44 

It was ‘impossible to imagine’, Buckland averred, and she was evidently an exceptionally 

imaginative individual, ‘that all these things could have originated spontaneously in so many 

different centres’.45 ‘[E]ither the ancient prehistoric civilised peoples of America must have 

conveyed their ideas and customs to the Old World in some mysterious manner’, and 

Buckland’s language here should make her preference plain, ‘or they must have received the 

germs of these ideas and customs from the eastern hemisphere’.46 Though the late archaeologist 

Glyn Daniel was not always an accurate expositor of other people’s ideas,47 he was not far 

wrong when he said that according to Buckland ‘civilization was never, never independently 

acquired. It could not be, and it was not’.48 

 
43 Ibid., pp. 232, 226. 
44 Ibid., p. 231. 
45 Ibid., p. 231.  
46 Ibid., p. 232.  
47 See above; more of which anon.  
48 Idea of Prehistory, p. 91. Of course, ‘civilization’ is an awfully big, and not particularly useful, word. As the 

Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk has noted ‘[e]ven the most intelligent thinker will, if he talks too long about cultures 

and civilizations, begin to spout nonsense’. See Pamuk, ‘A Guide to Being Mediterranean’, in Other Colors: 

Essays and a Story, trans. Maureen Freely, (New York: Vintage International, 2008), pp. 195-196. 
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Another nineteenth-century woman for whom an Egyptian presence could be espied in the 

ancient Americas was none other than the enigmatic matriarch of Victorian occultism Helena 

Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891), whose Isis Unveiled (1877), unlike her later and even more 

elaborate The Secret Doctrine (1888), in which the Theosophical credendum of so-called ‘root 

races’ was exhaustively adumbrated,49 largely maintained the age-old hermeticist fascination 

with, and valorisation of, all things Egyptian.50 Ancient Egypt, for Blavatsky, was a veritable 

wonderland of human intellectual and artistic achievement: even ‘[t]heir beer’, she affirmed, 

‘must have been strong and excellent — like everything they did’.51 Egypt, in the impressively 

syncretic Isis Unveiled,52 was one of the primary sources of what Cold War-era ideologues 

would tendentiously dub the Judaeo-Christian tradition: ‘Egypt was where Moses learned the 

ancient magic lore, which he transmitted to the Jews. Egypt was also the place where Jesus 

passed his youth, and where, according to Blavatsky, he was trained in the occult and in 

working miracles’.53 Given this hyperbolic conception of the Nile’s innumerable civilisational 

attainments, it should not, therefore, be unduly surprising that Blavatsky also thought that the 

ancient Egyptians had mastered the use of electricity,54 and, as already alluded to, had likely 

crossed the Atlantic on more than one occasion.  

 
49 See, for some explanation of this, Sumathi Ramaswamy, The Lost Land of Lemuria: Fabulous Geographies, 

Catastrophic Histories (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), esp. pp. 53-69. See also Colin Kidd, The 

Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant Atlantic World, 1600–2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006), pp. 236-246. 
50 According to the Israeli historian Isaac Lubelsky, during the composition of Isis Unveiled ‘the genealogical 

hierarchy of ideas she [Blavatsky] ascribed to the sources of the esoteric lore had not yet crystallised… In the 

early stage, the founder of the [Theosophical] Society referred mainly to ancient Egypt as the fount of ancient 

knowledge, but as time went on India increasingly became the destination for the search after the occult’. See 

Lubelsky, Celestial India: Madame Blavatsky and the Birth of Indian Nationalism (Sheffield: Equinox Publishing 

Ltd, 2012), p. 120. 
51 Helena P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and Theology. 

Vol. 1. — Science (New York: J. W. Bouton, 1877), p. 543.  
52 One of the, sometimes implicit, sometimes explicit, purposes of which was to pre-empt Christianity, which, for 

Blavatsky, was merely a part of a much greater whole, in reconciling revealed religion with the extended contents 

and chronologies of nineteenth-century science. As the literary critic Peter Washington has noted: ‘[i]nstead of 

opposing religion with the facts as presented by Victorian science, she [Blavatsky] attempts to subsume those 

facts into a grand synthesis that makes religious wisdom not the enemy of scientific knowledge but its final goal’. 

See Washington, Madame Blavatsky’s Baboon: History of the Mystics, Mediums and Misfits Who Brought 

Spiritualism to America (New York: Shocken Books, 1995), p. 52. Colin Kidd has similarly noted that ‘Blavatsky 

took the view that the ‘occult sciences’ had an important function: to mediate between the prevalent but influential 

errors of both Darwinian anthropology and a narrowly conceived reading of the biblical account of the origins of 

mankind’. ‘Indeed, Blavatsky was at bottom an accommodationist, attempting not only to effect a concordance 

between the world’s great religions, but also between those aspects of the greater underlying truth captured by 

such antagonists as Christians and Darwinians. In its early mentions of wholly physical and wholly spiritual 

creatures, after which came the union of the physical and the spiritual in the Adamite race, the Bible, Blavatsky 

believed, encoded a version of Darwinian evolution and the Theosophical transformation of races’. See Kidd, The 

Forging of Races, pp. 240, 242.  
53 Lubelsky, Celestial India, p. 122.  
54 Just like the Israelites and Phoenicians of Constantine Belveselsky Warrand. More broadly, Fritze notes: 

‘[a]ccording to Blavatsky, the ancients were not primitives. They, particularly the Egyptians, possessed knowledge 



183 
 

For Blavatsky, the Herodotean recollection55 of the voyage supposedly undertaken by the 

Phoenician-manned fleet of the Pharaoh Necho II did not, or didn’t only, concern, as has been 

customarily assumed,56 an early circumnavigation of Africa, but rather a journey to the 

Americas. Drawing heavily upon the Egyptological researches of the German diplomat 

Christian Charles Josias von Bunsen (1791–1860), who was an acquaintance of Friedrich 

Schlegel’s and a patron of Max Müller’s,57 Blavatsky penned an effusive encomium to 

Egyptian adventure:  

 

If now we turn to navigation, we will find ourselves able to prove, on good authorities, that 

Necho II fitted out a fleet on the Red Sea and despatched it for exploration. The fleet was 

absent above two years and instead of returning through the Straits of Babelmandeb [the 

Mandeb Strait], as was wont, sailed back through the Straits of Gibraltar. Herodotus was 

not at all swift to concede to the Egyptians a maritime achievement so vast as this. They 

had, he says, been spreading the report that “returning homewards, they had the sunrise on 

their right hands; a thing which to me is incredible”. “And yet”, remarks the author of the 

heretofore-mentioned article [Bunsen’s Egypt’s Place in Universal History58], “this 

incredible assertion is now proved incontestable, as may well be understood by anyone who 

has doubled the Cape of Good Hope”. Thus it is proved that the most ancient of these people 

performed a feat which was attributed to Columbus many ages later. They say they anchored 

twice on their way; sowed corn, reaped it and, sailing away, steered in triumph through the 

Pillars of Hercules and eastward along the Mediterranean. “There was a people”, he 

[Bunsen] adds, “much more deserving of the term ‘veteres’ than the Romans and Greeks. 

The Greeks, young in their knowledge, sounded a trumpet before these and called upon all 

the world to admire their ability. Old Egypt, grown gray in her wisdom, was so secure of 

 

that was equal to or superior to that of the Victorian world of 1877’. See Ronald H. Fritze, Egyptomania: A History 

of Fascination, Obsession and Fantasy (London: Reaktion Books, 2016), p. 258.   
55 See Herodotus 4.42. Herodotus, The Histories, trans. Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 

p. 248.   
56 See, for example, the entry for ‘Africa’ in Harper’s Dictionary of Classical Antiquities (1898). See also 

‘Aegyptus’, Dictionary of Greek and Roman Geography in Two Volumes: Vol. 1. Abacaenum – Hytanis., ed. 

William Smith, (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1854), p. 45, in which it is noted that ‘[a]t Neco’s 

command… the Phoenicians undertook the circumnavigation of the African peninsula. The success of this 

enterprise is problematical, but, as Major [James] Rennell [1742–1830], in his Essay on the Geography of 

Herodotus [The Geographical System of Herodotus, Examined; and Explained (1800)], has shown, by no means 

impossible’. Herodotus’s little paragraph, for that’s all it is, has encouraged much in the way of speculation.  
57 John R. Davis and Angus Nicholls, ‘Friedrich Max Müller: The Career and Intellectual Trajectory of a German 

Philologist in Victorian Britain’, Publications of the English Goethe Society, 85 (2-3), 2016: pp. 73-74.  
58 The five volumes of which, in English translation by the barrister and traveller Charles H. Cottrell (1806–1860), 

were published by Longman, Green, and Co. between 1848 and 1867.  
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her acquirements that she did not invite admiration and cared no more for the opinion of the 

flippant Greek than we do to-day for that of a Feejee islander”.59 

 

In addition to portraying Herodotus as an unwitting chronicler of pre-Columbian transoceanic 

contact, Blavatsky also suggested, very much like Buckland, that the Old World and the New 

shared a common cultural patrimony. The entirely putative ‘perfect identity of the rites, 

ceremonies, traditions, and even the names of the deities, among the Mexicans and ancient 

Babylonians and Egyptians’60 was to Blavatsky ‘sufficient proof of South America being 

peopled by a colony which mysteriously found its way across the Atlantic’.61 Just how such a 

colony managed to cross the Ocean Sea was not, however, for Blavatsky much of a mystery at 

all, even though she alleged that ‘history’, the secular history of professional, or rather 

professionalising, historians and archaeologists, was ‘silent on [the] point’.62 Blavatsky’s 

ancient colonists, as the secret masters of Theosophical lore were apparently kind enough to 

let her know,63 had traversed an Atlantean continent:  

 

those who consider that there is no tradition, sanctified by ages, without a certain sediment 

of truth at the bottom of it, believe in the Atlantis-legend. There are, scattered throughout 

the world, a handful of thoughtful and solitary students, who pass their lives in obscurity, 

far from the rumors of the world, studying the great problems of the physical and spiritual 

universes. They have their secret records in which are preserved the fruits of the scholastic 

labors of the long line of recluses whose successors they are. The knowledge of their early 

ancestors, the sages of India, Babylonia, Nineveh, and the imperial Thebes; the legends and 

 
59 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled Vol. 1, pp. 542-543. See also Lubelsky, Celestial India, p. 122. Though Bunsen was 

undoubtedly one of Blavatsky’s premier sources for information on ancient Egypt, it should be borne in mind that 

she was often quite loose when it came to matters of citation.  
60 For example, according to Blavatsky (who in this instance took herself to be correcting the ethnological 

infelicities of Brasseur de Bourbourg and the Chevalier des Mousseaux), ‘the Nargal, the Chaldean and Assyrian 

chief of the Magi (Rab-Mag) and the Nagal, the chief sorcerer of the Mexican Indians… [b]oth derive their names 

from Nergal-Sarezer, the Assyrian god, and both have the same faculties, or powers to have an attendant daemon 

with whom they identify themselves completely. The Chaldean and Assyrian Nargal kept his daemon, in the shape 

of some animal considered sacred, inside the temple; the Indian Nagal keeps his wherever he can — in the 

neighboring lake, or wood, or in the house, under the shape of a house-hold animal’. Ibid., p. 556.  
61 Ibid, p. 557.  
62 Ibid.  
63 With whom she communicated via visions or ‘precipitated’ letters. For a good introduction to the intellectual 

and literary sources of Blavatsky’s conception of a ‘Great White Brotherhood of Masters or Mahatmas’, who, 

down through the ages, safeguarded and transmitted knowledge of an unsullied prisca theologia, see Washington, 

Madame Blavatsky’s Baboon, pp. 32-40. Bulwer-Lytton’s Zanoni appears to have much to answer for.  
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traditions commented upon by the masters of Solon, Pythagoras, and Plato, in the marble 

halls of Heliopolis and Sais; traditions which, in their days, already seemed to hardly 

glimmer from behind the foggy curtain of the past; — all this, and much more, is recorded 

on indestructible parchment, and passed with jealous care from one adept to another. These 

men believe the story of the Atlantis to be no fable, but maintain that at different epochs of 

the past huge islands, and even continents, existed where now there is but a wild waste of 

waters. In those submerged temples and libraries the archaeologist would find, could he but 

explore them, the materials for filling all the gaps that now exist in what we imagine is 

history. They say that at a remote epoch a traveller could traverse what is now the Atlantic 

Ocean, almost the entire distance by land, crossing in boats from one island to another, 

where narrow straits then existed.64 

 

Egypt and Elliot Smith 

 

Though none of the aforementioned proponents of a pre-Columbian connection between the 

Americas and Egypt were by any means universally obscure in their day, they have not, with 

the obvious exception of Blavatsky, attracted much in the way of historiographical attention. 

This, however, certainly cannot be said, for good or for ill, of the Australian anatomist Grafton 

Elliot Smith (1871–1937), and, with some variation, his fellow British diffusionists: William 

Halse Rivers Rivers (1864–1922), William James Perry (1887–1949), and John Wilfrid 

Jackson (1880–1978).65  

Starting in 1911, in what, retrospectively, was a fairly subdued fashion, with The Ancient 

Egyptians and their Influence upon the Civilization of Europe, Elliot Smith, whose first 

substantive scientific outings concerned cerebral morphology, produced various publications 

in which it was argued that civilisation had originated in Ancient Egypt, and, by way of a 

 
64 Ibid., pp. 557-558. 
65 See, for example, and in no particular order, Paul Crook, Grafton Elliot Smith, Egyptology & the Diffusion of 

Culture: A Biographical Perspective (Eastbourne: Sussex Academic Press, 2012); L. Sprague de Camp, Lost 

Continents: The Atlantis Theme in History, Science, and Literature (New York: Dover Publications Ltd, 1970); 

Robert Derricourt, Antiquity Imagined: The Mysterious Legacy of Egypt and the Ancient Near East (London: I. 

B. Tauris, 2015); Henrika Kuklick, ed., A New History of Anthropology (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2007); 

Richard Slobodin, W. H. R. Rivers: Pioneer Anthropologist, Psychiatrist of the Ghost Road (Guernsey: Sutton 

Publishing Ltd, 1997); B. G. Trigger, A History of Archaeological Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2006); and Adam Stout, Creating Prehistory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008). The last-mentioned work, that of 

Stout, is of particular value, given that it effectively addresses some common misconceptions.  
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process of cultural diffusion, eventually arrived in the Americas during the first millennium 

AD.66 According to Elliot Smith and his associate W. J. Perry, ancient travellers in search of 

precious metals, and, latterly, ‘lifegiving’ substances,67 had transmitted a ‘heliolithic’, i.e. a 

sun-worshipping and stone-building, culture complex across the globe.68 The geographical 

distribution and spatial proximity of numerous practices, including, and especially, 

mummification, served as proof to Elliot Smith that every corner of the earth69 — from India 

to Papua New Guinea, and, subsequently, Mexico and Peru — had enjoyed the influence of 

Egyptian culture and institutions. Papuan mummies, Elliot Smith believed, were produced 

through the use of techniques that were exceedingly similar to older Egyptian methods, 

likewise those of the Andean Plateau. Elliot Smith’s summary conclusion to his The Migrations 

of Early Culture (1915), which was originally delivered as a lecture before the Manchester 

Literary and Philosophical Society on the 23rd of February 1915, and in which he sought to 

substantiate ‘the fact that the influence of ancient Egyptian civilization, or a particular phase 

of it, had spread to the Far East and America’, is more than enough to give a taste of the whole 

diffusionist scheme:  

 

 
66 Glyn Daniel’s list is broadly indicative: ‘[excluding the abovementioned] [t]hese doctrines [of culture diffusion 

originating in Egypt] were set out in many books. First his Migrations of Culture in 1915, then the Evolution of 

the Dragon in 1919, Elephants and Ethnologists in 1924, In the Beginning: the Origin of Civilization in 1928, 

Human History in 1930, [and] The Diffusion of Culture in 1933’. See Daniel, The Idea of Prehistory, p. 93.  
67 Elliot Smith credited Perry with the discovery of the motive force that lay behind his culture-bearer’s myriad 

perambulations: ‘the most important outcome of this line of research [i.e. his earliest writings on cultural diffusion] 

was the discovery in 1915 by Mr. W. J. Perry of the meaning of this particular geographical distribution [of 

megaliths and mummies]. He not only explained the location of these foci of archaic culture but also the motives 

which impelled small bands of civilized people to wander abroad and settle in certain definite places. These men 

of old were doing precisely what their modern successors have done in California, Klondike, Johannesburg, 

Geelong, Coolgardie, and many other places, and for the same reasons. They were searching for (and exploiting 

when found) materials which had some definite economic or magical value, such as gold, copper, pearls, silver, 

amber, lapis lazuli, turquoise, jade, incense, spices, et cetera’. See Elliot Smith, The Ancient Egyptians and the 

Origin of Civilization (London: Harper & Brothers, 1923), p. x. That Elliot Smith, and Perry, quite openly ascribed 

to the past certain features of the present should not be regarded as having been benedictory in intent. Perry’s 

politics were Angellian and pacifistic, and he was, in fact, more than a little ambivalent regarding the ultimate 

results of Egypt’s cultural priority, and, indeed, the nature of civilisation more generally. As Adam Stout has 

argued: ‘[t]he central argument of Diffusion is not the detailed process of culture change outlined in their 

vulnerable conjectural history, but the notion that civilization was imposed by force of arms upon a species that 

was essentially peaceful by nature’. See, for more on this, Stout, Creating Prehistory, pp. 83-86, and 108-111. 
68 The term ‘heliolithic’, as Elliot Smith acknowledged, see below, but has scarce been mentioned by other 

commentators (see, for example, Stocking), was originally coined by the Reverend Charles Alexander Brodie 

Brockwell (1875–1965), who from 1906 to 1937 was professor of Hebrew and Semitic languages at McGill 

University in Montreal.  
69 ‘Egypt originated the germs of the civilization of the whole world’. See Elliot Smith, The Ancient Egyptians 

and the Origin of Civilization, p. ix.  
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Between 4000 B.C. and 900 B.C. a highly complex culture compounded of a remarkable 

series of peculiar elements, which were associated the one with the other in Egypt largely 

by chance, became intimately interwoven to form the curious texture of a cult which 

Brockwell has labelled “heliolithic”, in reference to the fact that it includes sun-worship, the 

custom of building megalithic monuments, and certain extraordinary beliefs concerning 

stones. An even more peculiar and distinctive feature, genetically related to the development 

of megalithic practices and the belief that human beings could dwell in stones, is the custom 

of mummification. The earliest known Egyptians (before 4000 B.C.) practised weaving and 

agriculture, performed the operation of “incision” (the prototype of complete circumcision), 

and probably were sun-worshippers. Long before 3400 B.C. they began to work copper and 

gold. By 3000 B.C. they had begun the practice of embalming, making rock-cut tombs, stone 

superstructures and temples. By the mere chance that the capital of the united Kingdom of 

Egypt happened to be in the centre of serpent-worship (and the curious symbolism 

associated with it…), the sun, serpent and Horus-hawk… became blended in the symbol of 

sun-worship and as the emblem of the king, who was regarded as the son of the sun-god. 

The peculiar beliefs regarding the possibility of animate beings dwelling in stone-statues 

(and later even in uncarved columns), and of human beings becoming petrified, developed 

out of the Egyptian practices of the Pyramid Age (circa 2800 B.C.). By 900 B.C. practically 

the whole of the complex structure of the “heliolithic” culture had become built up and 

definitely realised in Egypt, with numerous purely accidental additions from neighbouring 

countries. The great migration of the “heliolithic” culture-complex probably began shortly 

before 800 B.C. … Passing to the east the culture-complex reached the Persian Gulf strongly 

tainted with the influence of North Syria and Asia Minor, and when it reached the west coast 

of India and Ceylon, possibly as early as the end of the eighth century B.C., it had been 

profoundly influenced not only by… Mediterranean, Anatolian, and especially Babylonian 

accretions, but even more profoundly with East African modifications. These Ethiopian 

influences became more pronounced in Indonesia (no doubt because in India and the west 

the disturbances created by other cults have destroyed most of the evidence). From 

Indonesia the “heliolithic” culture-complex was carried far out into the Pacific and 

eventually reached the American coast, where it bore fruit in the development of the great 

civilizations on the Pacific littoral and isthmus, whence it gradually leavened the bulk of the 

vast aboriginal population of the Americas.70  

 
70 Elliot Smith, The Migrations of Early Culture: A study of the Significance of the Geographical Distribution of 
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In accounting for the genesis of Elliot Smith’s ‘hyper-diffusionist’71 account of world history, 

there is little reason to dissent from the explanation recently proposed by the Australian 

historians Ross L. Jones and Warwick Anderson. According to the University of Sydney duo, 

one of whose concerns has been to bring to light the apparently ignored ‘antipodean hegemony 

in British anatomy and anthropology between the wars’,72 Elliot Smith, given his wild colonial 

provenance,73 was ‘pre-adapted to diffusionist models that explained cultural achievement in 

terms of the migration, contact and mixing of peoples’.74 As Jones and Anderson have 

succinctly noted, taking into consideration most of the relevant biographical details:  

 

Having grown up in a settler society fretting about its ability to transmit, in a lasting fashion, 

European civilization to an alien continent, Elliot Smith was naturally a diffusionist. As a 

medical student he took to heart the University of Sydney’s motto, Sidere mens eadem 

mutato, ‘The same spirit under a different sky’. Experience and reflection in Egypt, where 

he spent the early years of the century as professor of anatomy at the Government Medical 

School in Cairo, gave particular expressive form and specific historical lineage to his 

diffusionist tendencies. He became convinced that ancient Egypt was the source of 

civilization, the well from which the rest of the world eventually drew.75 

 

the Practice of Mummification as Evidence of the Migrations of Peoples and the Spread of certain Customs and 

Beliefs (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1915), pp. 132-134. 
71 ‘Hyperdiffusion’ is a term that originates with the Welsh archaeologist, and original presenter of Animal, 

Vegetable, Mineral?, Glyn Daniel (1914–1986), who was, without exaggeration, genuinely appalled by what he 

took to be the epistemic frailties of Elliot Smith’s anthropological work. According to Daniel, ‘Elliot Smith and 

Perry really abandoned any pretence at scientific method’, and, rather than evaluating evidence and arriving at a 

theory, they evaluated a theory and arrived at the evidence. Interestingly enough, however, Daniel was not 

necessarily the most attentive reader of material that he quite obviously, and perhaps quite rightly, disdained. 

Whereas Daniel claimed of Elliot Smith that he ‘saw small groups of people setting out, mainly by sea, from 

Egypt and colonizing and civilizing the world’, Elliot Smith in The Ancient Egyptians and the Origin of 

Civilization (1923), a book from which Daniel was able to quote, plainly states that ‘it must not be assumed that 

the Egyptians themselves were directly responsible for spreading their great inventions abroad throughout the 

world’. Polemic, evidently, is of course great fun, but it is not always conducive to accurate scholarship. See 

Daniel, The Idea of Prehistory, pp. 91-96. For Elliot Smith’s account, see The Ancient Egyptians, p. xii. Daniel’s 

misapprehension of Elliot Smith’s argument is still very much alive in twenty-first-century academe. Jeb Card, 

for example, in his otherwise wonderful Spooky Archaeology: Myth and the Science of the Past (Albuquerque: 

University of New Mexico, 2018), p. 262, writes that ‘[t]he most prominent academic hyperdiffusionist, Grafton 

Elliot Smith, suggested that the Egyptians colonized the world in search of elixirs of immortality’. 
72 In addition to Elliot Smith, Jones and Anderson name Raymond Dart and Joseph L. Shellshear, both of whom 

were former students of Elliot Smith’s. See Warwick Anderson and Ross L. Jones, ‘Wandering anatomists and 

itinerant anthropologists: the antipodean sciences of race in Britain between the wars’, The British Journal for the 

History of Science, 48 (1), 2015: p. 3.  
73 It is worth mentioning that the ‘Grafton’ in ‘Grafton Elliot Smith’ is in honour of Grafton, New South Wales, 

where Elliot Smith was born.  
74 Anderson and Jones, ‘Wandering Anatomists’, p. 1. 
75 Ibid., p. 2. 
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The very geography of Elliot Smith’s life, in other words, was the principal source from which 

his many rivers flowed. The increasingly interconnected world of the late Victorian British 

Empire, within which Elliot Smith and his ideas were incubated and born, heavily impacted his 

conception of the past. ‘Indeed, it seems obvious’, so Henrika Kuklick has declared, ‘that 

diffusionist phenomena had to be of interest at a time of considerable population movement 

worldwide’.76 As Elliot Smith himself averred: ‘in former ages knowledge and culture spread 

in much the same way as they are known to be diffused to-day [sic]. The only difference is that 

the pace of migration has become accelerated’.77 History had its motor, and it kept on motoring 

on. 

Given that the various aspects of Elliot Smith’s career, and, indeed, the general institutional 

and intellectual trajectory of diffusionist theory in anthropology, have already been treated at 

suitable length elsewhere, what follows herein predominantly treats of a presently 

underexplored episode of diffusion-related controversy — the discussion initiated by Elliot 

Smith in the pages of Nature concerning the representation of the elephant in pre-Columbian, 

principally Maya, American art.78  

 

Elliot Smith’s elephants 

 

In the first of two expository letters to Nature on the question of the presence of the elephant 

in Maya art, which was published on the 25th of November 1915, Elliot Smith began by 

recalling an observation that was made some seven decades before by the American explorer 

John Lloyd Stephens (1805–1852). According to Stephens, who was Martin Van Buren’s 

Special Ambassador to Central America, and whose Incidents of Travel in Central America, 

Chiapas, and Yucatan (1841) did much to foster Anglo-American interest in Mesoamerican 

antiquities, there was ‘an elaborately carved “idol” at Copan [sic]’ in Honduras that had two 

 
76 Henrika Kuklick, ‘The British Tradition’, in Henrika Kuklick, ed., A New History of Anthropology (New York: 

John Wiley & Sons), p. 68. See also Card, Spooky Archaeology, p. 112, who writes: ‘[t]he appeal of diffusion 

during the height of European imperialism is obvious’. 
77 The Migration of Early Cultures, p. v.   
78 Crook, for example, who, for some pages at least, treats of the elephant issue as it pertains to the publication 

and reception of Elliot Smith’s Elephants and Ethnologists in 1924, gives no exegesis of the earlier discussion on 

the same topic that took place in the pages of Nature.  
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ornaments at its top that looked ‘like the trunks of elephants, an animal unknown in that 

country’.79  

     For Elliot Smith, who, earlier that year, in his Migrations of Early Culture, had already 

made the general case in favour of pre-Columbian culture contact between Eurasia and the 

Americas, this, not at all extended, remark, was something of a smoking gun. For, though 

Stephens himself, writing at the start of the 1840s, didn’t deign to draw anything like the lesson 

that Elliot Smith would have liked him to draw,80 to Elliot Smith’s mind there was nothing in 

such a comment, no matter how casual, that was amenable to doubt. Maya art, as exemplified 

by the Copán ‘idol’ was surely a product of transpacific cultural diffusion. ‘No one who looks 

at the accompanying tracing which I have taken from Dr. A. P. Maudslay’s magnificent atlas 

of photographs and drawings of the Central American monuments’, Elliot Smith declared, 

‘should have any doubt about the justification for Stephens’s comment’. ‘Moreover’, he 

continued, ever anatomically minded, ‘the outline of the head is so accurately drawn as to 

enable the zoologist to identify the original model of the design as the Indian species of 

elephant’.81  

Though the subspecific identity of the design was to Elliot Smith perfectly apparent, he also 

argued that it was equally clear that his conjectural Maya sculptor was not directly ‘familiar 

with the actual animal’ itself.82 For, as he noted, ‘he has mistaken the eye for the nostril, and 

the auditory meatus for the eye, and represented the tusk (note its relation to the lower lip) and 

the ventral surface of the trunk in a conventionalised manner, without any adequate realisation 

of the true nature of the features he was modelling’.83 Though one might be tempted to suppose 

that in suggesting the above Elliot Smith somewhat weakened his own case — given 

conventionalisation why couldn’t the iconography of the Copán ‘idol’, or stela B as it is 

otherwise known, simply be a product of Maya imagination and fancy? — he himself was of 

the opposite view. That ‘[c]ertain early Chinese craftsmen adopted a similar convention in their 

 
79 Grafton Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Columbian Representations of the Elephant in America’, Nature, 96 (2404), 1915, p. 

340. Elliot Smith must have been quoting from memory. Stephens’s wording is slightly different: ‘[t]he two 

ornaments at the top appear like the trunk of an elephant, an animal unknown in that country’. See John Lloyd 

Stephens, Incidents of Travel in Central American, Chiapas, and Yucatan Vol. I. (London: John Murray, 1841), p. 

156.  
80 In fact, Stephens drew no lesson at all. See Incidents of Travel in Central American, p. 158, where Stephens, in 

a somewhat republican spirit, writes: ‘I have… given engravings of all the most interesting monuments of Copan, 

and I repeat they are accurate and faithful representations. I have purposely abstained from all comment. If the 

reader can derive from them but a small portion of the interest that we did, he will be repaid for whatever he may 

find unprofitable in these pages’. 
81 Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Col. Rep.’, p. 340. 
82 Ibid., p. 340. 
83 Ibid. 
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representation of the elephant’s tusk and ventral aspect of the trunk’84 was surely telling, and 

was to Elliot Smith suggestive of a conclusion that he had already roundly reached: civilisation 

or culture, conceived as a set or ‘complex’ of variously interdependent traits, institutions, 

ideologies, tools and techniques had diffused from Egypt to its east — from India to China, 

from China to Southeast Asia, and from Southeast Asia to Central America and beyond. All of 

the features of the stela’s topmost ornamentation, Elliot Smith alleged, proved ‘quite 

conclusively that the sculpture represents an elephant’s head, and that it was not modelled from 

the real creature. In other words, the craftsman was copying an earlier model (presumably made 

by some immigrant from Asia) without understanding the “points” of the elephant’.85 

After having made his positive case, skimpy though it might now seem, Elliot Smith 

proceeded to review the wider state of what some dowdy old Herr Professor Whatsit might call 

the amerikanische Elefantenfrage. The pioneering English Mayanist Alfred Percival Maudslay 

(1850–1931), whose work Elliot Smith greatly admired, and upon which he was dependent for 

much of his information on Central American architecture and statuary, though happy enough 

to admit the ‘“elephant-like appearance of these heads”’, i.e. those at the top of stela B, 

nonetheless saw, as Elliot Smith noted and quoted, no ‘“reason why the form may not have 

been taken from the tapir, an animal still commonly found in the neighbourhood [of Copán]”’.86 

This account, however, for Elliot Smith, no matter his stated respect for Maudslay’s 

archaeological achievements, simply would not do, and raised, rather than answered, any God’s 

amount of questions. ‘But if this is so’, Elliot Smith inquired of Maudslay’s tapirine conception, 

 

it is surely a remarkable coincidence that, when the sculptor set about transforming the tapir 

into so untapir-like a form, he should have arrived at the precise profile of the Indian 

elephant. Moreover, if the tapir was so familiar to him, why did he mistake its eye for its 

nostril and its meatus for its eye? Why also did he add the embellishments exactly 

corresponding in distribution to the elephant’s pinna, tusk, and under surface of the trunk, 

which become meaningless if the creature is a tapir? The position of the turbaned man on 

 
84 Ibid. Elliot Smith’s working knowledge of Chinese art was derived from the Victoria and Albert Museum 

Handbooks.  
85 Here Elliot Smith refused to consider the question as to what extent one can be said to be representing an 

elephant if one doesn’t know that one is representing an elephant. In short, he didn’t consider the question, in 

Nature at least, of what his Maya sculptor took himself to be doing.  
86 Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Col. Rep.’, p. 341. 
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the head, as well as the instrument in his hand, also become unintelligible if the head is that 

of a tapir. 87 

 

Though Elliot Smith spent rather more space discussing his views, Maudslay got off rather 

lightly, so far as rhetorical drubbings go, in comparison to the great German Mexicanist, and 

student of Adolf Bastian, Eduard Seler (1849–1922), whose opinions, according to Elliot 

Smith, did ‘more credit to his powers of imagination than his plausibility’.88 Seler, as Elliot 

Smith noted with unguarded glee, regarded ‘the objects under discussion as heads of tortoises!’ 

— a position so unwieldy and so obviously false that Elliot Smith thought it ‘scarcely necessary 

to follow the remarkable line of argument which led him to this astounding conclusion’.89  

The views of another German savant, one Dr Wilhelm Stempell, professor of zoology and 

comparative anatomy at the University of Münster,90 were, however, more to Elliot Smith’s 

liking, though only just. Stempell, Elliot Smith recorded, ‘protested vigorously against the idea’ 

that the Copán figures ‘were intended to be anything… [other] than elephants’ and ‘claimed 

that no one with any zoological knowledge could have any doubt on the matter’.91 This much, 

of course, was something with which Elliot Smith could enthusiastically agree, but, in the final 

analysis, he and Stempell were rather far apart. Whereas for Elliot Smith the pre-Columbian 

representation of the elephant in the Americas was further and even confirmatory evidence of 

substantial cultural contact between historical peoples — evidence, in fact, of the influence of 

the Old World on the New — for the German zoologist it was indicative of nothing so much 

as early American man’s cohabitation with the mammoth, quite literally, Elephas columbi.92 

To Elliot Smith’s mind, and this was a point upon which he felt no especial need to dwell, 

Stempell had ‘an amazing disregard for considerations of chronology’.93   

 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. Seler, though Elliot Smith does not mention this, was a great enemy of theories of pre-Columbian contact. 

For further on this, see Benjamin Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 

Press, 1990), pp. 448-451. 
89 Ibid. In the English translation of Seler’s Gesammelte Werke, translated under the supervision of the Harvard-

educated financier and Mayanist Charles Pickering Bowditch (1842–1921), Seler describes the Copán figures as 

‘beautiful large turtles heads’. See Seler, Collected Works in Mesoamerican Linguistics and Archaeology vol. 5 

(Boston MA: Peabody Museum, Harvard University, 1996), p. 285. 
90 Stempell is perhaps best, or maybe even only, remembered as a producer of lantern slides for anatomical and 

zoological instruction. See Stempell, Lichtbilder für den zoologischen und anatomischen Unterricht nach 

Mikrophotogrammen (Dusseldorf: Ed. Liesegang, 1910). 
91 Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Col. Rep.’, p. 341. 
92 First ‘described’ by the Scottish naturalist Hugh Falconer in 1857. 
93 Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Col. Rep.’, p. 341. 
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In concluding the first of his elephantine epistles, Elliot Smith resorted to making a more 

general case for pre-Columbian contact. Copán was not the only place in the Americas where 

representations of the elephant were able to be found. Studious reticence, though very much a 

scientific virtue, was not really needed, so Elliot Smith claimed, in this particular case: 

 

If these sculptures, definite as their features are, were the only representations of the 

elephant in pre-Columbian America, one might perhaps be justified in adopting an attitude 

of reserve as to their significance. But they do not stand alone. Another most remarkable 

and unmistakable example appears as a headdress in bas-relief at Palenque (see Bancroft’s 

“Native Races of the Pacific States of North America”, vol. iv., p. 305). Another is a highly 

conventionalised representation of an elephant’s trunk on the Casa del Gobenador [sic] at 

Uxmal (Bancroft, op. cit., p. 163).  Equally remarkable instances of the use of the elephant 

as a design — in these cases the whole creature — will be found in the so-called “Elephant 

Mound” of Wisconsin, and the “Elephant Pipes” of Iowa.94 

 

The Maya artists of Copán were, per Elliot Smith, the inheritors of a great international 

tradition:  

 

The use of the elephant design in these different ways becomes more intelligible when it is 

recalled that in India and eastern Asia the elephant was frequently represented on temples 

and dagobas, and special sanctity became attached to it in religious architecture. Some of 

the earliest sculptured representations of the elephant in India, going back to the Asokan 

[sic] period… are found to have the tusk and the ventral surface of the trunk exposed in 

precisely the same way as the Copan elephants (see, for example, A. K. Coomaraswamy’s 

“Visvakarmā”, 1914, plate 91).95 

 

 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid. Ananda Coomaraswamy is one of those figures who are rather difficult to adequately epitomise. That Elliot 

Smith read him with some profit, i.e. with some profit for the purposes of Elliot Smith, is, however, certainly of 

interest.   
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Ultimately, in making his general case to the readers of Nature, Elliot Smith sought to enlist 

the aid of scholarly aristocracy. Had not the great Edward Tylor, ‘the leading British 

anthropologist of the nineteenth century’,96 also shown that East Asian influences had steadily 

percolated their way across the Pacific to indubitably American shores? And, if this was so, 

why quibble with the ideas of a humble Australian anatomist?  

 

Thirty-six years ago, Sir Edward Tylor proved that the pre-Columbian Mexicans had 

acquired the Hindu game called pachisi (Journ. Anthr. Inst., 1879, p. 128). Fifteen years 

later the same distinguished anthropologist directed attention (British Association Report, 

1894, p. 774) to the fact that the Mexican scribes had represented in their Aztec picture-

writing (Vatican Codex) a series of scenes taken from Japanese Buddhist temple scrolls. If 

this is admitted — and the facts are much too definite and precise to be denied — the last 

reason disappears for refusing to admit the identification of the Copan heads as elephants. 

For if it has been possible for complicated games and a series of strange beliefs (and 

elaborate pictorial representations of them) to make their way to the other side of the Pacific, 

the much simpler design of an elephant’s head could also have been transferred from India 

or the Far East to America.97  

 

Interestingly, and perhaps once quite famously, though Elliot Smith was more than happy to 

send Tylor to the breach if the breach could do with some filling, he was very far from being 

an uncritical fan of the former Quaker anthropologist. Elliot Smith, in fact, considered Tylor, 

like Seler’s teacher Bastian, to have been a purveyor of ‘outworn dogmas’.98 Social 

evolutionism, such as that pioneered by Tylor and his contemporaries, was, in actuality, as 

Elliot Smith acridly argued in the pages of Science in 1917, ‘a cloud of empty sophistry and 

misapplied Herbartian philosophy’,99 and hence thoroughly, and more than a mite ironically, 

 
96 George W. Stocking, After Tylor: British Social Anthropology, 1888–1951 (Madison: University of Wisconsin 

Press, 1995), p. 3.  
97 Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Col. Rep.’, p. 341. Of course, contra Elliot Smith, Tylor hadn’t really ‘proved’ anything. 
98 Elliot Smith, ‘The Origin of the Pre-Columbian Civilization of America’, Science, 54 (1158), 1917: p. 241. 
99 Ibid., p. 243. ‘Herbartian’ as in the German idealist philosopher Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776–1841), a figure 

not often mentioned in anglophone intellectual history (much the same point has been made by Edward S. Reed, 

see From Soul to Mind: The Emergence of Psychology from Erasmus Darwin to William James [New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1997], pp. 247-248). It is possible that Elliot Smith first came across this reference in Tylor’s 

obituary for Bastian published in Man in 1905. Tylor wrote: ‘Bastian’s other contribution to anthropology is in 

the domain of ideas. The conception of a Völkerpsychologie — of a science, that is, which studies the phenomena 

of the corporate social life of peoples, as ordinary psychology studies the mental phenomena of individuals, and 
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anti-evolutionary. If anthropology was to be properly Darwinian, and being properly Darwinian 

seemingly necessitated that a great deal of time and attention be spent on questions of Maya 

art and architecture, only diffusionism would do:  

 

the very essence of the conception of evolution is the derivation of all organisms from a 

common source. It is the teaching of Bastian and Tylor which is a repudiation of evolution; 

for it is a much closer approximation to the biological idea to look upon [the] similar 

complex organizations of a series of artificial civilizations as having been derived from the 

same common source, just as all vertebrate animals were the offspring of one stock, which, 

after spreading abroad, became more or less specialized in a distinctive way in each 

locality.100 

 

The sequel 

 

In the second of his letters to Nature on the question of the Maya ‘elephants’, Elliot Smith, as 

part of an ongoing review of literature relevant to his topic, introduced to his audience one 

more interpretation of the Copán reliefs that, like those he had already rather brusquely 

surveyed, he considered to be an attempt to forestall an obvious conclusion. According to Elliot 

Smith, the only real reason one could have to deny the proboscidean nature of the Copán 

sculptures was commitment to a form of American isolationism — to what, regarding the same 

subject, he would soon enough term ‘the ethnological Monroe Doctrine’:101  

 

[when] I wrote my letter on this subject to NATURE (November 25, [1915] p. 340) I was 

not aware of the fact that another interpretation of the Copan elephants was being considered 

in America. The admission of the proboscidean nature of the sculptures in question would 

place those who indulge in speculations as to the wholly indigenous origin and local 

evolution of the pre-Columbian civilisation of America in so critical a dilemma that from 

 

has, of course, its place far back in the philosophy of the Greek world, and in modern times had been reformulated 

for example by Herbart as early as 1815’. See E. B. Tylor, ‘Professor Adolf Bastian: Born June 26, 1826; Died 

February 3, 1905’, Man, 5 (76), pp. 141-142. 
100 Elliot Smith, ‘The Origin of the Pre-Columbian Civilization of America’, p. 242. 
101 Paul Crook, Grafton Elliot Smith, p. 65. Additionally, see below.  
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time to time efforts have been made to discredit the obvious view of regarding them as 

elephants. In my previous letter I directed attention to the attempts which had been made to 

convert them into tapirs or tortoises. Certain American ethnologists are now suggesting that 

the Copan reliefs in question were really intended to represent blue macaws!102 

 

Now, though Elliot Smith thought his own case obvious and scarce disputable in completely 

good faith, he nonetheless regarded the macaw theory to be much stronger than the, all too 

desultory, tortoise and tapir assays. For no matter how ‘[l]udicrous… this suggestion… may 

seem to those who examine the features of the unmistakeable elephant, which I reproduced in 

my previous letter, the arguments in support of it are not nearly so lacking in cogency as those 

with which I have already dealt’.103 The macaw theory, though ultimately vitiated by the 

apparent presence of a mahout and what Elliot Smith termed ‘the distinctively Hindu artistic 

feeling in the [Copán sculpture’s] modelling’,104 was still in part a credit to its proponents — 

among whom Elliot Smith, nigh exhaustively, counted Parry, Gordon, Tozzer, Allen, and 

Spinden. For, Elliot Smith believed, though this was not at all their intention, that such men 

had done much to illuminate the way in which originally Asian designs were adapted to 

Mesoamerican cultural circumstances. Art, like all organisms, is subject to its environment:    

 

The representation of a man sitting upon the head is as wholly inappropriate if the beast of 

burden is a macaw, as it would be in the case of a tapir or a tortoise. Nevertheless, this 

suggestion has served to direct attention to points of special interest and importance, viz., 

the striking influence exerted by the representation of a well-known creature, the macaw, 

on the craftsmen who were set the task of modelling the elephant, which to them was an 

alien and wholly unknown animal. It explains how, in the case of the latter, the sculptor 

came to mistake the eye for the nostril and the auditory meatus for the eye, and also to 

employ a particular geometrical design for filling in the area of the auditory pinna. 105 

 

 
102 Elliot Smith, ‘Pre-Columbian Representations of the Elephant in America [2]’, Nature, 96 (2407), 1916, p. 

425. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Ibid. 
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Even though Elliot Smith’s account of cultural diffusion often enough approximated a 

historical reification of fin-de-siècle colonial relations,106 he never regarded the transmission 

of culture to be a passive or automatic process. Heliolithic institutions and ideas were never 

free from change and modification: 

 

When a small band of immigrants, intent upon exploiting the mineral wealth, forces its way 

into a barbarous country, and, in virtue of its superiority of weapons or of skill and 

knowledge, is able to dominate the local people… the stamp of alien civilization… can be 

imprinted upon a large servile population.107 Nor must it be assumed that the new learning 

is adopted wholly and without change. For every people has its own cherished beliefs… 

which no power can wholly eradicate… the new practices are blended with the old… a new 

and distinctive cultural compound is developed, which cannot strictly be regarded either as 

the indigenous or the introduced culture… Thus even when the same elements of a new 

culture are introduced into a series of localities the resultant civilizations are not identical… 

each takes on… characters… which are determined partly by the circumstances under which 

the new leaven has been impressed, and partly by the nature of the pre-existing culture… 

and [the] abilities of the people of the country… Essentially the same external influences 

[originating in Egypt] were brought to bear, in varying ways and in different degrees, upon 

India, Indonesia, Australia, eastern Asia, Oceania, and America; but how strikingly different 

were the results in each of these domains!108 

 
106 Hence, though able to be qualified in various ways, there is more than the one element of truth in the 

archaeologist Robin Derricourt’s recent account of one of Elliot Smith’s more effusive paeans to the achievements 

of Ancient Egypt: ‘[i]f we change 2500 BCE (or 900 BCE) to the late nineteenth century and the decades of Elliot 

Smith’s youth in Australia, and substitute ‘the British Empire’ for ‘Ancient Egypt’, we are in a territory of more 

familiar rhetoric. Such claims for the past sound less anomalous in the setting which generated, supported, and 

listened to the extreme diffusionism of Elliot Smith’. See Derricourt, Antiquity Imagined: The Remarkable Legacy 

of Egypt and the Ancient Near East, p. 129. 
107 Here Elliot Smith echoes his colleague W. H. R. Rivers, who, in his contribution to the Carnegie-backed 

Reports upon the Present Condition and Future Needs of the Science of Anthropology of 1913, with a somewhat 

Nietzschean subtext, argued that ‘[t]here are many features of human culture which point strongly to the vast 

extent of the influence which can be exerted by relatively small numbers of migrating peoples. If the influences 

which produced the outbursts of activity of American culture had been necessarily the work of vast migrating 

hordes of peoples, there would be much reason to agree with the conclusion that American culture is wholly an 

independent growth, but if stimuli to special developments can be applied by small bodies of wanderers, perhaps 

no more numerous than the occupants of a single vessel, many of the objections to the complexity of American 

culture wholly lose their force’. See W. H. R. Rivers, ‘Report on Anthropological Research Outside America’, in 

W. H. R. Rivers, A. E. Jenks, S. G. Morley, Reports upon the Present Condition and Future Needs of the Science 

of Anthropology: At the request of the Carnegie Institution of Washington (Washington: The Carnegie Institution, 

1913), p. 24.  
108 Elliot Smith, ‘The Origin of the Pre-Columbian Civilization of America’, p. 246. 
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In any case, for Elliot Smith, it appears that every disagreement could easily be transmuted into 

an inadvertent support.  

 

Transatlantic controversy 

 

Elliot Smith’s missives to Nature appeared to demand a response, and, indeed, responses were 

forthcoming. Two of the figures whom he mentioned and reproached in his second letter, in 

connexion with the macaw theory, replied to his first — Alfred Marston Tozzer and Herbert J. 

Spinden. The Massachusettsan Tozzer (1877–1954), who had studied anthropology at Harvard 

under Roland B. Dixon109 and was once secretary and treasurer of that institution’s 

undergraduate and graduate anthropological society, was at the time of his rejoinder late in 

1915 Harvard’s curator of Middle American archaeology, and, given that a war was on, a 

captain in the Aviation Section of the American Signal Corps.110 Tozzer, who had great 

practical experience of Maya architectural remains, having worked at Tikal in Guatemala and 

having directed, until interrupted and disrupted by Zapata, the International School of 

American Archaeology and Ethnology in Mexico City, was, in brief, tersely dismissive of the 

quality of Elliot Smith’s evidence. In opening his quietly conveyed and wholly negative case, 

Tozzer simply reaffirmed his conviction, as was originally stated in his and Glover M. Allen’s 

Animal Figures in the Maya Codices (1910), that the sculptural apex of Copán’s stela B was a 

wholly autochthonous representation of Ara militaris, the blue macaw: 

 

I note with no little interest that the subject of “the elephant in America” has been revived 

in a communication to NATURE by Prof. G. Elliot Smith. The animal pictured by Prof. 

Smith has been interpreted by Dr. Allen and myself as a blue macaw (Ara militaris) in the 

following passage: — “The (figure) has even been interpreted as a trunk of an elephant or a 

mastodon, but it is unquestionably a macaw’s beak. In addition to the ornamental cross-

hatching on the beak, which is also seen on the glyph from the same stela, there is an 

ornamental scroll beneath the eye, which likewise is cross-hatched and surrounded by a ring 

 
109 Himself a noted opponent of the diffusionist scheme. See Roland B. Dixon, The Building of Cultures (New 

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1928).  
110 A brief chronological account of Tozzer’s life is given in David L. Browman and Stephen Williams, 

Anthropology at Harvard: A Biographical History, 1790–1940 (Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum Press, 

Harvard University, 2013), pp. 302-305.  
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of subcircular marks that continue to the base of the beak. The nostril is the large oval 

marking directly in front of the eye” (Tozzer and Allen, Peabody Museum Papers, vol. iv., 

No. 3, p. 343, Cambridge, 1910). If Prof. Smith will look on the back of the monument on 

which his figure is found (Maudslay, vol. i., pl. 38), he will note at the bottom the drawing 

of the glyph referred to in the quotation. This is unmistakably a macaw. A comparison of 

this with the “elephant” shows that the two represent the same animal. Other drawings of 

the same bird may be seen in Maudslay, vol. i., pl. 93, glyphs 10, 25, 28, and pl. 112a, glyph 

12.111 

 

As to the other purported artefactual representations of elephants in American archaeology, 

from which Elliot Smith sought to derive some succour and support, Tozzer was coolly 

succinct. ‘Other references to elephants which are given [by Elliot Smith] are the “elephant 

mound” of Wisconsin and the “elephant pipes” of Iowa. The first has been found to represent, 

in all probability, a bear’ and the ‘“elephant pipes” have long been accepted as forgeries by all 

competent archaeologists who have examined them’.112 

Whereas Tozzer’s critique was conducted without much in the way of rhetorical excess, 

Spinden’s ended on something of a flourish. The South Dakotan former railroad man and 

prospector Spinden (1879–1967), was, like Tozzer, under whom he had studied Mexican 

archaeology, a Harvard alum, and, unlike Tozzer, became something of a long-term opponent 

and interlocutor of Elliot Smith’s.113 Spinden, who was an expert on Maya art, and from 1909 

to 1921 a curator at the American Museum of Natural History in New York, asserted that Elliot 

Smith’s views were ‘neither new nor unanswered’, and that ‘a tremendous weight of 

improbability [was] to be counted against such an identification’ as that produced by Elliot 

Smith.114 The greatest difficulty for Elliot Smith’s interpretation, so far as Spinden was 

 
111 Alfred M. Tozzer, ‘[Tozzer] Pre-Columbian Representations of the Elephant in America’, Nature, 96 (2413), 

1916, p. 592. 
112 Ibid. Of course, the implication here is that the bumpkins at the old Davenport Academy of Natural Sciences 

who, back in the 1880s, championed the cause of the ‘elephant pipes’ against the calumnies of Henry W. Henshaw 

and John Wesley Powell’s Bureau of Ethnology were anything but competent. Anyway, perhaps unsurprisingly, 

the matter was more complicated than Tozzer appears to have allowed. See Donald McVicker, ‘Elephant Pipes 

and Israelite Tablets: the controversy between the United States Bureau of Ethnography and the Davenport 

Academy of Natural Sciences’, Bulletin of the History of Archaeology, 17 (1), 2007, pp. 9-19.  
113 See, for example, the volume headed by Elliot Smith, Culture: The Diffusion Controversy (New York: W. W. 

Norton & Company, 1927), to which Spinden, alongside Goldenweiser and Malinowski, contributed a critique. 

Ironically, Elliot Smith was not averse to employing Spinden’s work, e.g. on the Algonquin and the Iroquois, etc., 

in support of his own contentions. See Elliot Smith, The Evolution of the Dragon (London: Longmans, Green & 

Company, 1919), p. 91.  
114 Herbert J. Spinden, ‘[Spinden] Pre-Columbian Representations of the Elephant in America’, Nature, 96 (2413), 
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concerned, was his neglect of stela B’s local artistic context. Comparisons with East Asian art 

were all well and good (though hardly illuminating), but that stela B’s protuberances exhibited 

notable stylistic and motivic similarities with other, largely undoubted, Maya depictions of the 

blue macaw was the place one should start.115 Furthermore, as Spinden noted, the conclusion 

that stela B’s capital depicted a brace of parrots was independently arrived at by myriad other 

scholars. No such induction of independently invented conclusions, so to speak, could be 

supportively enumerated by Elliot Smith: 

 

In the first instance it was arrived at independently by F. Parry in his “Sacred Maya Stone”, 

a fanciful study written in 1893; by G. B. Gordon in “Conventionalism and Realism in Maya 

Art at Copan [sic]”, 1909; by A. M. Tozzer and G. Allen in their “Animal Figures in Maya 

Codices”, 1910; and by the present writer in his “Study of Maya Art”, 1913.116 

 

That Maya depictions of the macaw varied and differed through time and space, and were not 

always the most veracious in their aspect and form, was dealt with by Spinden in a fairly easy-

going fashion. The artistic temperament, which was apparently transhistorical, and hence not 

at all a specific product of nineteenth-century romanticism, had reared its head in ancient 

Honduras: ‘[t]he Central American artists were not concerned only with the realism of natural 

motives, but having put in their drawing enough fact to identify the subject, they felt free to let 

their fancy range’.117 In any case, Spinden concluded, and here we have our aforementioned 

not undramatic flourish, by stressing the intellectual necessity for American anthropology of 

vigorously contesting Elliot Smith’s, and Elliot Smith-like, views:  

 

It is not a mere difference of opinion upon rather minor details of archaeology that prompts 

this reply to Dr. G. Elliot Smith’s communication. It is because he ventures to draw 

conclusions of great importance as regards cultural connection between China [etc.] and 

Mexico in ancient times from this tainted evidence. In dealing with the hydra-headed fallacy 

 

1916, p. 592. 
115 A point Spinden quite literally illustrated with three well-chosen illustrations. Ibid., p. 593.  
116 Ibid. 
117 Ibid. 
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of Old World origins for New World civilisations it is necessary to cut off each head in turn 

with a searing sword.118 

 

As to the actual efficacy of ‘searing swords’ in combatting the spread of ‘hydra-headed’ 

fallacies, one must admit that the jury, over one hundred years later, is still very much out. In 

truth, no matter how striking Spinden’s imagery was and remains, Elliot Smith’s ideas were, 

appropriately enough, and even outwith the bounds of his own publications, rather widely 

diffused. A 1918 article entitled ‘Culture Here Before 1492’, which briefly explicated Elliot 

Smith’s ideas and linked the pre-Columbian polities of the Americas with Egypt via Asia, was 

syndicated in at least ten, and likely many more, American newspapers. One could even 

discover, mere inches away from an advert for the ‘White Pass & Yukon Route’, ‘that the pre-

Columbian civilizations of America — or at least many important features in those civilizations 

— were not truly aboriginal, but came in a cultural wave from Asia across the Pacific ocean, 

the original starting point of the most remarkable characteristic being Egypt’ in the pages of 

the Daily Alaskan.119 How many heads did the hydra have?  

 

A reply to the replies 

 

Elliot Smith, who was never known to let a dog lie long enough for it to fall asleep, responded, 

in his typically, and, given the tenor of the above quoted material, perhaps appropriately, spiky 

style, to the objections of Tozzer and Spinden in the very same issue in which they appeared. 

Evidently, Nature’s veteran editor Norman Lockyer (1836–1920), like our Australian 

anatomist a man who had something of a reputation for controversy, and also, as may well have 

been significant, a fondness for Egypt,120 had promptly brought the American communiques to 

Elliot Smith’s attention, and, perhaps, knew that sparks would flit and fly.121  

 
118 Ibid.  
119 ‘Culture Here Before 1492: Did America’s Pre-Columbian Civilization Come from Egypt? Is Now Question’, 

The Daily Alaskan, 28th June 1918.  
120 See A. J. Meadows, Science and Controversy: A Biography of Sir Norman Lockyer (London: Macmillan, 1972). 

Lockyer, in his The Dawn of Astronomy (1894), argued that ‘all Egyptian mythology had an astronomical basis. 

Not only were gods identifiable with stars, but the way in which a god was described indicated the type of 

observation being made of the corresponding star. Thus, when a god was represented as mummified, this meant 

that the corresponding star was to be observed as it set’. Ibid., p. 244. 
121 N.B. I must admit that this is largely conjectural. Elliot Smith’s missives — no matter how attractive the 
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Starting with a reply to Tozzer, Elliot Smith, in addition to simply reaffirming his case, took 

care to insinuate that the American ethnologists had engaged in a bout of motivated reasoning. 

Alluding to a full examination of the issue that had yet to be published (and which would appear 

in 1924 as his Elephants and Ethnologists), Elliot Smith declared that he would soon shed 

‘remarkable light upon the psychology of the Americans, both ancient and modern, and 

especially the ethnological “Monroe doctrine…”[,] which demands that everything American 

belongs to America, and must have been wholly invented there’.122 Elliot Smith mightn’t have 

had a fully formed, properly evidenced, or more than rudimentary, geography of knowledge, 

but he certainly had cultivated a rare rhetorical flair:  

 

The Maya civilisation was American in origin only in the same sense that Harvard 

University is — immigrants from the Old World supplied the ideas and the technical 

knowledge, which enabled an institution to be built up, no doubt with certain modifications 

prompted by local conditions and the contact of a variety of local influences.123 

 

Turning to the specificities of Tozzer’s response, Elliot Smith sought to make the American’s 

evidence turn evidence against him. Tozzer’s argument that, given that Elliot Smith’s 

‘elephants’ exhibited certain stylistic continuities with undoubted Maya depictions of the 

macaw, they too must be like depictions, was taken by Elliot Smith to indicate a wider foreign 

influence upon the pictorial repertoire of Maya material culture. Any similarities that existed 

between what Elliot Smith believed to be elephants and what he happily accepted were 

sculptural iterations of avians indigenous to the Americas, were attributed by him to certain 

confusions and conflations on the part of Maya artists — a theme upon which he had already 

played a few variations: 

 

Like the other American ethnologists, to whom I referred in my last letter, he [Tozzer] lays 

great stress upon the fact that “the ornamental scroll beneath the eye” (see the figures taken 

from Spinden’s monograph) is found both in the elephant- (c) and the macaw-sculptures (a) 

 

Egyptian connection, to my mind at least, appears to be — might have been greenlit for publication by Lockyer’s 

long-term assistant and successor Richard Arman Gregory (1864–1952) rather than Lockyer himself. 
122 Elliot Smith ‘Pre-Columbian Representations of the Elephant in America [3]’, Nature, 96 (2413), 1916, p. 593. 
123 Ibid. Recall that both Tozzer and Spinden were old Harvardians. 
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at Copan; and he uses that fact as an argument in favour of what I regard as the picture of 

an elephant having been intended for a macaw. Has it ever occurred to Prof. Tozzer to 

inquire into the origin and meaning of the scroll to which he attaches so much importance? 

If he will do so, he will learn that, so far from the elephant having borrowed the scroll from 

the macaw, the scroll was an essential part of the elephant-design before it left Asia, and, in 

fact, is found in conventionalised drawings of the elephant in the Old World from Cambodia 

to Scotland. There is no doubt whatsoever that there was a certain amount of confusion in 

the mind of the ancient American sculptor between the pictures of the elephant (b and c) 

and that of the macaw (a). Thus he provided the modern American ethnologist with an 

additional argument for refusing to admit that sculptures b and c, as well as that which I 

reproduced in NATURE of November 25, and now repeat (Fig. 2), cannot have been 

intended for an elephant. Never having seen an elephant, and not being aware of its size, no 

doubt the Maya artist conceived it to be some kind of monstrous macaw; and his portraits 

of the two creatures mutually influenced each other.124 

 

‘[E]ven the Maya artist, skilled as he was in conventionalising’, Elliot Smith declared, 

hammering home his diffusionist point, ‘could not invent the elephant, even by making a 

grotesque caricature of a macaw’.125 

In addition to repurposing the very grounds of his American interlocutor’s argument, Elliot 

Smith alleged that Tozzer refused to meet him at his, i.e. Elliot Smith’s, strongest point, and 

only sought to cast doubt via the use of, and undue emphasis upon, ‘imperfect’ evidence:  

 

It is significant that the American ethnologists who entertain the macaw-hypothesis do not 

refer to the perfect example, which I have used (Fig. 2.), but only to the cruder, damaged 

remains of the other Copan elephant (Fig. 1, c), in which the compromising turbaned-rider 

and his elephant-goad, as well as the distinctive profile of the Indian elephant’s head, have 

been destroyed. In this sculpture also the artist was influenced to a greater degree than in 

the more perfect head… by the macaw-design.126 

 
124 Ibid., pp. 593-594.  
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
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In concluding his rejoinder to Tozzer, Elliot Smith, with either confidence or folly, reminded 

the readers of Nature ‘that the evidence provided by these American pictures of the elephant is 

merely one link in the chain of connection between the early civilisations of the Old World and 

the New, which my collaborators and I are now putting together. It will be so strong that it can 

never be broken’.127  

Moving on to Spinden’s contribution, Elliot Smith erred on the side of the moderately 

apoplectic.  Firstly, he simply adverted that his response to Tozzer, with no real need for any 

emendation, was, by itself, more than adequate as a response to Spinden. Secondly, he adopted 

a rather populist stance. Surely, he reasoned, Nature’s readers were wise enough to be wise to 

the truth. ‘As for the real intentions of the Copan artists’, Elliot Smith averred, ‘I am quite 

content to leave it to the reader of NATURE to decide for themselves whether the sculpture 

reproduced on November 25, p. 430, and here repeated (Fig. 2), was or was not meant to depict 

an elephant with his Indian rider’.128 Spinden, for Elliot Smith, was seemingly beholden to a 

strategy of nigh-Petrine denial. The Harvardian’s decidedly committed refusal to countenance 

what he called, in his Maya Art and Civilization, ‘the numerous empty theories of ethnic 

connections between Central America and the Old World’129 was handled by Elliot Smith, quite 

deliberately, in the least charitable fashion imaginable. ‘This is the attitude of mind not of the 

scientific investigator’, Elliot Smith alleged, ‘but of the medieval theologian appealing to the 

emotions in defence of some dogma which is indefensible by reason’.130  

Interestingly, but perhaps unsurprisingly, given his admitted intellectual debt to Thomas 

Henry Huxley,131 this was not the first occasion upon which Elliot Smith had compared an 

intellectual opponent to a medieval theologian. During the Melbourne meeting of the British 

Association in 1914, Elliot Smith took issue, in language nearly identical to that with which he 

was to upbraid Spinden, with the Oxford archaeologist John Linton Myres’s claim that 

 
127 Ibid. 
128 Ibid., p. 594. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Ibid., pp. 594-595.  
131 See his Huxley Memorial Lecture for 1935, ‘The Place of Thomas Henry Huxley in Anthropology’. According 

to Elliot Smith, who particularly esteemed Huxley’s triumph over Richard Owen in what he termed ‘the notorious 

“hippocampus” dispute’, Darwin’s Bulldog deserved to be recognised as ‘one of the creators of Anthropology as 

a Science’. Elliot Smith was also apparently convinced that Huxley, if only he were still alive, would likely support 

his campaign against the doctrine of ‘independent invention’: ‘[i]ncidentally, Huxley challenged the claim for 

Spontaneous Generation of living beings which in this country, curiously enough, was associated with the name 

of Charlton Bastian, which arouses the doubt whether Huxley would be so inconsistent as to adopt the speculation 

of independent origin in Ethnology which at that time was being formulated by Tylor, following the Berlin 

Bastian’. See Elliot Smith, ‘The Place of Thomas Henry Huxley in Anthropology’, The Journal of the Royal 

Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 65, 1935: pp. 199-204.  
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mummification, which Elliot Smith rightly regarded as a complex and technical procedure, was 

little more than a ‘natural’ response to death. According to Myres, the presence of 

mummification on the shores of the Torres Strait gave no evidence or indication of any foreign 

inspiration, and this, Elliot Smith declared in no uncertain terms, was the height of abject 

silliness: 

 

The claim that it is quite a natural thing on the death of a near relative for the survivors 

instinctively to remove his viscera, dry the corpse over a fire, strip off his epidermis, remove 

his brain through a hole in the back of his neck, and then paint the corpse red is a sample of 

casuistry not unworthy of a medieval theologian. Yet this is the gratuitous claim made at a 

scientific meeting!132 

 

As one might suspect, Christianity held no special place in Elliot Smith’s mind. The idea of the 

soul, and, by the by, Noah’s Ark, as he argued in The Evolution of the Dragon, had, like so 

many weary Israelites, and much else besides, wandered their way out of Egypt.133 Intriguingly, 

considering Elliot Smith’s subsumption of Christianity into his wider diffusionist scheme, there 

is perhaps something of a historical irony here. For, as Colin Kidd has noted, the ‘interpretive 

strategies’ of Elliot Smith and Perry ‘bore strangely marked similarities to the disgraced 

 
132 Crook, Grafton Elliot Smith, p. 27.  
133 Ibid., pp. 37-38, 45-46. See also Elliot Smith, The Evolution of the Dragon, pp. 137, 209: ‘[e]arly in the 

Christian era, when ancient beliefs in Egypt became disguised under a thin veneer of Christianity, the story of the 

conflict between Horus and Set was converted into a conflict between Christ and Satan’. ‘Set, the enemy of Osiris, 

who is the real prototype of the evil dragon, was the antithesis of the god of justice: he was the father of falsehood 

and the symbol of chaos. He was the prototype of Satan, as Osiris was the first definite representative of the Deity 

of which any record has been preserved’. ‘The star Sothis rose heliacally on the first day of the Egyptian New 

Year. Hence it became “the second sun in heaven,” and was identified with the goddess of the New Year’s Day. 

The identification of Hathor with this “second sun” may explain why the goddess is said to have entered Re’s 

boat. She took her place as a crown upon his forehead, which afterwards was assumed by her surrogate, the fire-

spitting uraeus-serpent. When Horus took his mother’s place in the myth, he also entered the sun-god’s boat, and 

became the prototype of Noah seeking refuge from the Flood in the ship the Almighty instructed him to make’. 

Elliot Smith’s attitudes towards Islam are also worth nothing. Though he believed it to be a much less original 

religion than Christianity, he nonetheless thought that, traditionally at least, it was a much more tolerant one: ‘[the 

tribute tax] established the Moslems [sic] as a ruling caste, but cases of extortion or of tyrannical conduct were 

unusual. The oppressions of the absolutist dynasties fell equally upon Moslems as upon nonbelievers, while heresy 

and heterodox opinion of every flavour on the whole enjoyed a far larger measure of tolerance and humanity than 

they did under Christianity, so notorious for persecution, or under the governments, with the possible exception 

of the Achaemenid Dynasty of Persia, that preceded the Caliphate’. See Elliot Smith, The Diffusion of Culture 

(London: Watts & Co., 1933), pp. 20, 28. For Elliot Smith, the historical spread of Islam afforded ‘a luminous 

example of the principle of diffusion’. Ibid., p. 33. 



206 
 

methods of the old mythographers’, whose primary extra-scholarly goal was the extrabiblical 

corroboration of Christian truth.134   

 

An octopus’s epilogue  

 

So far as the pages of Nature were concerned, the question of the Maya elephants lay dormant 

for the best part of a decade: Elliot Smith had uttered the last, eminently disputable, word — 

the Great War, during which the antipodean anatomist conducted research, like his fellow 

diffusionist W. H. R. Rivers, on shellshock and its treatment, had been and gone. In 1924, 

however, without any explicit prompting from Elliot Smith, whose punchy Elephants and 

Ethnologists had been published earlier in the year, the case was reopened. The veteran, and 

sometimes unlucky, Scottish explorer and curator Henry Ogg Forbes (1851–1932),135 

 
134 Colin Kidd, ‘Anthropology and the old mythographers: the theological origins of a social science’ 

(unpublished), p. 30. I would to thank David Livingstone for sharing this with me. As to the nature of the 

abovementioned ‘disgraced methods’, Kidd, pp. 4-5, explicates thus: ‘[t]his essay will investigate the extent to 

which an emergent social science was indebted to the idioms of an older strain of religious apologetic, the theology 

of corroborative evidences. In this branch of apologetic, Christian mythographers compared the sacred history set 

out in the earliest portions of the Book of Genesis with the myths and legends of pagan cultures in the hope of 

finding telling resemblances between sacred history and pagan mythology which might corroborate the truth of 

the former. Christian mythographers relied upon degenerationist arguments, to the effect that heathen legends 

were at bottom corruptions over time of core memories of Old Testament history before the dispersion, most 

notably the creation, paradise, the fall and the flood of Noah. Thus, wherever Christian mythographers found in 

pagan mythologies creation myths or stories set in gardens or legends of serpents and dragons or tales of 

inundations, they tried to assimilate the mythological to the scriptural, asserting, spuriously but with a surprising 

measure of ingenuity and sophistication, that paganism was but a degenerated version of the sacred history found 

in Genesis’.  
135 Forbes, son of the Reverend Alexander Forbes, Free Kirk minister of Drumblade, succeeded the recently 

deceased German geologist Julius von Haast, he of eagle fame, as the director of the Canterbury Museum in 

Christchurch, New Zealand in 1888. Latterly, after having returned to Britain, Forbes became, after 1894, ‘the 

director of the museums which are under the control of the Corporation of Liverpool’. Forbes was also styled ‘the 

well-known head of the Picton Museum in Liverpool’, which, like the library, is named after the civically minded 

antiquary and architect James Allanson Picton (1832–1910). See ‘A Zoological Expedition’, The Standard 

(London), 28th October 1898, and ‘Dr. H. O. Forbes in Sokotra’, Liverpool Mercury, 5th June 1899. The 

circumstances of Forbes’s explorations were not always propitious. He spent three years, 1885 to 1888, 

attempting, without success, to reach the summit of Mount Owen Stanley in New Guinea. The account given by 

the Aberdeen Weekly Journal, a paper which, perhaps with a certain smidgen of parti pris, was quicker to blame 

‘native carriers… full of perversity and superstition’ than Forbes himself for his various expeditionary failings, is 

instructive: ‘Mr Forbes started in the summer of 1885 with the object of reaching the summit of Mount Owen 

Stanley. The Royal Scottish Geographical Society, the Royal Geographical Society, the Australasian Geographical 

Society, and other kindred bodies, had contributed large grants to the expedition, and every hope was entertained 

that Mr Forbes would be successful in his attempt. But at the very outset he met with a misfortune. A prau [sic] 

full of his goods foundered at sea and forced him to return to Brisbane for supplies. The delay thus entailed 

rendered it too late for any hope of getting to Mount Owen Stanley before the rains set in. He therefore fixed his 

camp, on his return to New Guinea, at Sogeri, about two days’ travel from the coast, and on the best route to 

Mount Owen Stanley. About 20 miles from the camp the grand mountain towered above them, and towards it 

prospecting parties were continually being pushed forward. Friendly relations with neighbouring tribes — whose 

friendship was indispensable — were established; and besides doing all the work necessary for an approaching 
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following a self-admittedly ‘tardy convalescence’, threw his somewhat quixotic hat into the 

ring, and Nature’s pages roundly returned to the discussion of Honduran statuary. 

The Aberdeenshire-born Forbes, who once, until ocular injury, had studied medicine at 

Edinburgh under the instruction of Joseph Lister, and who, without injury, during the 1890s 

might have playfully electrocuted Lord Kelvin,136 was convinced, contra Elliot Smith, that the 

ornamentations of stela B at Copán were molluscan rather than pachydermatous in their design 

and form. According to Forbes, Elliot Smith’s account, which he inaccurately thought 

derivative of remarks once made by Humboldt, was ‘set forth very circumstantially’ and was 

nothing if not cursory in its evidences and arguments.137 Forbes well appreciated the 

significance of Elliot Smith’s proboscidean interpretation of stela B for the wider diffusionist 

cause, and professed that, since undertaking some zoological and archaeological work in Peru, 

 

start of the expedition, Mr Forbes carefully mapped out the country between the coast and his camp. Just when a 

start was possible, however, Mr Forbes found his funds two [sic] low for his needs; and he was obliged to turn his 

back on Mount Owen Stanley and proceed to Australia with the object of obtaining more money for the expedition. 

A previous attempt made by him to reach the summit of the mountain failed through the superstitious fears of the 

natives, who, after promising to lead the party, decamped during the night. After filling for a time a Government 

appointment on Thursday Island, and having delivered lectures in Australia, and made every effort to secure 

Government assistance, Mr Forbes, after delays and obstacles, made at the end of last year [1887] another attempt 

to reach Mount Owen Stanley. Unfortunately, he was again unsuccessful’. Forbes’s financial difficulties were 

myriad, and at times compounded by death: ‘[t]he Geographical Society of Australasia granted £500 towards Mr 

Forbes’s expedition, about one fifth of the entire expense, but his previous contract with European contributories 

has prevented his meeting all the requirements of the Australian Society, so that a continuance of this subsidy is 

doubtful. The late Sir Peter Scratchley [the special commissioner for Great Britain in New Guinea] visited the 

camp at Sogeri and took a great interest in Mr Forbes’s work. He promised very substantial pecuniary help by 

which the expedition would have been independent of outside aid, but his unexpected death has frustrated all these 

plans’. See, for the sources of the above, and general narratives of Forbes’s time in New Guinea, ‘Mr H. O. 

Forbes’s Expedition to Mount Owen Stanley’, Aberdeen Weekly Journal, 31st July 1886, and ‘Return of Mr H. O. 

Forbes from New Guinea’, Aberdeen Weekly Journal, 16th February 1888. Note, however, that Forbes’s 

exploratory efforts were not completely fruitless: he was presented with the Royal Geographical Society’s Gill 

Memorial Award in 1893, and, prior to his New Guinean sojourn, produced a record of his time in Java, Sumatra, 

Buru, Amboyna, Timor, the Cocos-Keeling and Timor-Laut Islands, under the title of A Naturalist’s Wanderings 

in the Eastern Archipelago: A Narrative of Travel and Exploration from 1878 to 1883 early in 1885. Notably, 

Alfred Russel Wallace was a fan: ‘he [Forbes] everywhere collected assiduously and observed intelligently, the 

record of his travels is exceedingly interesting. His special studies were botanical and ethnological, and in these 

departments he has added much to our stores of knowledge’. See Alfred Russel Wallace, ‘A Naturalist’s 

Wanderings in the Eastern Archipelago’, Nature, 32 (819), 1885: p. 219. Forbes, we can also note, wrote a volume 

on monkeys for Richard Bowdler Sharpe’s Allen’s Naturalist’s Library, entitled A Handbook to the Primates, 

which was published in 1894.  
136 Something that was very much within the realm of possibility. At the Royal Society’s annual conversazione on 

the evening of the 1st of May 1895, over which Kelvin presided, Forbes, with the assistance of the English 

neurophysiologist Francis Gotch (1853–1913), ‘showed a living specimen of an electric fish, the malapterurus 

electricus, from the River Senegal, and, by an ingenious device, enabled all who wished for a little excitement to 

obtain a shock from it’. See ‘The Royal Society’s Conversazione’, The Morning Post (London), 2nd May 1895. 

Empire was sometimes a source of entertainment. 
137 Henry O. Forbes, ‘[re] Pre-Columbian Representations of the Elephant in America’, Nature, 114 (2857), 1924: 

p. 174. 
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he ‘had followed with close attention any evidence tending to indicate culture-transfer between 

the two worlds’:  

 

Elliot Smith and his school attach the greatest importance to the correctness of the elephant-

trunk interpretation, since it forms one of the crucial facts on which they rest their doctrine 

of the transference of civilisation from the Old — especially Egypt and India — to the New 

World. According to Elliot Smith, the deity spoken of as the “long-nosed god”, “who was 

most often depicted upon the Ancient Maya and Aztec codices was the Indian rain-god 

Indra, who in America was provided with the head of the Indian Elephant”, seemingly in 

“confusion with the Indian Ganesa [sic]”.138 

 

In so many words, however, Forbes was simply not at all well-disposed to the diffusionist take. 

Working from the very same photographs and sketches that Elliot Smith had employed in 

making his elephantine case, i.e. those produced by A. P. Maudslay for the vast Biologia 

Centrali-Americana,139 Forbes offered an interesting alternative — one that departed not just 

from Elliot Smith, but also Spinden, Tozzer, Stempell, and Seler:  

 

I have arrived at an interpretation of the “elephant-trunk” different from… [Elliot Smith’s], 

which I submit to the consideration of archaeologists. The motif of the deity’s long nose is 

certainly not an Indian or any other elephant’s trunk, nor entirely, though perhaps partly, a 

macaw’s beak, nor probably a tapir’s snout; but I suggest with some confidence it is a feature 

derived from one or other of the Cephalopoda — squid, loligo, argonaut, octopus, or a 

combination of them. This suggestion, if accepted, will, I believe, help to elucidate much of 

the complicated emblems in which so many Central American sculptures abound.140 

 

Forbes, it can be seen, was not without enthusiasm, and his argument was confidently 

propounded. Like our Australian anthropologist, Forbes proceeded in a highly descriptive 

 
138 Ibid. 
139 An encyclopaedia of the natural history of Central America and Mexico, issued in 215 parts between 1879 and 

1915, which was edited by the English naturalists Frederick DuCane Godman (1834–1919) and Osbert Salvin 

(1835–1898).  
140 Forbes, ‘‘[re] Pre-Columbian’, p. 174.  
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anatomical fashion, but where Elliot Smith had seen signs and portents of temporally distant 

Egyptian and Indian influences upon Maya sculpture and design, Forbes was apt to see the 

rather more local and immediate influence of Maya intercourse with the sea — of the 

fantastically potent impact of bulbous molluscs upon ‘superstitious’ imaginations: 

 

The cephalopodous genera I have mentioned are all denizens of the eastern or western coasts 

of America, and any one of them might suitably be adopted as a motive in Maya mythology. 

Indeed, an engraved stone slab from Manabi Island (Fig. 1), off the coast of Ecuador, shows 

that the squid (although here provided with spurious limbs) clearly entered into the 

mythology of that country, if not also into that of one or more regions of South America; 

for I found numerous cephalopod eyes and prehensile suckers from some specially large 

species in many of the pre-Inca graves I excavated in Peru. On the other hand, the elephant 

is entirely alien in America. No nation suddenly changes its mental orientation.141 

 

According to Forbes, the ‘immense round, staring, black, crescent-pupiled eyes’ of the New 

World cephalopod almost appeared to have been ‘calculated to fascinate the superstitious and 

the timid’.142 Elliot Smith’s distant elephants, Forbes alleged, could scarce have had a similar 

effect.  

For Forbes, stela B — the ‘trunks’ of which were no such thing, but rather ‘very robust 

tentacles’143 — was not the only piece of Maya art to exhibit the odd molluscan trace. The 

‘serpent-bird’ of Tikal, which on Elliot Smith’s understanding was a ‘a highly Americanised 

representation of the… winged disc and serpents… seen over the doors of Egyptian temples’,144 

was also, as Forbes detailed in an almost vivisectory or autopsy-like fashion — recall his time 

under Lister — resplendent with multiple squidish features and traits: 

 

The Tikal lintel represents in its central part neither more nor less than a slightly specialised 

argonaut or octopus, with its beak displayed in the centre of its radiating tentacular arms, 

 
141 Ibid. Forbes doesn’t seem to have appreciated the fact that this was a point with which Elliot Smith did not 

disagree. See Elliot Smith, ‘The Origin of the Pre-Columbian Civilization of America’, p. 246: ‘every people has 

its own cherished beliefs… which no power can wholly eradicate’. 
142 Ibid.  
143 Ibid., p. 177.  
144 Ibid., p. 174.  
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representing the god’s face. Over it two round eyes glare out under a strongly marked 

“superciliary ridge”. This ridge is the fleshy upper margin of the mollusc’s mouth, which 

continues into its under-margin, formed by a fleshy band, seen resting upon two avian tarsi 

and toes. This lower fleshy oral border marked by three circular pedunculated discs 

representing contracted tentacles on the margin of the mouth gives origin, right and left, to 

a clearly defined tentacle, on which are depicted the prehensile suckers of the mollusc in the 

form of raised circular knobs, and terminating in a hook-like tip. On right and left the oral 

marginal angles are largely concealed by what may be termed “ear” ornaments (with their 

pendants), from behind which issues, on each side, a long massive arm, extending 

horizontally in somewhat angular undulations until it reaches the commencement of the 

conspicuous feathered extremities of the lintel, where it bends downward and outward, and 

ends in a hook-like tip (as in the long arm of the Rossia). Along its length is sculptured an 

interrupted series of round elevated discs, representing prehensile tentacular suckers.145  

 

As Forbes continued, firmly setting his sights on Elliot Smith,  

 

The lintel, therefore, if these interpretations be accepted, represents not “a serpent’s head 

reversed”, but an octopus with its beak displayed, as in nature, amid its tentacular arms, and 

should be designated rather a feathered octopus than a “feathered snake”. In any case, this 

sculptured design presents in no detail the remotest suggestion of an elephant or, to my 

vision, of a serpent, nor does it owe any inspiration to Egypt, India, or Asia; it is purely of 

Maya origin.146 

 

Ultimately, whatever the cogency of his own, thoroughly aquatic, positive account, Forbes’s 

case against Elliot Smith was in the end probabilistic. As Forbes concluded, after having cast 

aspersions upon one of W. J. Perry’s more compacted renditions of the British diffusionist 

scheme: 

 

 
145 Ibid., p. 175. 
146 Forbes, ‘‘[re] Pre-Columbian’, p. 175. Here Forbes is quite unfair. Elliot Smith, regarding Tikal, made no such 

suggestion. 
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Which is more likely to have inspired the Maya sculptor, a mythical animal, the memory of 

which 3000 years must have paled to obliteration, the outlines, moreover, of which had 

never been seen by any human eye; or creatures familiar to him in his own seas, which must 

have excited his dread, and aroused his artistic sense?147 

 

Conclusion 

 

That Elliot Smith’s thinking on the matter of pre-Columbian transoceanic cultural diffusion 

can be seen to sit comfortably beside that of Miel, Peebles, Buckland, and Blavatsky, should 

not merely be taken as a rather roundabout way to belittle, or even outright deny, the 

scientificity of his anthropological project. Elliot Smith was not in the least bit a mystic — 

‘theology’ and its cognates, in his lexicon, were roundly pejorative terms – and, as Adam Kuper 

long ago noted, though his ‘theory did not gain much credence in professional circles’ it is ‘true 

that the extreme Egypto-centric diffusionism of Elliot Smith and Perry was a force in the 

twenties’.148 As is perhaps a case in point, Edmund Leach once exaggeratedly remarked that 

‘[f]or… 15 years British historical anthropology was completely dominated by the diffusionist 

views of Elliot Smith and W. J. Perry’,149 and, as is also perhaps confirmatory of Kuper’s 

characterisation of ‘Egypto-centric diffusionism’ as a somewhat formidable ‘force’, the British 

philosopher Susan Stebbing employed the general diffusionist case, inclusive of insights 

peculiar to Elliot Smith pertaining to the relationship between megaliths and mummification, 

as a paradigmatic example of a social scientific hypothesis in the first edition of her A Modern 

Introduction to Logic.150 That the Manchester Guardian, in its obituary for Sigmund Freud, 

alleged that ‘[h]is explanation of symbolism by the fundamental similarity of the human mind 

ought to have been affected by the challenging work of Rivers… Elliott Smith and Perry’ is 

also worth mentioning.151 

 
147 Ibid., p. 178.  
148 Adam Kuper, Anthropologists and Anthropology: The British School 1922–72 (Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, 1978) p. 17. See also, for some comment on the use of Elliot Smith and Perry within an educational 

context, James Urry, ‘W. E. Armstrong and Social Anthropology at Cambridge 1922–1926, Man, 20 (3), 1985: 

pp. 412-433. 
149 Edmund Leach, ‘On the Founding Fathers’, Current Anthropology, 7 (5), 1966: p. 561. 
150 L. S. Stebbing, A Modern Introduction to Logic (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1930), pp. 384-386. In 

comparing it to the hypothesis of ‘spontaneous origination’, Stebbing concluded that what she called the 

‘transmission hypothesis’ of culture was not ‘inconsistent with any known fact’. 
151 ‘Dr Sigmund Freud: Originator of Psychoanalytic Theories’, The Manchester Guardian, 25th September 1939.  
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     No, what the similarities between Elliot Smith and certain aspects of Blavatsky, for 

example, do show, however, is that science and its others can proceed from similar premises 

and traverse similar terrains.152 Intellectual styles and methods happily transgress 

‘confessional’ boundaries, and can survive, even if they do not always thrive, in various distinct 

cultural milieus. One can regard oneself a dispeller of myths, and nonetheless propagate them. 

Both Darwin and hermeticism can lead one to regard Egypt as the Urheimat of civilisation. In 

any case, though archaeological and anthropological Americanists like Spinden and Tozzer 

might have been genuinely appalled and dismayed by Elliot Smith’s numerous ‘hydra-headed’ 

fallacies, the arena in which they had to battle them was situated at the very heart of 

professionalising, establishment, science. That stela B at Copán was the terminus of a 

transpacific process of cultural diffusion that had originated in ancient Egypt was not 

proclaimed from the depths of some inhospitable and uninhabitable wilderness. It came from 

within the house. Likewise, as Henry Ogg Forbes argued, that stela B was in part inspired by 

beasties from the deep. Disciplinary guardians, even if one thinks that they should, have never 

exercised full control over their intellectual domains.  

 

 
152 Indeed, Blavatsky’s Theosophy, far from being a rebarbative recrudescence of pre-scientific irrationality, as a 

Dawkinsite ‘sceptic’ might assume, owed much of its ‘[f]ashionably eclectic’ content to nineteenth-century 

science. See, for the influence of Indo-European philology and Haeckelian geology upon Blavatsky’s religion, 

Kidd, The Forging of Races, pp. 244-245.  
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Chapter five. Viking varieties 

 

That the Northmen had preceded Columbus in ‘discovering’ America attained the status of a 

well-known historical fact over the course of the nineteenth century. Though there were various 

prior intimations — even Washington Irving, Columbus’s greatest advocate, admitted the 

possibility of a Scandinavian arrival1 — after the publication of the Danish antiquarian Carl 

Christian Rafn’s Antiquitates Americanae in 1837, the notion quickly spread, and, as has been 

acknowledged in what is now quite a wide historiography,2 was eventually put to many 

disparate epistemic and socio-political ends. Even so great a figure as George Bancroft, for 

whom ‘no clear, historic evidence’ made it certain that the Icelanders had ‘accomplished the 

passage… from Greenland to Labrador’,3 could do nothing to abate the nineteenth century’s 

growing fascination with transatlantic Viking marauders.4 As the much-esteemed Scottish-born 

Canadian archaeologist Daniel Wilson reflected, not long before his death in 1892:  

 
1 As Irving, with a certain degree of hauteur, noted:’[t]here is no great improbability… that such enterprising and 

roving voyagers as the Scandinavians, may have wandered to the northern shores of America, about the coast of 

Labrador, or the shores of Newfoundland; and if the Icelandic manuscripts said to be of the thirteenth century can 

be relied upon as genuine, free from modern interpolation, and correctly quoted, they would appear to prove the 

fact. But granting the truth of the alleged discoveries, they led to no more result than would the interchange of 

communication between the natives of Greenland and the Esquimaux. The knowledge of them appears not to have 

extended beyond their own nation, and to have been soon neglected and forgotten by themselves’. For Irving, to 

use a mutedly Hegelian term, putative Norse voyages to the Americas were far from world-historical. See 

Washington Irving, A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus VOL. IV (London: John Murray, 

1828), pp. 216-217. Some eighteenth-century proponents of a Norse discovery of the Americas include: the royal 

antiquary of Iceland Tormund Torfæus, the German theologian David Cranz, the Genevan litterateur Paul Henri 

Mallet, the Jutland-born Lutheran bishop Erik Pontoppidan, and the Swedish botanist Pehr Kalm. For Torfæus, 

see Peter Fjågesund, The Dream of the North: A Cultural History to 1920 (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014), p. 162; for 

Cranz, Mallet, and Pontoppidan, see Kirsten A. Seaver, The Last Vikings (London: I. B. Tauris, 2010), p. 214; and 

for Kalm, see his Travels into North America; Containing its Natural History, and a Circumstantial Account of 

its Plantations and Agriculture in General… VOL. I., John Reinhold Forster, trans., (London: T, Lowndes, 1772), 

p. 301. There was also the Pennsylvanian naturalist Benjamin Smith Barton (1766–1815), who, taking inspiration 

from Clavijero, argued that the Toltecs, whom he believed to have been the builders of the famous Ohioan mounds, 

were descended from the Danes. See Caroline Winterer, American Enlightenments: Pursuing Happiness in the 

Age of Reason (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), pp. 96–97. 
2 Annette Kolodny’s In Search of First Contact: The Vikings of Vinland, the Peoples of Dawnland, and the Anglo-

American Anxiety of Discovery (Durham [NC]: Duke University Press, 2012) is, I think, currently primus inter 

pares. See also Geraldine Barnes, Viking America: The First Millennium (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001); David 

M. Krueger, Myths of the Rune Stone: Viking Martyrs and the Birthplace of America (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2015); and J. M. Mancini’s excellent ‘Discovering Viking America’, Critical Inquiry, 28, 2002: 

pp. 868-907. 
3 George Bancroft, History of the Colonization of the United States, Abridged by the Author in Two Volumes, Vol. 

I (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1841), p. 3. See also Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, p. 117.  
4 Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s reflections upon the initial American reception of Rafn’s work, for his comment 

upon George Bancroft and the intra-European racial distinctions that he thought it appropriate to make, are well 

worth noting: ‘I can well remember, as a boy, the excitement produced among Harvard College professors when 

the ponderous volume called “Antiquitates Americanae,” containing the Norse legends of “Vinland,” with the 

translations of Professor Rafn, made its appearance on the library table. For the first time the claim was openly 

made that there had been European visitors to this continent before Columbus [N.B. this is false]. The historians 
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The idea of intercourse between the Old and the New World prior to the fifteenth century, 

passed from the region of speculation to the domain of historical fact, when the publication 

of the Antiquitates Americanae and the Grönland’s Historiske Mindesmoerker, by the 

antiquaries of Copenhagen, adduced contemporary authorities, and indisputably genuine 

runic inscriptions, in proof of the visits of the Northmen to Greenland and the mainland of 

North America, before the close of the tenth century.5 

 

The French geographer Élisée Reclus was equally forthright. ‘The first authentic documents 

on the existence of a new world beyond the Atlantic’, he wrote, ‘date no further back than about 

a thousand years ago, coinciding with the epoch of the great Scandinavian migrations’. ‘Even 

in Italy itself, jealous of the fame of Columbus and Vespucci, no writer any longer doubts that 

North America was discovered by the Norse seafarers’.6 

     More so than any other theory of pre-Columbian contact the Norse ‘discovery’ became part 

of the received version of the North American past. It is also, minimally, true. In 1961, in 

northern Newfoundland at L’Anse Aux Meadows, the Norwegian explorers and archaeologists 

Helge and Anne Stine Ingstad commenced the excavation of what has thus far proven to be the 

only hard and incontrovertible evidence of a pre-Columbian European presence anywhere in 

 

shrank from the innovation: it spoiled their comfort. Indeed, Mr. George Bancroft to this day will hardly allude to 

the subject, and sets aside the legends, using a most inappropriate phrase, as “mythological.” And it so happened, 

as will appear by-and-by, that when the claim was first made it was encumbered with some very poor arguments. 

Nevertheless, the main story was not permanently hurt by these weak points. Its truth has never been successfully 

impeached; at any rate, we cannot deal with American history unless we give some place to the Norse legends. 

Picturesque and romantic in themselves, they concern men in whom we have every reason to be interested. These 

Northmen, or Vikings, were not merely a far-away people with whom we have nothing in common, but they really 

belonged to the self-same race of men with most of ourselves. They were, perhaps, the actual ancestors of some 

living Americans, and kinsfolk to the majority. Men of the same race conquered England, and were known as 

Saxons; then conquered France, and were known as Normans; and finally crossed over from France and conquered 

England again. These Norse Vikings were, like most of us, Scandinavians, and so were really closer to us in blood 

and in language than was the great Columbus’. For Higginson, Rafn’s work graciously supplied ‘that indistinct 

and vague element’, hitherto lacking in American historiography though readily abundant in Europe, ‘which is 

needed for picturesqueness’. See Thomas Wentworth Higginson, A Larger History of the United States of America 

to the close of President Jackson’s Administration (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1886), p. 28. 
5 Daniel Wilson, The Lost Atlantis and other Ethnographic Studies (New York: MacMillan and Co., 1892), pp. 6-

7.  
6 Élisée Reclus, The Earth and its Inhabitants: North America, Vol. I., British North America (New York: D. 

Appleton and Company, 1890), pp. 5-6. To my knowledge, the Italian reception of Rafn, or, indeed, the idea of 

the Norse ‘discovery’ of America more generally, has yet to find its historian. See, however, for some examples, 

Giancarlo Conestabile, Sulla costruzione delle Sale dette dei Giganti (Florence: Coi Tipi Di M. Cellini E C., 1860), 

pp. 11-17; Francesco Tarducci, Vita di Cristoforo Colombo… Volume Primo… Seconda impressione (Milan: 

Fratelli Treves, 1892), pp. 88-89; and Vincenzo Grossi, La questione dei cosidetti precursori di Colombo in 

America; conferenza tenuta alla sede della Società Geografica di Rio de Janeiro la sera delli 19 settembre 1891 

(Torino: G. Derossi, 1892). Daniel Garrison Brinton owned a copy of the latter. See John M. Weeks, The Library 

of Daniel Garrison Brinton (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), pp. 179-180. 



215 
 

the Americas. The Norwegian power couple, for that is just about what they were, identified 

the site with the Vinland of the sagas,7 and ‘[o]n a wide grassy bay… looking out onto the 

distant coastline of Labrador, they found the remains of eight Norse buildings with thickly 

turfed walls and wooden-framed roofs’.8 

That the veracity of the general case has been conclusively shown does not, however, 

retroactively bathe all nineteenth-century accounts of transatlantic Viking derring-do in the 

radiant light of truth. The literature pertaining to Norse activities in the Americas is too 

heterogeneous in character and kind to be susceptible to straightforward, or straightforwardly 

complimentary, generalisation. The extratextual evidence that Rafn regarded as corroborative 

of the contents of the Vinland sagas,9 for example, has not at all held up well. As Kirsten Seaver 

has noted: 

 

[Rafn’s] book was more than a review of well-known sources… it encouraged scholars and 

nonscholars alike to indulge in unrestrained speculations about the Norse in North America 

as well as in Greenland. Among other things, readers were told that the round Newport 

Tower in Rhode Island was a medieval Norse church and thus proof of a successful and 

enduring Norse presence in that area throughout the Middle Ages… [a] notion… alive to 

this day in pseudo-scholarly circles.10  

 
7 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, p. 5. This identification was, and remains, controversial, however. Magnus 

Magnusson, of Mastermind fame, was, for example, wholly unconvinced. Kirsten Seaver is also, though more 

mutedly, sceptical: ‘[t]he island of Newfoundland is grapeless now and was grapeless a thousand years ago, 

therefore Vinland cannot be equated with Newfoundland, but parts of the island were doubtless included in the 

name given to the southernmost American region the Norse investigated’. Seaver, The Last Vikings, p. 51.  
8 Eleanor Rosamund Barraclough, Beyond the Northlands: Viking Voyages and the Old Norse Sagas (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 129. 
9 The Saga of Erik the Red and the Saga of the Greenlanders. Ibid., p. 124. Though the textual history of the sagas 

is not in the least bit our concern, for some light on the matter see Jane Smiley, pref., The Sagas of the Icelanders 

(London: Penguin Books, 2005), pp. 626-635. See also Seaver, The Last Vikings, p. xviii, who alludes to the 

influence of the Icelandic chronicler Ari ‘the Learned’ Thorgilsson (1068–1148) upon the way in which the 

Vinland sagas depict the ‘Norse Greenlanders’ settlement and… their first encounters with North American 

natives’. For a brief account of the sagas that places them within the context of Norse geographical knowledge 

and the maritime history of the medieval North Atlantic, see David Abulafia, The Boundless Sea: A Human History 

of the Oceans (London: Allen Lane, 2019), pp. 407-414. Note, however, that Abulafia, in discussing the sagas, 

confuses Thorstein Erikson with Thorstein the Black (Erik’s son was never married to a Grimhild).  
10 Kirsten A. Seaver, ‘“Pygmies” of the Far North’, Journal of World History, 19 (1), 2008: p. 63. Rafn’s discussion 

of the Newport Tower can be found in his Supplement to the Antiquitates Americanae published, as an independent 

volume, in 1841. Seaver, very much from the perspective of a practicing medievalist, elsewhere notes: ‘[s]tudents 

of Norse Greenland may trace a number of woes to the 1837 Copenhagen publication of Carl Christian Rafn and 

Finn Magnusen’s Antiquitates Americanae. Written in Icelandic with Latin and Danish translations, it was a 

compendium of sources the authors hoped would help with the understanding of medieval Norse activities in 

Greenland and North America, and it had an English summary that widened its potential readership significantly. 

It was deservedly welcomed on both sides of the Atlantic. Unfortunately, the volume’s publication also encouraged 
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The origin of the Newport Tower has long been a matter upon which to controvert and quarrel, 

though as early as 1858 — albeit apparently to no great long-term effect11 — its non-Norse 

nature had been carefully determined. The Harvard Unitarian John Gorham Palfrey (1796–

1881) in his History of New England during the Stuart Dynasty, though he was happy to admit 

the reality of a Scandinavian landfall somewhere in North America, was not at all convinced 

by Rafn’s more specific claims. Though it was ‘no wise unlikely that eight or nine hundred 

years ago the Norwegian navigators extended their voyages as far as the American continent’,12 

the Newport Tower was not, Palfrey affirmed pace the Dane, ‘a relic of the Norwegian 

occupancy of Rhode Island’.13 Indeed, such an assertion was more incredible than credible: 

 

Without doubt it is extraordinary that no record exists of the erection of so singular an edifice 

by early English inhabitants of Rhode Island. But it would be much more strange that the 

first English settlers should not have mentioned the fact, if on their arrival they had found a 

vestige of a former civilization, so different from everything else within their view.14 

 

In any case, with much diligence and wit, Palfrey was able to show that the Newport Tower 

was not in the least bit exotic. The documentary remains of colonial New England — though 

apparently unknown in Copenhagen15 — were unequivocal. The tower, in fact, was a windmill. 

The last will and testament of Benedict Arnold, Governor of the Colony of Rhode Island and 

Providence Plantations, Palfrey noted, plainly said as much:  

 

scholars and non-scholars alike to speculate rather freely about the Norse in North America and Greenland, 

because the compilers asserted that an old, round tower in Newport, Rhode Island had been constructed as a 

medieval Norse church and thus demonstrated a successful and enduring Norse presence in that area throughout 

the Middle Ages. This structure and other supposedly Norse creations have fed a cult history that is much too fat 

and happy to die of its own accord’. Seaver, The Last Vikings, p. 6.  
11 Kolodny notes that Palfrey’s work was ‘either ignored or dismissed’. See In Search of First Contact, p. 123. 

However, see, in one or two places, below. 
12 John Gorham Palfrey, History of New England during the Stuart Dynasty (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 

1858), p. 51. Interestingly, Palfrey dedicated this volume to his fellow Unitarian and historian Jared Sparks, who, 

though capable of much sober work (he became president of Harvard in 1849), once argued that the Fall River 

burial in southern Massachusetts, which Rafn and Longfellow, see the poet’s ‘The Skeleton in Armor’, believed 

to be Norse, was Phoenician. See Douglas Hunter, The Place of Stone: Dighton Rock and the Erasure of America’s 

Indigenous Past (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017), pp. 149-151.  
13 Ibid., p. 57. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Despite the fact that Rafn had many New England correspondents — including George Perkins Marsh and 

Thomas Hopkins Webb, secretary of the Rhode Island Historical Society. See Hunter, who would quibble with 

my ‘despite’ and whose primary concern is to exhibit the extent to which myriad, predominantly Anglo-American, 

antiquarians have appropriated the Native American past in various fundamentally racist ways, The Place of Stone, 

pp. 135-139.  
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The first notice of it [i.e. the tower], known to exist, is in the will of Governor Benedict 

Arnold, of Newport, dated December 20th, 1677. He therein directs his body to be buried at 

a certain spot, “being and lying in my land in or near the line or path from my dwelling-

house leading to my stone-built windmill, in the town of Newport, above mentioned”. And 

elsewhere in the same instrument that description is used.16 

 

As John Paterson MacLean, one of Rafn’s later critics, who, though they didn’t mention him 

by name, in essence restated Palfrey’s case, wrote: ‘[t]hat the Round Tower at Newport, Rhode 

Island, is of Scandinavian origin rests on no other foundation than that of bold assertion’.17 

 

I started a joke 

 

That the broad scenario permitted by the evidence of the Vinland sagas, and popularised by 

Rafn,18 licensed much in the way of historical ideation is readily apparent. Less apparent, 

perhaps, is that it also licensed much in the way of historical mischievousness. The young 

author Frank Cowan (1844–1905) of Greensburg, Pennsylvania, whose father Edgar was a 

Republican senator with antecedents from County Down, produced something of a stir during 

the summer of 1867 with an archaeological hoax that in effect extended, albeit in an appreciably 

less solemn fashion, the picture of the North American past that Rafn had proposed. The former 

Democratic congressman and hatter Thomas Birch Florence (1812–1875), whose business 

sense appears to have been at best merely intermittently acute, engaged Cowan, in an attempt 

to revivify the fortunes of Florence’s Washington-based newspaper The Daily Constitutional 

Union, to use his well-regarded literary flair, and his pre-existing enthusiasm for all things 

Scandinavian and Norse,19 to create a media sensation that was straightforwardly conducive to 

 
16 Palfrey, History of New England during the Stuart Dynasty, p. 57. Palfrey’s knowledge of Arnold’s will was 

largely derived from the originally anonymous 1851 pamphlet entitled The Controversy Touching the Old Stone 

Mill, in the Town of Newport, Rhode Island. 
17 J. P. MacLean, A Critical Examination of the Evidences adduced to Establish the Theory of the Norse Discovery 

of America (Chicago: American Antiquarian Office, 1892), p. 40.  
18 As Kolodny quite strongly notes: ‘[it] is not enough to say that Rafn’s work initiated an ongoing rewriting of 

North America’s early history and a gradual popular revision of Euro-Americans’ view of the continent’s past. 

Nor is it enough to observe that Rafn’s work supplied just what the artistic temper of the times demanded: an 

antique history shrouded in romantic mystery, with a ruin or two thrown in for good measure. All this was true, 

of course. But what proved more consequential was that Rafn’s work also opened to Americans new possibilities 

for retelling their stories of who they were as a people’. See In Search of First Contact, pp. 120-121. 
19 According to Scott Tribble, to whom I am indebted for much of my information on Cowan, during his 
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pecuniary success. Indeed, as Florence hoped and expected, pecuniary success is exactly what 

resulted. ‘Demand for the Evening Union’, as the Constitutional Union was now rebranded, 

‘skyrocketed in the wake of Cowan’s sensational story’.20 What, however, was the nature of 

this story that, as we will show, continued to be regarded, across a surprisingly wide 

geographical expanse, as broadly veracious, and even utterly scientific, long after Cowan had 

casually admitted its factitiousness in August 1867?  

Cowan, whose rather puckish sense of humour was very much in evidence from the very 

first fruit of his highly prolific pen,21 composed for Florence a pretended letter, published in 

the Union on the 8th of July, from a fictional member of Copenhagen’s Royal Society of 

Northern Antiquaries — the very body, as Cowan was assuredly aware, of which Rafn himself 

was secretary and founder.22 The letter from one ‘Thomas C. Raffinnson’ — note the 

deliberately pat, and on any reflection obvious, play on Rafn’s name23 — was given ‘complete 

reign’ over the Union’s front page, displacing, in this regard, various ‘other major stories such 

as the trial of John H. Surratt, an alleged conspirator in the Lincoln assassination, as well as the 

ongoing power struggle between Congress and the President [Andrew Johnson]’.24 Under a 

headline that proclaimed to the high heavens an ‘Extraordinary Discovery Below the Great 

Falls of the Potomac’, ‘Raffinnson’, rather Cowan, detailed the suppositious discovery and 

translation of a ‘Skálholt Saga’ by two English gentleman in 1863, one of whom, ‘Philip 

 

schooldays at Mount Pleasant College, some way southeast of Pittsburgh, Cowan developed a great fondness for 

the Icelandic Eddas, and, as a consequence of this, came to regard himself, with at least some plausibility, to be a 

descendant of the Viking raiders and conquerors of yore. As Tribble notes: ‘[i]t was a distinct possibility. After 

all, Vikings had occupied portions of his father’s Scotland and Ireland for centuries beginning in 795 C.E’. See 

Tribble, ‘Last of the Vikings: Frank Cowan, Pennsylvania’s Other Great Hoaxer and a Man Who Changed 

History’, Western Pennsylvania History, 90 (3), 2007: p. 49.  
20 Ibid., p. 53.  
21 Cowan, in his Curious Facts in the History of Insects (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1865), p. 80., which 

may have counted Charles Sanders Peirce among its readers (the digitised edition of Curious Facts that I have 

consulted was, at one point or another, part of a ‘Peirce collection’), noted, presumably with his tongue firmly 

lodged in his cheek, that ‘[a] quite common superstitious practice, in order to rid a house of Cockroaches, is in 

vogue in our country at the present time. It is no other than to address these pests a written letter containing the 

following words, or to this effect: “O, Roaches, you have troubled me long enough, go now and trouble my 

neighbors [sic].” This letter must be put where they most swarm, after sealing and going through with the other 

customary forms of letter writing. It is well, too, to write legibly and punctuate according to rule’. That Tribble, 

‘Last of the Vikings’, p. 49, offhandedly describes Curious Facts as a ‘scientific tract’, a description from which 

Cowan himself would have likely demurred, is perhaps not felicitous.  
22 Indeed, save perhaps for J. J. A. Worsaae and Rasmus Rask, Rafn was likely the society’s most famous figure. 

See Kim Simonsen, ‘The Cultivation of Scandinavism: The Royal Society of Northern Antiquaries’ International 

Network, Seen Through the Letters of Carl Christian Rafn’.  
23 Cowan’s choice of ‘Thomas’ as his fictional antiquarian’s fore-, or Christian, name may have been intended as 

a reference to another Dane, Christian Jürgensen Thomsen (1788–1865), father, to the extent that anyone can be 

said to be the ‘father’ of anything save for their own children, of the famous ‘three-age’ system.  
24 Tribble, ‘Last of the Vikings’, pp. 51-52. Cowan, who for a while performed a similar function under Lincoln, 

was, as needn’t detain us very long, from the autumn of 1867, Johnson’s secretary for the management of land 

patents.   
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Marsh’, was likely based upon Rafn’s Gothicist correspondent George Perkins Marsh, the 

other, ‘Sir Thomas Murray’, likely based upon the Scottish geographer Hugh Murray, who, 

though in a most ambivalent fashion, had discussed the question of Vinland in his The 

Encyclopaedia of Geography: Comprising a Complete Description of the Earth, which was 

first published back in 1834.25 

On the basis of what ‘Murray’ had found in his, wholly fictive, saga — principally that 

Hervadur26 had sailed south from Vinland and that his daughter, ‘Syasy’ or ‘Suasu’, had died 

at the ‘White-shirt Falls’ — ‘Raffinnson’ ventured forth to the Great Falls of the Potomac, and, 

on the 28th of June 1867, less than 15 miles northwest of Washington D.C.,27 uncovered, 

alongside bones, ornaments, and other effects, an inscription in an archaic runic script. The 

inscription read, ‘Raffinnson’ alleged, ‘[h]ere rests Syasy, or Suasu, the fair-haired, a person 

from the east of Iceland, the widow of Kjoldr, and sister of Thorgr, children of the same 

father…. twenty-five years of age. May God make glad her soul. 1051’.28 Just like that, so it 

seemed, ‘Raffinnson’ implied, what was once conjecture was now fact. The sagas had been 

vindicated. For ‘Raffinnson’, the ‘Skálholt Saga’ was as good as gold. That it referred to a 

possible Irish presence in the New World prior to that of the Norse — recall Cowan’s County 

Down connections — was naught but the icing on an exceedingly good cake. As Cowan’s 

‘Raffinnson’ rhapsodically pronounced: ‘[n]o longer is the discovery of America by the Irish, 

in the dim distance of the panorama of history, pointed to as if by the spectre of a dream’.29 

Though ultimately dampened by Cowan’s eventual admission of guilt — the young man by 

the end of the summer had better things to do — the local response to his hoax, much to 

Florence’s delight, was, for a while, mightily enthusiastic. The enthusiasm was so great, in fact, 

that ‘[i]n keeping with public demand, Florence and Cowan… staged a makeshift exhibition at 

the Union’s offices’. ‘Cowan furnished Florence with artifacts [sic] from his own 

archaeological cabinet’, and, undoubtedly exhibiting a great deal of ingenuity in doing so, even 

went so far as to engineer a photograph of the inscription, taken, it was alleged, by ‘Raffinnson’ 

 
25 That Murray’s Geography was likely one of Cowan’s sources is not specifically mentioned by Tribble. Murray, 

for his part, though willing to consider the possibility, was not convinced that the Norse had made it to America: 

‘[i]t is highly probable that the continent was not reached by the Icelandic adventurers, and that Vinland was 

merely a southerly district of Greenland’. See Hugh Murray, The Encyclopaedia of Geography (Philadelphia: 

Blanchard and Lea, 1855), p. 64. See also Barnes, Viking America, p. 41, who calls the East Lothian-born Murray 

an ‘English writer’. 
26 A name which Cowan most likely borrowed from the Eddas, esp. ‘The Saga of Hervör and Heidrek’. 
27 A detail, one might think, that was just a touch on the nose.  
28 ‘Extraordinary Discovery’, The Daily Constitutional Union, 8th July 1867.  
29 Ibid. 
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himself.30 Additionally, and this perhaps more vividly attests to the success of Cowan’s hoax 

than anything else, a ‘large and commodious packet-boat’, apparently without Cowan’s or 

Florence’s knowledge or consent, was chartered to take visitors ‘to see the great Runic 

discovery at the Great Falls’,31 which, of course, didn’t exist. This thing of Cowan’s, it seems, 

certainly appears to have had a life of its own. 

In staging a scholarly hoax for the sake of largely pecuniary ends, Florence and Cowan — 

the latter of whom, in his technique and approach, may well have been influenced by Edgar 

Allen Poe’s earlier ‘Balloon-Hoax’32 — contributed to what was by then already something of 

a longstanding American tradition. Evidently, whatever borders existed between the scientific, 

the commercial, the technological and the fantastic, in both the ante- and immediately 

postbellum United States, were sufficiently porous as to admit all manner of traffic and all 

manner of trade. Johann Maelzel’s putatively automatic chess-playing ‘Turk’ did sterling 

business in 1820s New York,33 and, most famously of all, P. T. Barnum’s various japes 

procured for their perpetrator many a pretty penny. To take but one example, the so-called 

‘Feejee Mermaid’ — a taxidermic monstrosity of Japanese provenance, ‘in reality, a monkey’s 

head and torso cleverly sewn onto the tail of a large fish’34 — which Barnum hired from the 

Bostonian curator Moses Kimball in 1842, and with which he sought ‘to modify the general 

incredulity as to the possibility of the existence of mermaids’,35 proved to be exceptionally 

profitable. As Barnum, of whom it has been said that ‘[e]verything… [he] did, every enterprise 

in which he engaged, was predicated on its marketability’,36 recalled some time later 

 

 
30 Tribble, ‘Last of the Vikings’, p. 53.  
31 ‘The Runic Hoax’, The Salt Lake Herald, 3rd April 1892. 
32 Poe, with whom we needn’t merely assume Cowan was familiar — he is mentioned in Cowan’s poem Faustina: 

A Fantasia of Autumn in the Heart of Appalachia (1888) — also based his fictional scholars upon real-life people. 

Poe’s intrepid transatlantic balloonist ‘Monck Mason’, in much the same fashion as Cowan’s Raffinnson was 

based on Rafn, was a thinly veiled caricature of the Irish flautist and aeronaut Thomas Monck Mason (1803-

1889), who had, late in 1836, successfully ballooned from Vauxhall Gardens in London to Weilburg in the Duchy 

of Nassau. For further on Poe and his hoaxes, see Lynda Walsh, Sins Against Science: The Scientific Media Hoaxes 

of Poe, Twain, and Others (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), pp. 51-120.  
33 Stephen P. Rice, ‘Making Way for the Machine: Maelzel’s Automaton Chess-Player and Antebellum American 

Culture’, Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 106, 1994: pp. 1-16.  
34 Joe Dobrow, Pioneers of Promotion: How Press Agents for Buffalo Bill, P. T. Barnum, and the World’s 

Columbian Exposition Created Modern Marketing (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2018), p. 29. 
35 Phineas Taylor Barnum, [The] Life of P. T. Barnum, Written by Himself, Including his Golden Rules for Money-

Making (Buffalo: The Courier Company, Printers, 1888), p. 61.  
36 Dobrow, Pioneers of Promotion, p. 28.  
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I used it mainly to advertise the regular business of the Museum,37 and this effective indirect 

advertising is the only feature I can commend, in a special show of which, I confess, I am 

not proud. Newspapers throughout the country copied the mermaid notices, for they were 

novel and caught the attention of readers. Thus was the fame of the Museum, as well as the 

mermaid, wafted from one end of the land to the other. I was careful to keep up the 

excitement, for I knew that every dollar sown in advertising would return in tens, and 

perhaps hundreds, in a future harvest, and after obtaining all the notoriety possible by 

advertising and by exhibiting the mermaid at the Museum, I sent the curiosity throughout 

the country, directing my agent38 to everywhere advertise it as “From Barnum’s Great 

American Museum, New York.” The effect was immediately felt; money flowed in rapidly, 

and was readily expended in more advertising.39 

 

As we have already alluded to, the influence of Cowan’s hoax, not unlike one of Barnum’s 

better ‘humbugs’, greatly exceeded its original purpose and intent. Not for nothing, it will be 

seen, did the Salt Lake Herald retrospectively declare in 1892 that the Greensburg native’s 

Nordic ruse ‘was of so scientific a nature that it has even crept into history’.40 Though Cowan 

made no effort to maintain the facticity of Raffinnson’s ‘discovery’ beyond the summer of 

1867, divers others, without wanting to be party to misinformation or misdirection, certainly 

did. Through such organs as James Hunt’s Anthropological Review — which, alongside ‘Knox 

on the Celtic Race’, carried news of Raffinnson and ‘Syasy’ in its twenty-first issue in April 

186841 — New York’s The Historical Magazine, and even the Proceedings and Transactions 

of the Royal Society of Canada, the truthfulness of Cowan’s imposture was repeatedly affirmed 

and found its way into various scholarly monographs and texts.  

The eminent French naturalist Armand de Quatrefages, who would later make reference to 

the work of Charles Wolcott Brooks and whose exposition of Darwin’s views in his Charles 

Darwin et ses précurseurs français (1870) was praised by Darwin himself,42 for example, was 

 
37 Barnum’s, formerly Scudder’s, American Museum, which, according to Dobrow, ‘quickly became the most 

popular attraction in New York, in part because of the bizarre eclecticism of its thirty thousand exhibits’. Ibid.  
38 Barnum’s associate Levi Lyman, who, when presenting the ‘Feejee Mermaid’, posed as a Dr Griffin, ‘the 

purported man of letters who [purportedly] had purchased the mermaid in China on behalf of the [non-existent] 

Lyceum of Natural History in London’. Ibid., p. 29. That Cowan’s Viking folly had a touch of the Barnum about 

it should be readily apparent.   
39 Barnum, Life of P. T., p. 61.  
40 ‘The Runic Hoax’. 
41 See ‘Icelandic Remains on the Potomac’, Anthropological Review, 6 (21), pp. 223-224.  
42 Charles Darwin to Armand de Quatrefages, 28th May 1870.  
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able to offhandedly note, in a discussion of the peopling of the Americas, ‘that, through the 

indications contained in the Skalholt Saga, the American savants have been able to find upon 

the shores of the Potomac the tomb of a woman who fell by the arrows of the Skrellings [sic] 

in 1051’.43 Somewhat amusingly, Quatrefages’s unwitting acceptance of Cowan’s canular was 

preceded by a rather temperate and not at all mocking dismissal of various other transatlantic 

theories of pre-Columbian contact. ‘It is not from Asia alone’, Quatrefages wrote, ‘that 

America has received its population… [t]hey came from Europe also’.44 Only the voyages of 

the Northmen, however, Quatrefages implied, whatever the attractions once held for various 

other scholars by the Phoenicians, the Irish, the Basques and Atlantis, could sustain and survive 

serious investigation. For in dealing with them, unlike the Welsh and the Carthaginians,  

 

We are not now dealing with isolated facts belonging to the darkness of those ages which 

they only occasionally illuminate. It is a detailed history embracing several generations, and 

sometimes giving circumstantial details which explain, and are confirmed by certain modern 

discoveries.45 

 

‘Certain modern discoveries’, which we, but Quatrefages certainly didn’t, know, that were 

designed to sell newspapers in Washington D.C. According to Darwin, with due allowances 

made for epistolary politeness, ‘every word which’ Quatrefages wrote bore ‘the stamp of… [a] 

cordial love for the truth’.46 That such a love is not, however, sufficient to overcome the 

propagation of falsehood, especially when one has to bring under consideration the multifarious 

vagaries of translation and transmission, is, assuredly, patent. Quatrefages, in any case, was not 

the only continental scientific grandee to be taken in by Cowan’s chicanery. Adolf Bastian, 

who had a formative influence upon Franz Boas and was much abominated by Grafton Elliot 

Smith, in a rather lengthy footnote in his mammoth Die Culturländer des Alten America (1878), 

 
43 Armand de Quatrefages, The Human Species (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1879), p. 210. This 

translation of Quatrefages’s L’Espèce humaine (1877) was published as a part of Appleton’s ‘International 

Scientific Series’, for which T. H. Huxley, John Tyndall, and Herbert Spencer, ‘formed an editorial committee of 

some sort’. That the ‘familiar red covers’ of the series were described by Tyndall’s biographers A. S. Eve and C. 

H. Creasy as ‘a guarantee of sound material within’ might, in light of Cowan, elicit something approaching a 

guffaw. See, for the above asides and further on the series from a book history point of view, Leslie Howsam, ‘An 

experiment with science for the nineteenth-century book trade: the International Scientific Series’, The British 

Journal for the History of Science, 33 (2), 2000: pp. 187-207. 
44 Quatrefages, The Human Species, p. 207 
45 Ibid., p. 208.  
46 Darwin to Quatrefages, op. cit.  
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also, though less effusively than Quatrefages, made uncritical reference to Raffinnson’s 

suppositious archaeological sensation.47 As late as 1900, Raffinnson’s discovery was still being 

treated as if it were a thoroughly factual affair. The young Limerick-born seminarian and future 

missionary John Joseph Hennessy (1879–1965), in the Notre Dame Scholastic, prefaced a 

discussion of Saint Brendan — whom he regarded, like Irving regarded Columbus, as a 

pioneering proponent of the sphericity of the earth — with the following, unknowingly 

Cowanised, remarks:  

 

There were many pre-Columbian navigators and discoverers. However, they, unlike 

Columbus, lived at a time when their discoveries seemed useless; when those at home had 

enough to do to civilize themselves and could not afford to begin to civilize outside. 

Columbus, the child of fortune, came at a time when all Europe was in a condition to benefit 

by his great work. And not because pre-Columbian discoveries received little or no attention 

must they be undervalued or set at naught. Over five centuries before Christopher Columbus 

was born, the Scandinavians claim to have discovered America. Recent discoveries and 

investigations show that this claim is based on no small authority. In the Icelandic chronicles 

or “Shilhot Saga,” [sic] printed 1117,48 many important bays and shores of the northern 

continent are very well described, which proves conclusively that the writers must have been 

acquainted with the place. In these chronicles is also an account of the death of an Icelandic 

woman named Syasy. The place of the burial was so well described that Sir Thomas Murray 

said that the spot must be in the immediate vicinity of the Great Falls on the Potomac River 

above Washington. The minute account in the chronicles of Syasy’s burial led, in 1870, 

Thomas C. Raffinson, an English antiquarian of great eminence, M. Louis Lequereux, a 

distinguished geologist, with a few Americans to make careful investigations to find out the 

exact spot of Syasy’s burial. After long and untiring search they came upon a rock near the 

place pointed out by Sir Thomas Murray, called the “Arsow Head,” [sic] with an inscription 

cut deeply in it in the Runic language. Here is the writing as given by D. P. Conyngham, 

LL. D., in his “Life of the Irish Saints and Martyrs.” Here lies Syasy, [t]he fair-haired, [a] 

 
47 Adolf Bastian, Die Culturländer des Alten America (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1878), pp. 442-443. 

The Argentinian palaeontologist Florentino Ameghino (1853–1911), after whom a lunar crater is named, also 

seems to have to credited Cowan’s fabulation (as well as de Guignes’s theory of ‘Fusang’). See Florentino 

Ameghino, La antigüedad del hombre en el Plata, Parte Primera (Buenos Aires: La Cultura Argentina, 1918): p. 

32.  
48 Presumably, this was simply a slip of the pen. That Gutenberg had been pre-empted by the Vikings is not a 

claim that Hennessy, or, indeed, anybody else, explicitly sought to make.  
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person from the East of Iceland, [t]he widow of Kjoider, [a]nd sister of Thorgor, [c]hildren 

of the same father. Twenty-five years of age. May God make glad her soul. 1051.49 

 

‘Fake news’, surely, is not a peculiarly postmodern phenomenon. Like Christ’s poor it has 

always been with us. Nineteenth-century print, just as much as twenty-first century social 

media, could, without much bother, facilitate and enable the spread of this, that, and the 

invariably other. Having a laugh, at any rate, Cowan reminisced, a quarter of a century after 

the publication of his hoax — though with what degree of earnestness it is difficult to tell — 

could be a serious, and interpersonally costly, business: 

 

I may say that on several occasions I was sorely troubled over the serious consequences of 

my facetiousness. Among my victims was my father who a few months before had retired 

from the United States Senate. He was so deluded, and so enthusiastic in his delusion that 

while I was mortified to hear of his speeches in public, in explanation of the mysteries 

involved in the wonderful story, I was afraid to reveal myself to him as the author of the 

hoax, and be ever afterward a cause of humiliation to him whenever the matter should recur 

to his mind… At last I could stand it no longer, and I went to his home in Pennsylvania, and 

told him the whole story, but backwards like a witches’ prayer that he might not know the 

perpetrator of the joke until the last words had been spoken. As I feared, the blow was 

painfully severe to him and it was [for] several years after that that the mention of anything 

 
49 John Joseph Hennessy, ‘A Neglected Hero’, The Notre Dame Scholastic, 34 (2), 1900: pp. 34-35. Interestingly, 

regarding Brendan and the ‘rotundity’ of the earth, Hennessy might have taken some inspiration, without stating 

as much, from Andrew Dickson White. Hennessy notes: ‘[h]ow repugnant then was the notion of rotundity, we 

may get a faint idea when two centuries later Saint Virgilius was called a heretic for putting forth his theory of the 

sphericity of the earth. The good St. Boniface wrote to Pope Zachary charging Virgilius with heresy for saying 

that the earth was round, and that other men lived on the other side of the earth’. C.f. White, History of the Warfare 

of Science with Theology in Christendom, Vol. 1 (London: MacMillan and Co., Ltd, 1896), p. 105: ‘[t]here then 

stood in Germany, in those first years of the eighth century, one of the greatest and noblest of men — St. Boniface. 

His learning was of the best then known. In labours he was a worthy successor of the apostles; his genius for 

Christian work made him unwillingly primate of Germany; his devotion to duty led him willingly to martyrdom. 

There sat, too, at that time, on the papal throne a great Christian statesman — Pope Zachary. Boniface immediately 

declared against the revival of such a heresy as the doctrine of the antipodes; he stigmatized it as an assertion that 

there are men beyond the reach of the appointed means of salvation; he attacked Virgil, and called on Pope Zachary 

for aid’. N.B. It is also possible that Hennessy was reliant upon Patrick O’Kelly’s 1844 translation, from the 

French, of the Abbé James MacGeoghegan’s The History of Ireland, Ancient and Modern. Whatever the case, it 

is interesting to see that Hennessy and White, whose views one would imagine were otherwise rather far apart, 

adverted to the same incident in much the same manner.  
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Scandinavian caused the ghost of Susan [i.e. Syasy] to rise between father and son, a chill 

to both.50 

 

Iceland contra Rome 

 

Though for Cowan the revelation of a Norse presence in the pre-Columbian Americas was not 

much more than a source of moolah, mirth, and personal satisfaction — no matter his wider 

enthusiasm for Scandinavian legend and lore51 — for certain others it was a matter of much 

greater, and even spiritual, concern. Writing at the end of the 1920s on what he termed ‘The 

Catholic Contribution to the History of the Norse Discovery of America’, the Newberry 

Library’s William Stetson Merrill (1866–1969), perhaps due to the fact that he converted on 

the cusp of his thirties,52 expressed a certain degree of puzzlement upon learning that certain 

other Catholic authors regarded the claim ‘that Leif Ericsson and not Columbus [had] 

discovered America’ to be ‘one made with an animus against the Catholic Church’ and even 

an ‘amazing hostility’ against Christianity as a whole.53 That a number of Merrill’s 

coreligionists were, at least reportedly, of this opinion well into the second quarter of the 

twentieth century, surely suggests that the influence of the nineteenth-century literature in 

which the claim of Norse priority was indeed made in a resolutely anti-Catholic spirit has been 

longer lasting and much more significant than has hitherto been suspected. Merrill, for his part 

— and his knowledge of the relevant historiography, such as it was in 1928, was really quite 

extensive — believed that such a treatment of the question was rare. That such a treatment 

existed, and enjoyed a certain constituency and an audience, however, is not the least bit open 

to serious doubt.  

 
50 ‘The Runic Hoax’. 
51 Cowan, as was his right by inheritance, christened, so to speak, his father’s hilltop Greensburg estate ‘Mount 

Odin’, and also, as a final mischievous flourish, put it about just prior to his death that he was to have a Viking-

style funeral — fireship and all. See ‘Models His Coffin After Viking Boats’, Alexandria Gazette and Virginia 

Advertiser, 26th January 1905.  
52 See Merrill’s account of his conversion in Georgina Pell Curtis’s Beyond the Road to Rome (St. Louis [MO]: 

B. Herder, 1914), pp. 286-297. Merrill’s initial attraction to Catholicism appears to have been, at least in part, 

aesthetic: ‘I first went to a Catholic church to hear the music’. As to why Curtis thought Merrill’s conversion 

worthy of note, this might have been something of a minor quid pro quo. Merrill, though at the time he eschewed 

any special acknowledgement or reward, had assisted Curtis in compiling The American Catholic Who’s Who 

(1911).   
53 William Stetson Merrill, ‘The Catholic Contribution to the History of the Norse Discovery of America’, The 

Catholic Historical Review, 13 (4), 1928: p. 589.  
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Whereas for Merrill the Catholic Church was no enemy of science and freedom of mind — 

‘[t]he Church is not a Royal Society for the Investigation of Theology, but a Teacher, divinely 

commissioned by Christ to show mankind the road to salvation’,54 he avowed — for the one 

anti-Catholic, and, truly, anti-Christian and anti-Columbian, proponent of a Viking discovery 

of America to whom Merrill was able, briefly, to refer, Marie A. Shipley (née Brown), quite 

the opposite was obviously the case. According to Brown,55 quoting the Belgian-born itinerant 

secularist Felix Leopold Oswald (1845–1906), the fruits of the ‘force’ she called ‘Rome’ were 

maximally insidious and bitter:  

 

A thousand years interregnum of science, Faith usurping the throne of Reason, every branch 

of human knowledge withered by the poison of supernaturalism, literary activity limited to 

the production of homilies and miracle-legends, education devoted to the suppression of all 

natural instincts, and the substitution of submissive belief for the love of truth and free 

inquiry. Decadence of the fine arts, natural science merged in a deluge of superstition.56 

 

Born in New York City in 1843, Marie Adelaide Brown (1843–1900) was always a woman on 

a mission. Her interests were wide — abolitionism, suffragism, music, and art were among her 

more prominent passions — and her energies great.57 Her anti-Catholicism, and eventual 

animosity towards Christianity as a whole, though likely to have been multiply determined, 

was nonetheless indubitably reflective of the sociointellectual geographies and contexts in 

which she lived her life. The New York of her birth was the city of William ‘Bill the Butcher’ 

Poole, and her father Robert, who was the son of eighteenth-century Scots Presbyterian 

immigrants, a merchant tailor,58 a speculator,59 and the first American-born librarian of the 

 
54 Curtis, Beyond the Road, p. 297.  
55 Here I follow the practice established by Annette Kolodny of referring to Marie Adelaide Shipley, over the 

entire course of her career, by her ‘maiden’ name ‘Brown’. See In Search of First Contact, p. 242. Though Brown’s 

husband John B. Shipley was also an advocate of the Norse discovery, I do not discuss his views, which, for the 

most part, were largely concordant with Brown’s, in this chapter.  
56 Marie A. Brown, The Icelandic Discovers of America; Or, Honour to Whom Honour is Due (London: Trübner 

& Co., 1887), p. 22. 
57 For Brown’s abolitionism, simply note that she was a contributor to the National Anti-Slavery Standard; for her 

suffragism, which is also apparent in her work on the Norse ‘discovery’, see her ‘The Pecuniary Independence of 

Wives’, which was reprinted from the Boston Traveller, in Susan B. Anthony’s Revolution, 3rd June 1869.  
58 Cecil R. Roseberry, For the Government and People of this State: A History of the New York State Library 

(Albany: The New York State Library, 1970), p. 12. Brown was the junior partner of Albany’s James Brown & 

Son.  
59 This is Robert’s reported profession in the New York State Census of 1855. The Browns, including the eleven-

year-old Marie, were then living in Chelsea.  
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New York State Library in Albany, New York, was widely regarded in the local Democratic 

press as an incorrigible Whig placeman.  

     Robert’s appointment to the State librarianship — a position which, since the death of John 

Cook in 1823, was considered to be something of a ‘political plum’60 — was mired in 

controversy. Albany’s Argus, a Democratic newspaper that was supportive of Martin Van 

Buren’s Albany Regency, suggested that the removal of Robert’s predecessor, the Irish-born 

grocer and veteran of the War of 1812, James Maher, was done on account of his being a 

Catholic. Following the election of William H. Seward as governor of New York in 1838, the 

Whigs were in the ascendant, and, according to the Argus, Robert was an avaricious seeker 

after sinecures, and, in fact, little better than a ‘pothouse brawler and political blackguard’.61 

The Evening Journal, Albany’s Whig organ, which was edited by Seward’s associate Thurlow 

Weed, had a rather different estimation of Robert’s character and abilities. Per the Journal, 

unlike the Argus, Robert was a fine and upstanding citizen, who, no matter the calumnies cast 

by Maher’s vociferous allies, was more than worth the seven hundred dollars per annum that 

the State librarianship paid: ‘[Robert’s] time is given to business and study. The money he 

earns is devoted to the support of his aged and infirm [p]arents. For the duties of Librarian he 

is peculiarly well qualified: possessing as he does, a familiar acquaintance with Books, and a 

mind well stored with historical knowledge and classical literature’.62 Interestingly, when the 

tides of political fortune once again turned, and Albany returned to Democratic hands, Brown, 

in 1841, was replaced by the butcher’s son William Cassidy — another Irish Catholic in a 

traditionally Protestant state in which effectively anti-Catholic legislation had yet to recede 

from living memory. The 1788 statute which, on Lockean grounds, ‘required that anyone who 

was elected governor, elected to the state legislature and Congress, or appointed to a civil or 

military office take an oath of allegiance to the state renouncing… all allegiance and subjection 

to all and every foreign king, prince, potentate and state, in all matters ecclesiastical as well as 

civil’ was not rescinded until 1806.63  

     That politics in the antebellum American North often assumed a sectarian cast is not exactly 

news. Though far from all Whigs degenerated into anti-immigrant bigotry and abject Know 

Nothingism, that Robert’s Whiggery might have contained a great deal of anti-Catholicism, 

 
60 Roseberry, New York State Library, p. 9.  
61 Ibid., p. 13. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Jason K. Duncan, Citizens or Papists? The Politics of Anti-Catholicism in New York, 1685–1821 (New York: 

Fordham University Press, 2005), p. 71.  
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and even some anti-Irish sentiment, is a distinct possibility. As Michael F. Holt, in his 

magisterial The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party, has attested:  

 

The division of the electorate in many northern states was… complex because the 

population was… diverse. There rival cultural groups were… frequently in contact, and they 

often chose one party simply because the hostile group supported the other. These groups 

might be religious. Everywhere, for example, Catholics voted overwhelmingly for the 

Democrats, while the Protestants who disliked them the most — Presbyterians, 

Congregationalists, and Baptists — voted Whig when they lived near them.64  

 

Additionally, though here Holt surely simplifies,  

 

Ethnocultural divisions also fragmented the northern electorate. In most cities recent 

immigrants from Germany and Ireland tended to support the Democrats, while recent British 

immigrants — the Scots, Scotch-Irish Protestants, English, and Welsh, who despised their 

Catholic countrymen and yearned for assimilation into the community — voted Whig since 

the Whigs were the party of the upper and middle classes in most communities… Whigs 

who lived in cities near immigrants were much more prone to nativism and openly anti-

immigrant political positions than were Whig leaders from rural areas where few immigrants 

or Catholics resided.65  

 

That Robert’s politics might have sown at least some of the seeds that decades later eventuated 

in Brown’s distinctively and distinctly anti-Catholic approach to the Norse discovery of 

America cannot be discounted. That an early exposure to antebellum Whiggery, if indeed it 

exerted any influence upon Brown’s opinions at all — and I very much suspect that it did — 

was in all likelihood supplemented by myriad other factors that were similarly supportive of a 

staunchly anti-Catholic stance, however, seems patent.  

 
64 Michael F. Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party: Jacksonian Politics and the Onset of the Civil 

War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 117. 
65 Ibid., pp. 117-118. 
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      Whatever anti-Catholic ideas Brown might have received, in addition to her ABCs, from 

her cradle, hearth, and home, these were surely bolstered and added to as she moved away from 

the, presumably plain, Presbyterianism of her New York youth. After having ‘received a good 

education with a view to devoting her time to literary pursuits’,66 and before turning towards 

the bright sunny uplands of wintry Scandinavia, Brown left New York, where she is likely to 

have had some contact with the prodigious young pianist William Hall Sherwood (1854–1911), 

for Boston in 1869.67 There, though exactly when is open to question, she was to start a music 

recommendation service. As Dwight’s Journal of Music adverted on the 2nd of February 1878:  

 

We ask attention to the card, on our first page, of Miss Marie A. Brown, who offers to supply 

a want much felt by pupils and teachers living away from cities, and having no facilities for 

the judicious selection of pianoforte and vocal compositions. Miss Brown is highly 

commended to us as a lady of musical culture and experience, well qualified for so delicate 

a task.68  

 

One of Brown’s references, who vouched for her musical acumen and taste — Sherwood was 

the other — was the Reverend Cyrus Augustus Bartol (1813–1900), a friend of the famous 

Connecticutian Congregationalist theologian Horace Bushnell (1802–1876), who (Bushnell), 

in the early 1850s, was unsuccessfully charged with heresy.69 The Unitarian Bartol, as is 

perhaps significant to note in attempting to chart the course of Brown’s religious, and 

subsequently irreligious, development — Unitarianism, because of, rather than despite, its 

broad association with innumerable progressive causes, provided fertile ground for the 

sustenance of virulently anti-Catholic opinions70 — was one of the founders of the Free 

 
66 ‘Marie Adelaide Shipley’, The New York Genealogical and Biographical Record: Devoted to the Interests of 

American Genealogy and Biography, 31, 1900: p. 183.  
67 ‘Boston’, The New York Musical Gazette, 4 (1), 1869: p. 5.  
68 Dwight’s Journal of Music, 37 (22), 1878: p. 176. 
69 David W. Haddorff, ‘The Horace Bushnell Controversy, 1849-1854: A Crisis in Connecticut 

Congregationalism’, Connecticut History Review, 38 (1), 1997: pp. 56-73.  
70 Various famous Unitarians, Theodore Parker, William Ellery Channing, and George Ticknor Curtis, for example, 

sometimes expressed views, regarding the Catholic Church and the Irish, that we would now regard, whatever the 

righteousness of their wider social and political ends, as wholly inappropriate. In Unitarian milieus, the boundary 

between legitimate theological critique of Catholic anti-abolitionism, and, indeed, of the Catholic apprehension 

of freedom — which, contrary to Protestant and post-Protestant understandings, was conceived in a corporate, 

rather than an individual, fashion — and Anglo-chauvinist bigotry and nativism could be rather porous and really 

quite thin. It may well indeed have been the case that, even on a purely theological level, Catholicism was 

essentially less amenable to the pursuit of abolitionism and republican justice than Reformation-inspired ‘rights 

talk’, but this, by itself, can hardly account for all of the rhetoric that certain Unitarians habitually produced. 
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Religious Association, the journal of which, the Boston-published Radical, Brown, in 1868 

and 1869, occasionally contributed to. As Jedidiah Morse, in retrospect quite perspicaciously, 

argued in 1815, Unitarianism could be a ‘downward [though some might say an upward] 

course… to the borders of open infidelity’.71  

     Inspired and influenced by the likes of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Theodore Parker — two 

sources from which much in the way of anti-Catholic sentiment could easily be derived72 — 

the Free Religious Association, which was founded in 1866, was the brainchild of multiple 

young, and some not so young, Unitarian ministers, who, full of the as of yet undashed hopes 

of Reconstruction and roundly disappointed with the alleged political and social tepidity of 

mainstream Unitarianism, sought to recapture the spiritual dynamism of early 

Transcendentalism and forge anew the rudiments and sinews of American religion. The Free 

Religious ‘radicals’ rejected the authority of Henry Whitney Bellows’s National Conference 

of Unitarian Churches, and dissented from that body’s supernatural Christology.73 The radicals 

were syncretic and ecumenical in their theological orientation, and ‘shared Emerson’s 

conviction that new sources of religious truth — science on the one hand, and the ancient 

scriptures and myths of Asia and the other world religions on the other — were quickly 

 

Theodore Parker, in particular, appears to have struggled to keep separate and distinct his theological objections 

to the Catholic Church as a religious institution, and his, rather antipathetical, attitudes towards Irish Catholic 

immigrants. ‘The Irishman is always a Paddy’, Parker once noted, ‘[h]e loves tyrants in Europe; in America is 

ever on the side of rum, ignorance, and Slavery; a wretched race of people for us to import and breed from in 

America’. Similarly, in his ‘Some Thoughts On The Charities of Boston’, Parker asserted in regard to ‘Celtic 

Pauperism’: ‘[t]he Irishman has three bad things — bad habits, bad religion, and, worst of all, a bad nature. In 

dealing with Irish poor, I lay down three maxims: — (1.) The Irishman will always lie, if it is for his momentary 

interest. (2.) He will not work while he can exist by begging. (3.) He will steal when he can get a chance, and 

preferentially from his benefactor. I can recall but one instance of a grateful “gintleman [sic] from Cork.” These 

vices — lying, begging, stealing, are instantial of the genus “Paddy from Corrrck” [sic]. The opposite is 

exceptional — of Bridget and John, eccentric individuals. I might add a fourth: Paddy will get drunk if he can find 

liquor’. See John Weiss, Life and Correspondence of Theodore Parker: Minister of the Twenty-Eighth 

Congregational Society, Boston… Vol. 2. (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1864), p. 382; and Vol. 1., p. 397. 

For more on the topic of Unitarian anti-Catholicism, and its, perhaps ‘dialectical’, relationship with Catholic 

attitudes towards slavery, see Maura Jane Farrelly, ‘God’s Order or Man’s Rights: The Relationship Between 

Catholic Slave-Holding and Unitarian Anti-Catholicism’, U. S. Catholic Historian, 37 (2), 2019: pp. 83-108.  
71 Farrelly, ‘Catholic Slave-Holding’, p. 86. In a less accusatory register, Erasmus Darwin is reputed to have said 

of Unitarianism that it was ‘a feather-bed to catch a falling Christian’. See Charles Darwin to Joseph Hooker, 11th 

May 1859. ‘Open infidelity’, in any case, was exactly where Brown ended up. During a visit to Edinburgh in 

1886, she delivered two lectures before the National Secular Society in Roxburgh Hall on Drummond Street — 

one entitled ‘Effects of Christianity on Character’, the other ‘Christianity Destructive of Happiness’. See 

‘Amusements’, Edinburgh Evening News, 5th June 1886.   
72 Not to put too fine a point on it, Emerson, though less virulent than Parker — whose case is detailed in a lengthy 

prior note — was not especially enamoured of Rome and no friend of the Gael. In truth, he wasn’t particularly 

complimentary about non-Anglo Saxons altogether. See Nell Irvin Painter, The History of White People (New 

York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2010), pp. 139-140.  
73 Bellows’s conception of Christ, save for his anti-trinitarianism, was profoundly traditional. See his Restatements 

of Christian Doctrine in Twenty-Five Sermons (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1860), esp. pp. 77-79.  



231 
 

supplanting traditional Protestant creeds and biblical authority’.74 According to Octavius 

Brooks Frothingham (1822–1895), who, alongside David Atwood Wasson (1823–1887), John 

White Chadwick (1840–1904), Amos Bronson Alcott (1799–1888), and Francis Ellingwood 

Abbot (1836–1903), was one of the more notable and notably profuse contributors to the 

Radical,75 all religious forms and institutions were in essence adiaphoric. Thankfully, per 

Frothingham, given the baleful examples of Catholicism and Calvinism, everything was a 

product of historical contingency: ‘[t]here are no such things as permanent forms’, he declared, 

‘[n]o forms are everlasting. No forms of society, no forms of government, especially no forms 

of religion. They must change — the attempts to prevent their changing results in the deadening 

and defeating of the Spirit’.76 Wasson concurred. ‘Biblical authority and ecclesiastical 

organization [sic]’ were like the ‘divine right of Kings’, ‘outmoded ideas’ that were soon to be 

supplanted, unmissed and unmourned, by a new epoch of belief.77 Religion, to Abbot, was 

‘simply the Godward growth of man’.78  

     Brown’s contributions to the Radical were very much in line with Free Religion’s, arguably 

post-Christian, party ethos and line, and even, here and there, exhibited pantheistic tendencies. 

In an essay entitled ‘The Labor of Life’, which, very loosely, took as its theme ‘the question of 

what should be done in life, and what should be left undone’, Brown gave voice to a radically 

immanent conception of God and divinity:  

 

We imagine the Creator apart from his creations, amazed and discomforted at the unforeseen 

results of injudicious bestowal of life upon creatures who make so foolish and sad use of it, 

and throwing upon man the whole task of extrication from the blunder. This is atheism. God 

is life and life is God. The vital principle is life, and in that life are the germs of divine 

character which will eventually grow and expand, and manifest themselves. In the insect 

that crawls upon the ground, there is a portion of God. What is it? The life that enables it to 

 
74 David M. Robinson, ‘“The New Epoch of Belief”: The Radical and Religious Transformation in Nineteenth-

Century New England’, The New England Quarterly, 79 (4), 2006: p. 561.  
75 Some of the figures who were on the fringes, so to speak, of the Free Religious Association were arguably more 

famous than those at its centre: Moncure Daniel Conway, for example. See Mary Elizabeth Burtis, Moncure 

Conway, 1832–1907 (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1952), p. 170.  
76 Ibid., p. 569.  
77 Ibid., p. 562. 
78 Ibid., p. 573. 
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move and seek sustenance. God is the only life-giver, or, rather, is the life that incarnates 

itself in matter.79   

 

This, to my knowledge, is not Presbyterianism, and neither is the, for the lack of a better or 

more apt term, arch-nomian antinomianism to which it was attached.80 According to Brown, in 

1868 in any case, one simply does what one is metaphysically preordained to do: social 

positions and intellectual attributes are fixed, but, as this is no mere product of human caprice 

and people blamelessly gravitate towards that which is personally congenial, one can hardly 

hold the idler responsible for their inveterate idling. ‘There is no such thing as absolute 

idleness’, Brown wrote, ‘every human being is created for a purpose, and that purpose he serves 

whether he works or waits’.81 Though here she disavowed ‘communism of purpose or pursuit’, 

and, indeed, ‘agrarian system[s] of living or acting’,82 Brown nonetheless concluded on a fairly 

rebellious sounding note: ‘[c]ongeniality is the test: if the labor [sic] is uncongenial, the laborer 

[sic] will quit it; and no force, no society, no law, can prevent his withdrawal’.83  

     In another article for the Radical, which, in fact, could easily have served as an epitome of 

Free Religious thought, Brown strongly disavowed, in a manner reminiscent of Frothingham 

and Wasson, the salvific specificity of the Christian revelation:  

 

The radical lives in the present: his light is a constant revelation, and each revelation is a 

law of action to which he is accountable. He has nothing to do with tradition, for the truth 

of tradition he finds in the present. Truth is not showered as a deluge upon the earth at one 

season, to be followed by a long drought during the time to come. He has nothing to do with 

usage, for it is generally an incrustation from which the life has departed; as the locust, when 

he takes flight, leaves his shell upon the spot where he made his transit.84 

  

 
79 Marie A. Brown, ‘The Labor of Life’, The Radical, 4, 1868: p. 424.  
80 Theologically, for a little while at least, Brown’s conceptions were not dissimilar to those of a seventeenth-

century Ranter.  
81 Brown, ‘The Labor of Life’, p. 427.  
82 Ibid., p. 425.  
83 Ibid., p. 427.  
84 Marie A. Brown, ‘The Radical Life’, The Radical, 4, 1868: p. 371. 
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Moving on from her theology, though she later averred that her interest in Scandinavia and the 

Northmen was simply a natural outgrowth of her own putative ‘northernness’,85 Brown’s 

interest in the history and literature of northernmost Europe is more likely to have been kindled 

by her association with Selma Borg (1838–1921) — a Finland-Swedish music teacher, 

conductor, lecturer and feminist, who arrived in Philadelphia in 1864 — than any inborn 

tendency, tilt or inclination. Though exactly when, where, and how Brown and Borg met is 

presently a matter for the birds, by the early 1870s they had known each other for five or so 

years, and had long been, according to Borg, the fastest of friends and daily companions.86 

Together they translated and promoted the work of Finnish and Swedish novelists and poets 

for the English-speaking North American market. The novels of Marie Sophie Schwartz (1819–

1894) were their bread and butter, and they also translated the work of August Blanche (1811–

1868) and Zacherius Topelius (1818–1898), with whom, the latter, both Brown and Borg 

occasionally corresponded. As Brown wrote to Topelius, regarding the nature of her and 

Borg’s, mixedly received,87 literary collaboration: 

 

As Selma is writing to you, I took a sudden resolution to do the same and thus carry out a 

desire that I have long had. I wish to become acquainted with you, and I wish you to know 

Selma’s little fellow-laborer [sic], for we are together in every sense of the word and like to 

share our friends as well as everything else. If we had not been two, we could never have 

succeeded in the great and arduous work we have undertaken. Two nationalities, two 

individualities, utterly unlike in temperament, mentality and character, yet united in 

affection and purpose, − have made us fairly indomitable in our struggles for the 

introduction of a new literature. I do not consider that we have failed once, for each seeming 

defeat has been a stepping-stone to victory. Mediocre successes are very dangerous things; 

they are a dead level from which one can scarcely hope to rise; they attend average pursuits, 

 
85 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, p. 241. Kolodny, who makes no mention of Borg, or, indeed, of Brown’s 

involvement with the Free Religious Association, takes this as stated.  
86 Borg to Topelius, 10th May 1872.  
87 Though New York’s The Christian Union, on the 29th of October 1873, thought that Brown and Borg were doing 

an ‘excellent service’ and ‘attracting no little attention by their zealous efforts to place fine specimens of North-

European literature within the reach of English readers’, Philadelphia’s Daily Evening Telegraph, on the 20th of 

January 1871, wrote that ‘[u]nfortunately the ladies who have undertaken to introduce the writings of Madame 

Schwartz to the American public are not qualified for the work, and the translations of the two novels which have 

come under our notice are very badly executed’. The Evening Telegraph appears to have had it out for Brown and 

Borg. Later the same year, on the 1st of April, it again noted: ‘[i]t is to be regretted that so admirable a novelist as 

Madame Schwartz should be introduced to the American public through the medium of such bad translations as 

the one before us and its two predecessors certainly are. Mesdames Borg and Brown may understand Swedish 

exceedingly well, but their knowledge of English is limited’. 
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average persons. Now the basis upon which we start − Scandinavian literature − is far above 

the average, and the results must be proportionate. The magnitude of the effort will account 

for the immense obstacles, difficulties, delays and hardships that we have encountered. It 

was a pioneer work that we engaged in, and we had to build every step of the way. Our 

authors were entirely unknown, the North of Europe in obscurity and eclipsed by those more 

forward nations − France and Germany. The American public was in utter ignorance, and 

full of prejudices against everything that came unheralded. Consequently, at the outset our 

authors’ reputation rested upon our assertion of their greatness. An assertion which we flung 

out daringly to the public, through the newspapers, through every channel of communication 

that we could find or invent. No one knew whether it was a fact or a bit of humbug on our 

part, no one knew then whether we were reliable persons or unscrupulous sensationalists. 

Now our word has weight, for it has been proven true such a multitude of times. I think the 

very boldness of our stand amazed people, and people confirmed our statements quite as 

enthusiastically as we had made them, thanking us for placing these books within the reach 

of American readers and wishing us all success.88 

 

Though their cooperation bore many fruits and their thoughts were mutually constitutive — 

Borg appears to have absorbed at least some of Brown’s characteristically tart anti-

Catholicism89 — the two women eventually had a rather spectacular falling out. A dispute over 

rights and royalties appears to have supplied the spark that ignited, in Brown at least, an 

insatiable and all-consuming fiery rage. As is evidenced by a letter to Topelius, written on the 

10th of January 1885, Brown’s estimation of Borg’s character became so low as to be veritably 

subterranean. Brown was completely convinced, for one reason or another, that Borg and 

certain other Scandinavian figures were plotting against her and seeking to blacken her name: 

 

 
88 Brown to Topelius, 5th September 1873. 
89 In a lecture on the position of women in America, given in Stockholm on the 14 th October 1875, Borg, when it 

came to the matter of women and religion, sounded a roundly Brownian note: ‘[o]n account of the unlimited 

freedom of religion and the many denominations which exist side by side, she [woman in America] has early been 

challenged to think about religious questions, and when she joins a church it is by her own choice. Only if she is 

a Catholic is she completely bound. In that church she is entirely under the authority of the clergy in religious 

matters, and in other matters she must obey her husband. She then owns neither her person nor her thoughts… 

[T]he American people who first fought for and gained independence, and later crushed slavery, will also in time 

dispose of the Jesuits’. See Anders Myhrman, ‘Selma Josephina Borg: Finland-Swedish Musician, Lecturer, and 

Champion of Women’s Rights’, Swedish-American Historical Quarterly, 30 (1), 1979: p. 28.  
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A letter to me from Björnstjerne Björnson90 showed me, inadvertently, the combination that 

all these had formed against me, and in an instant I felt that the hour had come for me to 

proclaim the whole truth about this Selma Borg, the evil genius of my life! That same night 

I wrote to Björnson that Selma Borg was not a woman, but a foul creature of mixed sex, 

neither man nor woman, a hermaphrodite. My mother wrote to him at the same time and 

gave him some facts with regard to her physical malformation and male passions, which 

would leave no doubt on his mind. Our next step was to write to the authorities in New 

York and order Selma Borg’s arrest as a dangerous character. We also wrote to Dr. Gustaf 

Borg, commanding him to take his sister home to Finland and keep her there; and to several 

prominent physicians in Boston and New York, advising them to have her subjected to an 

immediate medical examination, which would prove everything. I have written these facts 

to several of my Swedish friends and to some editors.91 

 

In any case, though its end was demonstrably ugly, Brown’s relationship with Borg left her 

with an abiding interest in the cultural productions of the Fennoscandic North. During the 

1870s and 80s, Brown made multiple visits to Sweden, Norway, and Finland, wrote articles on 

Swedish music,92 literature,93 and museology,94 enjoyed the patronage of King Oscar of 

Sweden and Norway,95 and, albeit now all on her lonesome, continued to translate the work of 

Scandinavian authors. Brown’s rendering of the Swedophone Finnish poet Johan Ludvig 

Runeberg’s multi-canto Nadeschda (1879), which San Francisco’s The Argonaut archly 

described as a translation into ‘Bostonese’,96 was purchased and read by Walt Whitman,97 and, 

though she doesn’t appear to have completed the task, she set out to translate the six volumes 

of the Sveriges Historia (1877) — the first volume of which was written by Oscar Montelius 

(1843–1921), one of Sweden’s foremost archaeologists.98 Brown also, whilst staying at the 

 
90 Björnson (1832–1910), a Norwegian novelist, won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1903, and, as most 

Norwegians are presumably well aware, wrote the lyrics to the Norwegian national anthem. Over the course of 

my research, it has become apparent that Brown was a much weightier and more impactful figure than most 

modern authors have supposed.  
91 Brown to Topelius, 10th January 1885. 
92 Marie A. Brown, ‘Music and Drama in Stockholm’, Music and Drama, 4 (6), 1882: p. 10. 
93 Marie A. Brown, ‘Literature in Sweden’, The Literary World, 14th July 1883: pp. 224-225. 
94 Marie A. Brown, ‘Curiosities in Swedish Museums’, The Antiquary, 15, 1887: pp. 210-212.  
95 ‘Notes on Authors’, The Publishers’ Weekly, 25 (623), 1884: p. 15. Brown, apparently, was also authorised to 

translate the monarch’s writings. See ‘Literature, Science, and Art’, The Derbyshire Courier, 6th May 1882.  
96 ‘Literature’, The Argonaut, 4 (7), 1879: p. 4.  
97 Clifton Joseph Furness, Walt Whitman’s Workshop: A Collection of Unpublished Manuscripts (Cambridge 

[MA]: Harvard University Press, 1928), p. 250.  
98 ‘Notices’, The Literary World, 7th April 1883: p. 113. Brown’s attempted translation of the Historia was funded 

by a five krona per person subscription. See Brown to Topelius, 3rd July 1883. Artur Hazelius (1833–1901), the 
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proudly Unitarian Channing Club of Chicago in 1881, founded, in Haverly’s Theatre Building 

on Monroe Street, an exhibition space with reading rooms called the Cosmos. This 

establishment, which had a five-dollar annual membership fee and was presumably named after 

Alexander von Humboldt’s inexpressibly influential magnum opus — single admission for 

nonsubscribers, it is worth noting, was twenty-five cents99 — though it gave especial 

prominence to the compositions of Swedish authors and artists,100 also exhibited the work of 

English, American, and other painters. At the end of November 1881, the oil paintings of a ‘H. 

Rolph’, ‘a resident of St. Charles’, which depicted scenes from the Alleghenies, were exhibited 

at the Cosmos,101 and, during the first week of the next month, December, the watercolours of 

‘Mr. Gay’, ‘Mr. Kotz’, ‘Mr. Colby’, and ‘Mr. Ekblad’ were presented, by Brown, for the 

Chicagoan cognoscenti’s aesthetic delectation.102  

     As to the question of pre-Columbian contact, the first, or rather the first published, 

indication that Brown would have something to say about Vinland and the Norse ‘discovery’ 

of America, came in the June issue of William and Francis Church’s The Galaxy in 1876. 

There, in a review of the first volume of the ‘powerful Swedish-American opinionmaker’ Johan 

Alfred Enander’s Förenta Staternas Historia (1874) — one of the first Swedish language 

histories of the United States to be published in America103 — Brown rehearsed the contents 

of the Vinland sagas, praised the ‘freshness’ of the Swedish mind, noted that ‘the true history 

of the world has never yet been written’,104 and claimed, in a manner commensurate with her 

later opinions, that the Norse, not the Puritans, were ‘in fact our Pilgrim fathers, having effected 

the first landing on the coast of Massachusetts’.105 Enander, as would Brown, thought that 

Columbus, in his endeavour, had surreptitiously benefitted from Icelandic information, and 

this, perhaps, was one of the first occasions upon which she had come across that notion. 

 

founder of Stockholm’s Nordic Museum, was, seemingly, among Brown’s subscribers.  
99 ‘Art in Chicago’, Chicago Daily Tribune, 23rd October 1881 
100 This, at least, was what Brown originally intended. Brown, by way of Topelius, with how much success I do 

not know, attempted to acquire a great deal of Swedish art: ‘[n]ow I appeal to you as an author, and an art-lover, 

as one whose sympathies I am sure of on every score, to second my efforts in your country and Sweden. Ask the 

artists to send me good works, to consign them to me, putting their price upon them. I will have good exhibition 

rooms, and carry out the plan in the highest and most ideal way. I wish the Swedish government might become 

interested and appropriate a fund. Will you not speak to the leading men of your acquaintance, and get the Swedish 

press to speak of it?’. See Brown to Topelius, 26th May 1879.  
101 Chicago Daily Tribune, 27th November 1881. 
102 ‘The Cosmos! Collection of Water-Colors!’, Chicago Daily Tribune, 4th December 1881. 
103 According to Hildor Arnold Barton, Enander’s Historia, as it was offered as a bonus to the subscribers of 

Hemlandet, the Swedish-language newspaper of which Enander was the editor, ‘probably received a wider 

distribution than any other Swedish-American book publication ever’. See Barton, A Folk Divided: Homeland 

Swedes and Swedish Americans, 1840–1940 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1994), p. 64.  
104 Marie A. Brown, ‘A New History of the United States’, The Galaxy, 21 (6): p. 836.  
105 Ibid., p. 838. 
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Brown’s advocacy on the behalf of Leif Erikson and the Icelanders, it seems, was broadly 

continuous with her role, which she had cultivated through Borg, as one of the premier 

American champions of Scandinavian literature. Rabid anti-Catholicism, however, was the 

source of her originality.  

     Brown’s Icelandic Discoverers of America; or, Honour to Whom Honour is Due, in which 

her arguments and idiosyncrasies were given room to stretch their legs, was the centrepiece of 

what can best be described as a wide-ranging propaganda campaign that was intended to make 

plain the indelible perfidy of the Roman Catholic Church and, in the process, unseat Columbus 

from his presumably august place at the head of the American mythohistorical table. In addition 

to her Discoverers, which was first published by Trübner in London in 1887,106 Brown took to 

the stump and trod the boards in support of her cause in very many different and disparate sites 

and locations. From the Opera House in Austin, Minnesota,107 to the New York Society of 

Ethical Culture, the Chicago Historical Society,108 the Balloon Society at Westminster (with 

the Prince of Mantua presiding),109 the Conduit-Street Gallery in Mayfair,110 and the Baptist 

Tremont Temple in Boston,111 Brown preached her anti-Columbian gospel in all manner of 

surroundings.  

     In 1887, Brown, in the presence of Buffalo Bill Cody, curated a ‘Norse Exhibit’ at the 

American Exhibition at Earl’s Court in London, and, a year later, at the Italian Exhibition, 

which was held at the same location, set up a stand from which, as the Glasgow Herald 

amusedly reported, she let it be known that ‘Columbus was an impostor and an emissary of the 

Papacy, and that… the old Viking Lief [sic], son of Erick the Red… had set his foot on 

American soil 400 years before Columbus was born’.112 Brown even went so far as to present 

her case before the United States Senate, and also, albeit in an atypically subordinate position, 

was involved in the process, which was partly financed and led by the old Harvardian chemist 

Eben Norton Horsford (1818–1893) — who, incidentally, taught Liebig’s methods to Charles 

 
106 There was, however, a self-published run not long prior to Trübner’s involvement.  
107 Mower County Transcript, 23rd January 1889. 
108 ‘Societies’, The Magazine of American History, 20 (6), 1888: p. 511; ‘Notes’, The Open Court, 3 (92), 1889: 

p. iii. 
109 ‘The Discoverers of America’, The Western Morning News, 29th August 1887. The ‘Prince of Mantua’, who 

chaired Brown’s talk, was not at all a full-blown Gonzaga, but rather Charles Ottley Groom Napier (1839–1894) 

— an ardent British Israelite, and suppositious descendant of Kind David, who advocated vegetarianism as a 

treatment for alcoholism. It is apt, I think, that he was a member of the Balloon Society.  
110 The London Illustrated News, 12th March 1887. 
111 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, p. 245.  
112 ‘Our London Correspondence’, Glasgow Herald, 9th February 1889.  
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Sanders Peirce113 — that resulted in the unveiling of a statue of Leif Erikson on Boston’s 

Commonwealth Avenue on the 29th of October 1887.114 Somewhat improbably, Horsford 

believed that Leif Erikson had settled near Gerry’s Landing, Cambridge, on the left bank of the 

Charles,115 and, perhaps just as improbably, Peirce, who was one of nineteenth-century 

Yankeedom’s most impressive intellects, happily agreed. ‘That Leif came up Symond’s Hill 

seems to me as certain as a fact in the tenth century could be’, Peirce drily declared.116 As 

Michael Kammen has noted, for a variety of reasons, not the least amongst which was a rather 

haughty disdain for the mores of Mediterranean migrants, ‘[s]tarting in the late 1870s and 

continuing for almost half a century, old-stock New Englanders developed quite an enthusiasm 

for old Norse history and literature in general, but especially for the notion that Norse explorers 

had landed on the North American continent long before Columbus’.117 That one such as Peirce 

could be captured by the nets of ethnic enthusiasm is a testament to the power of context and 

location. As is, of course, Brown’s gleeful willingness to fashion and cast them.  

 
113 Richard R. John, ‘Eben Norton Horsford, the Northmen, and the Founding of Massachusetts’, Cambridge 

Historical Society: Essays on Cambridge History, 45, 1998: p. 122. 
114 ‘At a meeting of this society [the New York Genealogical and Biographical Society], January 27, a paper was 

read by Miss Marie A. Brown, on “Scandinavia.” Miss Brown was one of the leaders in the movement at Boston 

which resulted in the erection of a monument to the memory of Leif Ericsson [sic], the Scandinavian, who, it is 

claimed, discovered America in the eleventh century. She is on her way to Washington to present a petition to 

Congress to postpone the contemplated celebration of the four hundredth anniversary of the discovery by 

Columbus until some newly discovered facts concerning Ericsson’s discovery are laid before the country’. See 

‘Societies’, The Magazine of American History, 19 (3), 1888: p. 265. That Brown and Horsford were, to some 

extent, in cahoots is not recorded by Kolodny, who, in a most useful and interesting way, discusses both authors. 

Brown, in any case, it seems, might have been an important vector by way of which Horsford’s work, which, like 

Brown’s, concerned itself with the Norse ‘discovery’ of America, was distributed. Brown, in 1889, requested from 

Horsford, and her request was presumably granted, that copies of his The Problem of the Northmen be sent to such 

Scandinavian and Scandinavian-American notables as the Norwegian historical painter Peter Nicolai Arbo (1831–

1898), the Minnesota Secretary of State and Civil War veteran Colonel Hans Mattson (1832–1893), and the 

Minnesota State Weighmaster Charles M. Reese (who was originally from Lillestrøm in Norway). Brown and 

Arbo, an artist who is perhaps best known for his The Wild Hunt of Odin (or his Gizur challenges the Huns), were 

in contact with each other via an unnamed Norwegian intermediary. Brown sent Arbo, as preparatory material for 

a ‘large painting’ of ‘Leif Erikson’s Discovery of America’ — which, as far as I am aware, was never completed 

— all of the ‘historical data’ that was at her command and ‘5 of Mr. Pollock’s fine photos of Narragansett Bay 

coast scenes’. Brown, we should also note, was known to Ignatius Donnelly, whom she described as ‘an advocate 

of the Norse discovery’ (Donnelly, we know, advocated much else besides), and positively reviewed Horsford’s 

Northmen in the Open Court — a journal which, like the Radical, sought to achieve a synthesis, or least 

conciliation, between science and religion. See Brown to Horsford, 27th June 1889; and 7th August 1889. 
115 See, for example, Eben Norton Horsford, The Landfall of Leif Erikson, A. D. 1000, And the Site of His Houses 

in Vineland (Boston: Damrell and Upham, 1892). Though, in light of the above, one might assume that Horsford’s 

enthusiasm was essentially unbounded, it was not. Horsford, for example, contra Rafn and many others, followed 

Palfrey — ‘[n]othing can be more conclusive than Dr. Palfrey’s argument’ — in affirming that the Newport Tower, 

far from being Norse, was in fact, as it is, a seventeenth-century windmill. See Eben Norton Horsford, Discovery 

of America by Northmen: Address at the Unveiling of the Statue of Leif Eriksen, Delivered in Faneuil Hall, Oct. 

29, 1887 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company), pp. 26-27.  
116 Richard John, ‘Norton Horsford’, p. 129.  
117 Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1993), p. 242.  
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     Whatever about Horsford and Peirce, that Brown’s activities in support of the Norse and 

agin Columbus brought her a certain degree of fame and notoriety certainly appears to have 

been the case. In a notice in The Nation concerning the ‘curious’ decision of the Chautauqua 

Reading Circle to chronologically limit its ‘authorized [sic] manual of American history’, 

written, no less, by Edward Everett Hale,118 to the War of 1812, ‘for the fear of offending 

Southern sensibilities’, Brown’s name was invoked in a fashion that was at once both pointed 

and sarkily wry:  

 

When we consider that all the popular school histories bring down the history of the country 

to a period within twenty years, and that each of these circulates largely “on both sides of 

the line,” so that in fact “the line” may be said to be practically forgotten in the book trade, 

it is certainly a little amusing that it should be a reality so formidable among the doctors of 

divinity who conduct the Chautauqua Reading Circle and write its textbooks. Have they 

really chanced to hear of the surrender at Appomattox and of the Emancipation 

Proclamation! Again, do they not run an injudicious risk in allowing their pupils to follow 

American history down so late as the war of 1812? There were very dangerous discussions 

on slavery in the very convention which framed the United States Constitution; and any 

narrative of the American Revolution must risk “grievously offending” their Canadian 

members. Perhaps it would have been better to close their American history with the year 

1492, though even then there would have remained Miss Marie A. Brown to be dissatisfied, 

as she seriously disapproves of Columbus, and feels no hesitation in speaking her mind.119 

 

In her Icelandic Discoverers, Brown didn’t only detail and collate all the best evidence for the 

landfall of Leif — as Annette Kolodny has noted, she ‘quoted from almost every historian, 

scholar, and antiquarian who had published on the discovery question before her, American 

and European alike’120 — but she also disclosed the terrible truth about the Catholic Church: 

its plan to subjugate the United States. According to Brown, the celebration of the Columbian 

 
118 Hale, we should mention, was himself rather enamoured of the Leif Erikson idea. See Kolodny, In Search of 

First Contact, p. 230. 
119 ‘Notes’, The Nation, 12th April 1888. The Chautauqua Reading Circle, or Chautauqua Literary and Scientific 

Circle, was an adult education initiative that was founded by the Ohioan inventor Lewis Miller (1829–1899) and 

the Methodist Episcopal Bishop John Heyl Vincent (1832–1920) in 1878. 
120 In Search of First Contact, p. 248. Among Brown’s authorities were Thomas Carlyle, William and Mary 

Howitt, Grenville Pigott, North Ludlow Beamish, Henry Wheaton, Alexander Farnum, Axel Emanuel Holmberg, 

Oscar Montelius, and myriad assorted others.  
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quadricentennial would amount to an acknowledgement of the global authority of Rome. The 

Alexandrine Bulls of 1493, which derived their force from Columbus’s ‘discovery’ and divided 

the New World between Spain and Portugal, were still, so Brown believed, in full effect. They 

had never been retracted. The commemoration of what Brown called Columbus’s ‘fraud of half 

a millenary’s duration’ would ‘gratify the covetousness of the Mother Church’ by turning the 

‘American Republic over to it, as its spiritual and temporal property’.121 The Spaniards had 

‘intended America to be the empire of the Pope’,122 and Rome, by way of its Columbian trojan 

horse, still sought to achieve this goal.  

     For Brown, the question of 1492 was a matter of utmost importance. The approbation and 

celebration of the Genoese ‘robber’, who had claimed America for ‘both Church and 

Throne’,123 and ‘who fed his ambition and greed on the narratives of the Norse voyages to 

America, read secretly in Iceland’,124 would eventuate in the denial and destruction of all that 

was good about the American project. ‘This is the reason why it is necessary for the truth, as 

to the discovery of America’, Brown declared, ‘to be established immediately’.125 If the 

Northmen — who, on Brown’s account, were true republicans and supporters of the doctrine 

of the equality of the sexes — whose transatlantic achievements the Church had suppressed in 

order to shore up its territorial claims, were not given the honour that they were owed, a fate in 

which the United States would be reduced into a ‘huge benighted territory indistinguishable in 

its moral and mental attributes’ from ‘papish’ South America undoubtedly awaited.126 America 

 
121 Brown, Icelander Discoverers, p. 10. 
122 Ibid., p. 19.  
123 Ibid., p. 4.  
124 Ibid., p. 34. That Columbus had derived information from some version of the Vinland sagas, or the work of 

Adam of Bremen (in which we find the earliest known reference to ‘Vinland’), during a visit to Iceland that, 

somehow, had helped him on his way to the discovery of America, as seen, for example, in Johan Enander, was 

long a feature of speculations upon the voyages of the Norse. Heidelberg’s Knut Gjerset (1865–1936), in a note 

in his History of the Norwegian People (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1915), pp. 222-223, succinctly 

surveyed the nineteenth-century historiography of the question: ‘[t]he theory that Columbus, in undertaking his 

great voyage of exploration, profited by his knowledge of the discovery of the New World by the Norsemen was 

first advanced by Finn Magnusen in an article ‘Om de engelskes Handel paa Island’, in Nordisk Tidsskrift for 

Oldkyndighed, II., 1833. The same has been maintained also by Axel Emanuel Holmberg in his work Nordbon 

under Hednatiden (1852–1854); by R. B. Anderson in his work America not Discovered by Columbus; and by 

Marie A. Brown, The Icelandic Discoverers, or Honor to Whom Honor is Due [sic], Boston, 1888. It has been 

shown, however, that this theory rests wholly upon conjecture. See Gustav Storm, Christopher Columbus og 

Amerikas Opdagelse; Christopher Columbus paa Island og vore Forfcedres Opdagelser i det nordvestlige 

Atlanterhav, Det norske geografiske Selskabs Aarbog, IV., p. 67 ff., H. Weitemeyer, Columbus, Copenhagen, 

1892’. Whether or not Columbus even visited Iceland is now itself an open question. See, for example, William 

D. Phillips Jr. and Carla Rahn Phillips, The Worlds of Christopher Columbus (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1992) p. 105.  
125 Brown, Icelandic Discoverers, ibid., 14.  
126 Ibid., pp. 13-14. 
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had a decision to make. The sword of Damocles dangled over its head. Which way America — 

freedom or Rome?  

 

The near approach of the four hundredth anniversary of the landing and alleged discovery 

of Columbus, has revived the subject in the public mind and the floating rumours, 

occasionally taking a concrete form in the American newspapers, of a grand 

commemoration of the event, convert it into a subject that must soon be decided one way or 

the other, and the approaching date, October 12th, 1892, into the date of a most momentous 

decision, one that will fairly shake the world with its reverberation! This approaching 

anniversary of a fraudulent discovery, the resolution of the United States with regard to it, 

their celebration of it, or their refusal to celebrate it, will test the sincerity and earnestness 

of the work of which the year 1876 was the glorious centennial; it will decide whether the 

date 1892 is to obliterate the date 1776, whether the Government, claiming to be purely 

secular, which has from the hour the Constitution was framed refused to admit the word 

“God” into it, will then be willing to insert both God and Pope in it; whether the country 

that indignantly threw off all allegiance in 1776 will then yield allegiance to the foulest 

tyrant the world has ever had, the Roman Catholic power!127 

 

For Brown, like Samuel Morse and so very many other nineteenth-century American anti-

Catholic ideologues, Catholicism and republicanism were thoroughgoing contraries. ‘There is 

not a point in which the Republican and the Roman Catholic code coincide’, Brown averred.128 

Catholics, just in virtue of their being Catholics, were renegades and impostors. None were true 

to the constitution and the flag. ‘[U]nder the guise of American citizens they are actually 

traitors’, Brown proclaimed, ‘only waiting for the moment when they can deal a death-blow to 

the government… their mediaeval superstition has taught them to abhor’.129  

 
127 Ibid., p. 14.  
128 Ibid., p. 32.  
129 Ibid., p. 29. Brown’s rhetoric here could as easily have been from the 1830s or 1790s as from, as it was, the 

1880s. This form of discourse, it hardly needs saying, had a rather long shelf life. See, for the sake of comparison, 

the similarly tart conclusion reached by Morse in his anonymously published Imminent Dangers to the Free 

Institutions of the United States through Foreign Immigration (New York: E. B. Clayton, 1835), p. 15: ‘[i]t is a 

fact, that Popery is opposed in its very nature to Democratic Republicanism; and it is, therefore, as a political 

system, as well as religious, opposed to civil and religious liberty, and consequently to our form of government’. 

See also, as was chosen at random, ‘Roman Catholicism Inimical to Republicanism’, The Southern Enterprise, 

7th September 1855, wherein the author writes: ‘[i]n our last, we proved by reference to reliable authority that 

Roman Catholics owed allegiance to the Pope — were bound to obey his dictates — and, in short, to reverence 
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     For Brown, who in this regard might have been influenced by Theodore Parker, who had 

once remarked that ‘in Europe the Catholic Church is the one great enemy to human progress 

and welfare’,130 Catholicism and slavery were very nearly the same thing. Spain, through 

Columbus, had introduced both to the New World, and the Catholic Church was in part 

responsible for the Confederacy’s crimes. ‘[W]e have’, Brown affirmed, ‘the freedom-loving 

North and slavery-worshipping Spain… typified in Boston and New Orleans’.131 America’s 

‘peculiar institution’ was a ‘pernicious system introduced by Spain’, and, so Brown argued, 

like a heroically xenophobic antebellum Whig, was ‘largely kept alive by the Roman Catholic 

democratic party, North and South’.132  

    Brown’s anti-Catholicism was so ripe and hyperbolic, that, to her mind, even Protestantism 

was a means through which Rome could do its evil. The ‘Romish Church, even through the 

channels of Protestantism’, Brown affirmed, sought ‘to regain its lost dominion’ and ‘to bring 

back the Middle Ages on the earth’.133 ‘Romanism creeps in everywhere under the cover of 

Protestantism’, its evil no less evil when combined with ‘liberality’.134 Poison remains poison 

no matter its cup.  The Norse were at their best when they had ‘no Bible to warp them out of 

all human shape’.135 There is, perhaps, here, some echo of Channing, who, in his Letter on 

Catholicism, wrote: ‘[m]ost Protestant sects are built on Papal foundation. Their creeds and 

excommunications embody the grand idea of Infallibility as truly as the decrees of Trent, and 

the Vatican’, and ‘if people must choose’, which they did not, ‘between different infallibilities, 

there is much to incline them to that of Rome’.136 

    Following the work of the Scottish Liberal Party parliamentarian Samuel Laing (1812–

1897), from whom she quoted at length, the history of Europe, according to Brown, was an 

 

him as their Lord and Master, high above all the earthly potentates and powers. We argued that his [the Roman 

Catholic’s] allegiance… to a foreign prince was contrary to the spirit of the Constitution and incompatible with 

our system of government; and that therefore Roman Catholics should not be permitted to hold offices of honor 

[sic] or profit in the United States. We argue, furthermore, that Roman Catholicism is incompatible with 

Republicanism because… [i]t forbids freedom of thought… [and] allows no liberty of religious worship… We 

have not forgotten Galileo, the illustrious astronomer, whom Catholics tortured’.  
130 John Weiss, Life and Correspondence of Theodore Parker… Vol. 2, p. 337.  
131 Brown, Icelandic Discoverers, p. 20.  
132 Ibid., p. 13. 
133 Ibid., p. 176.  
134 Ibid., p. 106.  
135 Ibid., p. 168.  
136 William Ellery Channing, Letter on Catholicism, &c. (Liverpool: Wilmer and Smith: 1837), p. 10. Recall that 

Brown lodged at the Channing Club in Chicago, and, indeed, her involvement with Unitarianism and Free 

Religion more generally. Incidentally, Channing, like very many others, was inclined to accept the opinion that 

the Norse had preceded Columbus. See Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, p. 147. 
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eternal battle ‘for spiritual and temporal supremacy’ between the ‘North’ and the ‘South’.137 

The ‘North’ was the land of the ‘free-minded’ Scandinavians,138 of, quoting Laing, the ‘British 

constitution, representative legislature, the trial by jury, security of property, freedom of mind 

and person, the influence of public opinion over the conduct of public affairs, the Reformation, 

the liberty of the press’ and ‘the spirit of the age’.139 The ‘South’, on the other hand, which, 

ageographically, appears to have included Ireland — Brown called the Irish ‘the scum of the 

earth’140 — planted the ‘germ of slavery’,141 harboured the ‘arch-tyrant Rome’,142 and ‘shut 

up’ women in convents or turned them ‘into zeros by the thraldom of… medieval marriage’.143 

If America acknowledged the ‘bigoted Roman Catholic adventurer’ Columbus as her 

discoverer,144 and failed to hail the manly ways of Leif Erikson and the Norse, the ‘South’ 

would have its day and the Republic would be doomed. ‘The true tendency of America’, 

however, though the strength of that tendency was soon to be put to the test, ‘was given when 

the Norsemen landed on its shores’.145  

     According to Brown, the Norse were the fountainhead of republican democracy: ‘from the 

mere force’, as she put it, of ‘their splendid nationality’.146 They had planted the ‘seed of liberty 

in many a state of Europe’, and, in America, they had done much the same. Americans, true 

Americans, were ‘the descendants of the Vikings’.147 Though the ancient forests of Germany 

were very fine things indeed, ‘American institutions’, pace Baxter Adams and the Teutonists, 

 
137 Brown, Icelandic Discoverers, p. 20. Brown’s conception of the eternal contest between the ‘North’ and the 

‘South’ drew heavily upon Laing’s ‘preliminary dissertation’ to his translation of the Heimskringla of Snorri 

Sturluson. There Laing notes that ‘[t]he history of modern civilisation resolves itself, in reality, into the history of 

the moral influences of these two nations’, the noble Northmen and Anglo-Saxons, ‘being essentially the same 

people’, and the despotic Romans. See Laing, The Heimskringla; or Chronicle of the Kings of Norway… Vol. I. 

(London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1844), p. 7. 
138 Marie A. Brown, Icelandic Discoverers, ibid., p. 18. 
139 Ibid., p. 21. 
140 Ibid., p. 182. Indeed, for Brown, Irish Home Rule was just as much a ‘popish’ plot — here’s to the memory of 

Titus Oates — as the, in 1887, merely mooted Columbian celebration. Gladstonian Liberals were fools to 

acquiesce to Irish demands, for, as Brown argued, ‘inasmuch as Ireland is mainly Roman Catholic, Home Rule 

for a large Roman Catholic majority means no more nor less than Roman Catholic rule in Ireland, the wielding of 

almost unrestricted political power by the most unscrupulous of Jesuitical demagogues’. Brown’s understanding 

of Ireland and the Irish, though I suspect that early, and probably paternal, influences played their part, appears to 

have been greatly impacted by the activities of the Fenians. ‘[T]hey have no scruple about the means [in their 

pursuit of Home Rule]’, Brown writes, ‘the slaughter of thousands of innocent persons, butchery, rapine, the firing 

or blowing up of cities, savagery in every form, it is the old programme re-enacted, and goes to show how utterly 

impervious Roman Catholics, the most devout and faithful of all Christians, are to all civilizing and humanizing 

influences’. Ibid. pp. 182-183.  
141 Ibid., p. 18.  
142 Ibid.  
143 Ibid., p. 81.  
144 Ibid., p. 34.  
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid.  
147 Ibid., p. 99.  
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were the ‘natural outgrowth of the Scandinavian spirit’.148 Medieval Iceland, per Brown, with 

its ‘Northern irreligion’,149 was a ‘flourishing republic’ and untainted by the influence of 

Christian ‘anti-naturalism’.150 The American Republic, through the influence of the Norse upon 

the British and their colonies, was, so Brown alleged, though the British of late had neglected 

their patrimony, ‘founded on a model that the Norsemen themselves had originated and 

outwrought in Iceland and Switzerland’.151 In comparison to the Norse what had Columbus 

achieved? ‘[T]o a race who had founded the empire of Russia’ and ‘conquered Normandy and 

Great Britain’, ‘to such a race the discovery even of America was not an achievement so much 

more dazzling than the rest of their mighty deeds, while to Columbus’, Brown noted, ‘it was 

the only thing he ever did’.152 For Brown, Columbus was an irremediably ignorant man, who, 

though he had pilfered the seafaring wisdom of Iceland, ‘knew nothing of geography till the 

day of his death’.153 

     ‘The recognition of the claims of the Norse discoverers’, Brown thought, would ‘show 

forcibly and conclusively that national integrity, at this present day, consists in paying the 

highest respect to historical truth’.154 Such a recognition would see America give honour to 

whom honour was due: the discoverers of Vinland, which, on Brown’s account, after Rafn, 

‘comprised the coast-line between Boston and New York’.155 To follow ‘the bidding of the 

Church and celebrate Columbus’[s] deed’ would be ‘to commit a ridiculous and irretrievable 

blunder’.156 Such a celebration would, in fact, Brown believed, ratify the edicts of Alexander 

VI and surrender ‘the continent, of which the American Republic now forms a part’ to Spain 

 
148 Ibid., p. 98. Brown’s conception of Iceland, however, appears to have been little more than a rhetorically florid 

northward transposition of the ‘Teutonic germ theory’, with which, in broad outline, she was probably familiar. 

The ‘germ theory’, of which, as we’ve alluded to above, Herbert Baxter Adams (1850–1901) was one of the 

foremost and most learned proponents, posited that characteristically Anglo-American socio-political institutions 

had developed from an ancient and original Germanic ‘seed’ or ‘germ’. As Peter Novick has put it: ‘the theory 

held that English and American democratic and liberal institutions had grown out of an institutional germ which 

developed in the forests of Germany in the remote past, and was transported to Britain by the Teutonic tribes in 

the fifth and sixth centuries. They maintained these institutions (and their racial purity) intact by exterminating 

the racially inferior Celtic Britons. This seed was responsible for the development of English institutions. When, 

in the seventeenth century, the descendants of the Teutons carried the seed to America, it grew with renewed vigor 

[sic] in the forests of New England, blossoming as the town meeting’. See Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The 

“Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 

p. 87.  
149 Brown, Icelandic Discoverers, p. 169.  
150 Ibid., p. 183.  
151 Ibid., p. 55.  
152 Ibid., p. 3. 
153 Ibid., p. 160.  
154 Ibid., p. 177. 
155 Ibid., p. 61.  
156 Ibid.  
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and the Holy See.157 To celebrate Leif would be to avoid all this, and would be a means by 

which to expose to the world the Catholic genius for trickery and deceit.158  

     Catholic historiography, Brown doggedly declaimed, was naught but a tissue of self-serving 

lies. The Church had damned the Norsemen as ‘bloodthirsty barbarians’, denuded them, after 

a long and bloody struggle, of their pagan vitality, sapped their strength ‘by the introduction of 

Christianity’,159 and concealed all ‘achievements of theirs, of whatever nature, that would 

awaken the admiration or gratitude of posterity’.160 ‘What but Catholic genius, a prolific genius 

for evil’, Brown exclaimed, ‘would have attempted to rob the Norsemen of their fame, of the 

knowledge of their great discovery, and to foist a miserable Italian adventurer and upstart upon 

Americans’ as the true discoverer of America?161 Catholicism was a ‘malaria’ that had spread 

throughout the world — Christianity as a whole a cankerous benediction of greed: ‘[t]his has 

been the practical use of Bible, creed, and Christ!’162 — to which the acknowledgement of the 

Northmen, their greatness and discoveries, would be the salve and cure.163 ‘[F]or Christopher 

Columbus’, Brown wrote,  

 

substitute the Norsemen; for Spain substitute the Scandinavian North; for the date 1492 

substitute the dates 982–85; for San Salvador and San Domingo substitute Greenland, 

Labrador, Nova Scotia, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts; for a discoverer of two islands, 

who did not explore the mainland to any extent, substitute the discoverers who traversed the 

eastern coast of America from Labrador to Florida, just as their forefathers had traversed 

the western coast of Europe from the Hebrides to Africa; for a discoverer who stole his 

information, thus buying himself name and repute at the Spanish court, and who went to 

America in search of gold and slaves, also to appropriate new territory for the preaching of 

the Gospel, substitute the genuine discoverers.164 

 

 
157 Ibid., p. 181.  
158 Ibid., p. 99.  
159 Ibid., p. 195. 
160 Ibid., p. 88.  
161 Ibid.  
162 Ibid., p. 177. 
163 Ibid., p. 79.  
164 Ibid., pp. 9-10. 
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This, ‘after three hundred years of systematic concealment’ and of ‘garbled history and fraud 

on the part of the Roman Catholic Church and its adherents’,165 was the least one could do. 

 

Receiving the good news badly 

 

Though by the end of the 1880s the notion of a Scandinavian visit to the pre-Columbian 

Americas was far from a novel or unusual proposition, Brown’s, shall we say ‘lively’, approach 

to this well-worn theme was nonetheless of a kind well-suited to the elicitation of attention. 

We simply don’t know what the 13 people who ‘used’ Brown’s Icelandic Discoverers in the 

Providence Public Library over the course of 1888 made of her pronouncements166 — or, 

indeed, who they were — but we do know that the response to her work in print and publication 

was, in a word, mixed. The reception of Brown’s work in newspapers, periodicals, and the 

work of other authors, ran the gamut from subdued, even bizarrely placid and indifferent 

passive acceptance, to amused, bemused, and sometimes quite hostile, dismissal and rejection. 

Brown’s work even experienced a minor, and thoroughly unwholesome, latter-day revival. In 

1925, the Ku Klux Klan-associated New York-based bimonthly The American Standard, 

seemingly in ignorance of her other less bigot-friendly political commitments, described 

Brown as a ‘fearless American’, who, in laying bare Columbus’s skulduggery, had done much 

to expose the hateful machinations of the evil Church of Rome.167  

     At the especially temperate end of the spectrum of opinion, regarding the value of Brown’s 

Discoverers, was Savannah, Georgia’s The Morning News, which, without any elaboration, 

blandly asserted that Brown’s rip-roaring assault on the Catholic Church ‘contains much that 

is interesting’.168 The review contained in The Indianapolis Journal was similarly anaemic, 

and noted, without any mention of Brown’s more effervescent moments — though with some 

scepticism as to the relevance of historical controversies to thoroughly modern affairs — that 

 
165 Ibid. 
166 For the sake of comparison, note that only 11 more people availed of the first volume of Gibbon’s Decline and 

Fall than perused Brown’s Discoverers over the same period. See ‘Appendix No. 6’ of the Eleventh Annual Report 

of the Librarian of the Providence Public Library, for the Year Ending December 31, 1888 (Providence: E. L. 

Freeman & Son, State Printers, 1889), p. 16. 
167 ‘Rome Would Claim Leif’, The American Standard, 15th October 1925.  
168 ‘Book Notices’, The Morning News, 12th March 1888. 



247 
 

her subject was ‘well handled in this book, and it can be read with interest by those who are 

fond of dealing with historical puzzles’.169  

     A mite less anodyne were the pedagogues of the Pennsylvania School Journal, the ‘Organ 

of the Department of Common Schools’ that was founded by the former Pennsylvania State 

Chairman of the Anti-Masonic Party Thomas Henry Burrowes (1805–1871) in 1852. The 

School Journal made much of the timeliness of Brown’s intervention, ‘as we are approaching 

the quadri-centennial of Columbus’[s] discovery of America’, but was somewhat surprised to 

find that the author was ‘such a hater of Columbus and lover of the old Norsemen, as even to 

hate the religion of the former and to become the champion of heathenism!’.170 Despite this, 

and despite doubting that her quite brazen heterodoxy would do much to ‘help her side of the 

question’, the Journal’s reviewer declared that Brown was ‘evidently a painstaking student of 

the subject, acquainted with every shred of evidence, not only in favor [sic] of the early 

Icelandic voyagers, but also against Columbus’. ‘Nowhere else’, they noted, ‘can the essentials 

of the literature on the subject be found amassed as here, and nowhere else more fervently 

discussed’.171 Washington and New York’s Public Opinion, ‘published weekly by the Public 

Opinion Company’ and quixotically dedicated to ‘absolute neutrality’, was similarly 

approbative in relation to Brown’s handling of her evidence. ‘On the whole this work is 

powerfully written’, it concluded, ‘and, as the statements made are based upon the original 

manuscripts and the highest historical authorities, it cannot fail to impress whoever reads it 

with the enormity of the injustice done’.172 

     Addressing itself to what was the fourth outing in three years of Brown’s tome — that 

published by John B. Alden of New York in 1890 — San Francisco’s Morning Call, like the 

School Journal, adverted to the well-timed nature of the arrival of Brown’s Icelandic 

Discoverers. ‘At this time, when the subject of the discovery of America is occupying so much 

of the public attention, by reason of the fact that preparations are being made for a grand 

celebration in 1892’, the Call announced, ‘this work will attract and set students of history to 

thinking’.173 ‘It is a work that may be called a remarkable one’, the Call continued in a quietly 

deadpan fashion — giving no indication that, for example, Brown took herself to have exposed 

the planned subjugation of the United States by Rome. ‘However much people may differ with 

 
169 ‘Current Publications’, The Indianapolis Journal, 21st March 1888. 
170 ‘Literary Department’, Pennsylvania School Journal, 39 (4), October 1890: p. 187. 
171 Ibid.  
172 ‘Books Reviews’, Public Opinion, 5 (5), 1888: p. 128.  
173 ‘Literary Notes’, The Morning Call, San Francisco, 24th August 1890.  
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the writer’, the Call calmly concluded, and, as we will see, very many people did differ, ‘the 

book contains a carefully collected mass of information on the subject of early navigation, 

which is of great value’.174  

     Given its exceptionally tart anti-Christian rhetoric, and, I’d say, its comparative ubiquity, 

that Brown’s work appears to have found an appreciative audience in the theological 

demimonde of freethought and irreligion should not be cause for surprise.  In the New York 

State agnostic Horace L. Green’s Freethinkers’ Magazine for January 1894, the socialist 

engineer Karl Johan Ellington (1863–1943), ‘one of Swedish America’s true originals’175 — 

who, later in life, would go on to do some architectural work for the Nobel laureate Knut 

Hamsun176 — produced a stinging indictment of the World’s Columbian Exposition, or 

‘Imposition’ as he called it, that drew heavily upon Brown’s broad cannonade and reloaded 

much of its shot and powder.  

     To Ellington’s acrid and waspish pen, the Columbian Exposition, as the joint endeavour of 

the two pickpockets ‘Capitalism and Churchism’, was, in an age and a country in which poverty 

was rife, a gratuitous waste of brain and muscle.177 Business and religion were the enemies of 

labour, ‘the former threatening to starve or shoot the workingman dead, and the latter 

threatening with eternal hell-fire to begin where the Pinkerton bullets leave off’,178 and the 

World’s Fair, far from being for and fair to the world, was naught but a grand, spectacular, and 

ultimately malignant distraction. The whole shebang — from the ‘Great White City’ to the 

material adulation of Columbus in marble and stone — was a means by way of which, Ellington 

argued, capital and altar sought to subdue proletarian unrest and stem the tide of freethinking 

insubordination:  

 

But the fruits of Ingersollism179 and the “godless American school,” begin to be cause for 

alarm, and a great decisive move must be made before it is too late. Therefore, here is the 

programme: [s]hatter the labor organizations. Club the hands into submission. Make it a 

 
174 ‘Literary Notes’, The Morning Call. 
175 Michael Brook, ‘Forskaren: a Swedish Radical Voice in Minneapolis, 1894–1924’, in Philip J. Anderson and 

Dag Blanck, eds., Swedes in the Twin Cities: Immigrant Life and Minnesota’s Urban Frontier (St Paul: Minnesota 

Historical Society Press, 2001), p. 204.  
176 Selma Robinson, ‘Houses Dirt Cheap’, The Rotarian, 55 (2), August 1939: p. 27. 
177 Karl J. Ellington, ‘The Great Columbian — Imposition’, The Freethinkers’ Magazine, 12 (1), January 1884: p. 

46. 
178 Ibid. 
179 After Robert Green Ingersoll (1833–1899), the ‘Great Agnostic’.  
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war, if necessary. Force the fight, and be done with it. Establish postal censorship and 

prohibit all indecent, — that is, heretical and other unchristian literature. Catholicize the 

Sabbath, and clinch it with Sunday-closing of the “Columbian” Exposition. Abolish the 

“godless American school.” Give us a Saint. Let that Saint be Columbus. He was a Catholic, 

and discovered America. After Satolli,180 let us have a Pope. Let “the true and Christian 

religion” be administered to the American people. Then will the Church, the capitalist, and 

the workingman, have peace.181 

 

The ‘imposter and slave-whipper’ Columbus, Ellington thought, would be a most appropriate 

saint for America’s ‘Christian Plutocracy’, but, even so, though both church and state 

fraudulently maintained it, he was not her discoverer. Ellington concisely reproduced Brown’s 

general narrative — ‘[t]he first discoverer of America was Lief Erickson [sic]’ — lamented 

‘[t]he attempts of the Romish Church to suppress the historical facts’, and concluded by noting 

that ‘Columbus’s humbug-discovery of America’ was ‘only a shrewd slave-trader’s visit to a 

country discovered by the Northmen, and colonized [sic] by them 500 years before Columbus’s 

time’.182 ‘The Liberal papers and magazines of America should’, Ellington added, ‘as truth-

proclaiming and anti-papal organs, do their best to help bring about the total disownment of 

Columbus’.183 Ellington’s fulminations regarding Columbus’s canonisation, it should be noted, 

were not simply the products of a Nordic love for rhetorical excess. From 1867 onward, there 

were indeed those who wished to make of Columbus an American saint.184  

     In the March 1888 issue of the meticulous Martha J. Lamb’s Manhattanite monthly The 

Magazine of American History, a significantly more genteel publication than Green’s 

Freethinkers’ — Francis Parkman professed its merits and no fire-breathing insurrectionists 

breathed fire from its pages — Brown’s ideas were not so readily welcomed and endorsed. 

‘Miss Brown has written a very readable book in her effort to resurrect and bring into 

prominence the Viking period, and establish the fact that America was discovered by the 

 
180 Francesco Satolli (1839–1910), the first Apostolic Delegate to the United States.  
181 Ellington, ‘Imposition’, p. 46. 
182 Ibid., p. 48. 
183 Ibid., p. 49.  
184 The case for Columbus’s canonisation, with no ultimate success, was presented before Pope Pius IX. See 

Claudia L. Bushman, America Discovers Columbus: How an Italian Explorer Became an American Hero 

(Hanover [NH]: University Press of New England, 1992), p. 153. The principal literary advocate of Columbus’s 

sainthood was the French aristocrat Antoine François Félix Roselly de Lorgues (1805–1897). His politics, one 

will not be surprised to hear, were rather different to Ellington’s.  
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Icelanders in 1001’,185 Lamb allowed,186 but, all things considered, she could see little point to 

her overall endeavour. Though Brown’s researches were ‘painstaking’ and her ‘picture of the 

Norse discoveries’ both ‘romantic’ and ‘delightful’, Lamb failed ‘to see wherein it would 

benefit the human race to deprive Columbus of his crown’.187 Perhaps Lamb neglected to 

devote sufficient attention to what she, not altogether unsympathetically, termed Brown’s 

‘energetic reflections and illustrations about the Romish Church’.188 Though Lamb agreed, and 

apparently had always believed, that ‘[t]he heroic Norsemen five centuries before the time of 

Columbus were… well acquainted with the eastern coast of North America’, she nonetheless 

wasn’t sure, as Brown possessedly claimed, that Columbus had derived any benefit from 

Icelandic ‘nautical information’.189 ‘How much that helped him’, Lamb announced, remained 

‘a conundrum’.190 In any case, Lamb went on to ask, what had the Vikings actually achieved? 

‘The sober historical narrative handed along through the ages by the Icelanders’ might be 

‘worthy of our notice’, but their ‘American discoveries led to no practical results’.191 ‘Where 

would have been our glorious country but for Columbus?’, Lamb inquired, ‘[w]as it not as 

remote from the knowledge of the world of 1492 as if the Norseman had never seen it?’.192  

     The New-York Daily Tribune sounded a similarly ambivalent note regarding the aptness and 

quality of Brown’s Icelandic Discoverers. ‘Marie A. Brown is an enthusiastic, even a fiery 

writer’, the Tribune admitted, but proposing that Columbus had been preceded by the 

Northmen was ‘not exactly [a] novel’ contention. ‘It is in fact fairly established that some five 

centuries before Columbus this continent was visited by some Icelanders, who gave it the name 

of Vinland’, the Tribune maintained, but, as it continued, ‘what the advocates of the Icelandic 

claim fail sufficiently to consider is the fact that those visits or discoveries were not turned to 

any account. Nothing followed them, and consequently were futile and null’.193 As to the 

‘vituperation’ that Brown ‘showered upon the Roman Catholic Church’, this did little but 

weaken her argument. As did her attempt, which ‘cannot meet with much success’, to elevate 

 
185 ‘The Icelandic Discoveries of America’, Magazine of American History, 19 (3), March 1888: p. 271.  
186 Lamb, as the Magazine of American History’s editor, very much led from the front, and, as recorded by Janet 

Butler Munch, was ‘responsible for all aspects of the magazine’s content, production, distribution, advertising, 

and finances’. She also, per the evidence of her diary, wrote the Magazine’s book notices, of which the review of 

Brown, from which we liberally quote above, is a fairly good example. See Munch, ‘Martha J. Lamb (1826–1893) 

Brought American History to Life’, Women’s Studies Review, Spring 2004: pp. 7, 9. 
187 ‘Icelandic Discoveries’, Magazine, p. 271.  
188 Ibid., p. 272. 
189 Ibid., p. 271. 
190 Ibid., p. 272. 
191 Ibid. 
192 Ibid. 
193 ‘Some New Books’, New-York Daily Tribune, 17th April 1888. 
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the ‘Northern barbarians… into pioneers of civilization’.194 ‘It is indeed somewhat strange’, 

the Tribune concluded, ‘that the Icelanders who named Vinland should not have carried fire 

and sword through the new land, but the reason probably was that they found nobody to kill 

and nothing to destroy’.195 Here we have, what is to my knowledge, the only example of the 

myth of the pristine wilderness being used as a stick with which to beat a Scandinavian piñata.   

     In comparison to the review of Brown’s work in London’s famous Spectator, however, one 

would to have to say that both the Tribune and Lamb bordered on the fawning. Even Boston’s 

Literary World, which decried Brown’s use of the Vinland sagas ‘merely as a text for a 

vehement denunciation of the Roman Church and of Christopher Columbus as their subservient 

tool’,196 did not approach the high heights of utmost dudgeon that the influential Tory weekly 

reactively assumed. Suffice it to say, that the abrasiveness with which Brown treated 

Christianity, in this instance, seems to have caused a great deal of offense. ‘The author 

dedicates her book to “Mrs. John Morgan Richards, of London” who has aided her substantially 

in placing this work before the world’, the Spectator noted towards the end of its brusquely 

brutal evaluation, ‘[i]t is not often that people who write such nonsense find others equally silly 

to help them to publish it’.197  

     Notably, only Peter Hendrickson (1842–1897), the Norwegian-born former professor of 

modern languages at Wisconsin’s Beloit College, was anywhere near as damning as the 

Spectator in regard to Brown’s endeavours. Though, as a Scandinavian, he was well-disposed 

to Brown’s general case, Hendrickson nonetheless thought that the ardour and vitriol with 

which she pursued her pre-Columbian ends — inclusive of various missives to the Norwegian-

 
194 Ibid. 
195 Ibid. 
196 ‘Miss Brown on the Norse Discoverers of America’, The Literary World (Boston), 18 (2), 1st October 1887: p. 

318.  
197 ‘The Icelandic Discoveries of America’, The Spectator, 12th May 1888. The Spectator’s editor, John St Loe 

Strachey (1860–1927), it might be appropriate to note, was a man of great and abiding, if not completely orthodox, 

faith. As Lytton’s cousin confessed: ‘[o]f my father’s religious views, though they deeply affected my own, I shall 

speak only very shortly. He was, above all, a devout man. Pure in heart, he earned the promised blessing and saw 

God throughout his days on earth. The fatherhood of God and the immanence of the Kingdom of Heaven were no 

empty words for him. But though he was so single-minded a follower of Christ and His teachings, he was no 

Pharisee of the New Dispensation; the sacerdotalism of the Christian Churches was as hateful to him as the 

sacerdotalism of the Jews was to Christ. He was concerned with the living spirit, not with ritual, or formularies, 

or doctrinal shibboleths. His mind was open to all that was true, good, and generous. He asked for free and full 

development of the soul of man. “The cry of Ajax was for light” was one of his best-loved quotations’. See 

Strachey, The Adventure of Living: A Subjective Autobiography (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1922), p. 47. 

N.B. Despite the apparent cogency of the above, it should be noted that Richard Holt Hutton may have exerted a 

greater influence than Strachey upon the Spectator’s response to Brown.  
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language newspaper, Chicago’s Skandinaven, of which, from 1885 to 1892, he was editor-in-

chief — indicated that she was ‘suffering from a mental disease’.198 

     Not all of Brown’s opponents, however, though she herself was more a porcupine than a 

kitten,199 were so agitated, belligerent, and forbidding. At least one was simply somewhat 

amused. John Fiske (1842–1901), one of evolution’s greatest and most loquacious American 

popularisers and advocates, regarded Brown’s Icelandic Discoverers to be a work, to employ 

his Connecticutian phraseology, that stood upon the threshold of the limbo of eccentricity.200 

Fiske’s often entertaining 1898 essay, ‘Some Cranks and their Crotchets’, in which Brown’s 

argument is usefully surveyed, is in part a reminiscence of his time as the assistant librarian of 

Harvard University. Tasked with revising the ‘gigantic pair of twin catalogues’ of subjects and 

authors, which, he noted, were left unfinished by his predecessor the biblical scholar Ezra 

Abbot, Fiske was dismayed to discover that the profusions of circle-squarers, ‘pyramidalists’, 

and inventors of perpetual motion were haphazardly categorised, on Abbot’s watch,  as if they 

formed a part of the legitimate sciences.201 This, to Fiske’s mind, was a rather sorry state of 

affairs. Patently, some new category was manifestly required: ‘[t]hus’, Fiske recalled, ‘the class 

[of] Eccentric Literature was established in our catalogue, and there it has remained, while the 

books in the library have increased from a hundred thousand to half a million’.202  

     Though, for straightforwardly chronological reasons, Fiske would play no part in 

determining the position of Brown’s Discoverers on the shelves of Gore Hall, his commitment 

to ‘boundary work’, as Thomas F. Gieryn would call it,203 long outlived his librarial role. The 

 
198 ‘Personalia’, The Round Table, 35 (9), 1889: p. 90.  
199 And not only in relation to matters Scandinavian. Her prickliness was congenital. In 1890, Brown bluntly 

accused Edward Bellamy, in his famous Looking Backward, of plagiarising the German socialist August Bebel’s 

Women in the Past, Present, and Future. Brown appears to have briefly corresponded with Bebel, and first 

presented her case in an essay entitled ‘Bebel’s Bricks or Bellamy’s?’ that appeared in Kate Field’s Washington 

and was later reprinted in the individualist anarchist Benjamin Tucker’s Liberty. As Brown wrote: ‘[t]he ideal of 

a paradise — not a future heaven, for no one wants that badly enough to steal it, but a paradise on earth — was 

hovering in the air and becoming more substantial every moment. Hundreds of thousands of able-bodied and 

clear-headed men were busy putting it into shape to be speedily actualized [sic] and Europe was likely to be its 

location, at least in the beginning. Mr. Edward Bellamy saw that, wanted it, and took it. Not Europe, but Boston 

should be the new paradise. Swooping down upon the prize, he darted into the year 2,000 and rebuilt that 

delectable nineteenth-century city with — August Bebel’s bricks’. ‘Edward Bellamy did not plan out the new 

paradise’, Brown concluded, ‘nor will he ever bring it to pass’. See Marie A. Brown, ‘Bebel’s Bricks or 

Bellamy’s?’, Liberty, 7 (4), 1890, p. 3. See also ‘Looking Backward’, The Morning Call, 1st February 1892; and 

‘New Publications’, Sacramento Daily Union, 27th September 1890.  
200 John Fiske, A Century of Science and Other Essays by John Fiske (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 

1899), pp. 440-442. 
201 Ibid., pp. 405-409. 
202 Ibid., p. 409. Fiske initially hoped to have a class of ‘Insane Literature’ but was dissuaded by one of his 

assistants. That some author, whose work had been thus classified, might kick up a fuss upon visiting Cambridge 

was considered too great a risk to take.  
203 Thomas F. Gieryn, ‘Boundary-Work and the Demarcation of Science from Non-Science: Strains and Interests 
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difficulty of distinguishing scholarship from non-scholarship is one of the principal themes of 

his ‘Cranks and Crotchets’, and Brown’s work, for Fiske, though he was ultimately ‘inclined 

to place it in the limbo’, was something of an intermediate, and therefore instructive, case. As 

the old Spencerian took time to explain:  

 

The considerations which would lead one to consign a book to that limbo are often complex. 

There is Miss Marie Brown’s book, “The Icelandic Discoverers of America; or, Honour to 

whom Honour is Due.” In maintaining that Columbus knew all about the voyages of the 

Northmen to Vinland, and was helped thereby in finding his way to the Bahamas, there is 

nothing necessarily eccentric. Professor Rasmus Anderson has defended that thesis in a 

book which is able and scholarly, a book which every reader must treat with respect, even 

though he may not find its arguments convincing. But when Miss Brown declares that the 

papacy has been partner in a conspiracy for depriving the Scandinavians of the credit due 

them as discoverers of America, and assures us that this is a matter in which the interests of 

civil and religious liberty are at stake, one begins to taste the queer flavour; and, taking this 

in connection with the atmosphere of rage which pervades the book, one feels inclined to 

place it in the limbo. For example: “What but Catholic genius, the genius for deceit, for 

trickery, for secrecy, for wicked and diabolical machinations, could have pursued such a 

system of fraud for centuries as the one now being exposed! What but Catholic genius, a 

prolific genius for evil, would have attempted to rob the Norsemen of their fame… and to 

foist a miserable Italian adventurer and upstart upon Americans as the true candidate for 

these posthumous honours, — the man or saint to whom they are to do homage, and through 

this homage allow the Church of Rome to slip the yoke of spiritual subjection over their 

necks!”  

 

‘A shrill note of anger’, Fiske determined, ‘is sometimes the sure ear-mark of a book from 

Queer Street’.204 Amusingly, Rasmus Bjørn Anderson, who was one of the pioneers of 

university-based Scandinavian studies, a friend of Thorstein Veblen’s,205 from 1885 to 1889 

 

in Professional Ideologies of Scientists’, American Sociological Review, 48 (6), 1983: pp. 781-795.  
204 Fiske, A Century of Science, p. 442.  
205 Anderson was also acquainted, though less intimately, with Henrik Ibsen and Georg Brandes. See Knut Odner, 

‘New Perspectives on Thorstein Veblen, the Norwegian’, in Erik S. Reinert and Francesca Lidia Viano, eds., 

Thorstein Veblen: Economics for an Age of Crises (London: Anthem Press, 2014), pp. 90-91. 
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the United States Ambassador to Denmark, and whom Brown had once accused of libel,206 

approvingly cited Fiske’s account of the difference between his work and Brown’s in his 1915 

autobiography. As the Wisconsinite son of Norwegian immigrants Anderson recollected, in a 

thoroughly self-congratulatory and somewhat inaccurate fashion, regarding the composition 

and publication of his America Not Discovered by Columbus (1874):  

 

I chose as my first subject and as the one I thought I could best handle, the discovery of 

America by the Norsemen. I had lectured somewhat extensively on this subject and could 

make use of my lecture as the basis of a book. I wrote a little book of something more than 

a hundred pages, gave it a thoroughly sensational and defiant title, “America Not Discovered 

by Columbus”, thus challenging the claims of Christopher Columbus to this honor [sic]. I 

appeared as a fearless iconoclast, well aware of the prejudices to be overcome. What I meant 

by this aggressive title was not to detract in any way from the great honor [sic] belonging to 

the Italian navigator, but to insist that he did not discover, but only rediscover the western 

world. To belittle the services of Columbus would be the part of a crank and none of my 

critics have ever called me a crank. Indeed, the great scholar and historian John Fiske 

 
206 Anderson, so Brown alleged, had done much to diminish the role she had played in the translation and diffusion 

of Scandinavian literature. As the Indianapolis Journal, under the headline of ‘Suing the Danish Minister’, 

reported on the 2nd of December 1887: ‘Miss Marie A. Brown, who has been engaged for some years in the work 

of getting and disseminating information about the Icelandic discoverers of America, announced yesterday to a 

reporter that she had decided to institute proceedings for libel against Professor Rasmus B. Anderson, formerly 

connected with an educational institution at Madison, A. T., and now representative of the United States at 

Copenhagen. Miss Brown is a very bright little woman, remarkably well versed in matters Scandinavian, 

exceedingly energetic and studious, and completely imbued with the Leif Erickson idea. She is known as the 

translator of several Swedish works, and recently appeared on the platform in this city to lecture on the claims of 

Columbus’s rival. Miss Brown states that when she was in the West, several years ago, she became acquainted 

with Miss Selma Borg, with whom she was led to form a literary connection. Selma Borg was the first one who 

interested her in Swedish books, and together they began making translations for publication. The “Schwartz” and 

“Blanche” novels were published as the joint work of Selma Borg and Marie A. Brown, but Miss Brown now 

claims that the work was almost entirely her own. When the union was dissolved Miss Borg and her friends at 

once claimed the whole credit for the work, and then the alleged persecution began. Professor Anderson, who had 

previously praised Miss Brown’s work highly, giving her many encouraging notices in the New York Nation, now 

turned against her, as she avers, and gave it to be understood in quarters where she could be the most seriously 

injured, that her ability was not of a very high order. Information of such an injurious nature was sent to publishers 

that Miss Brown found it impossible to get her works printed, and what was the worst blow of all, the story of 

“Gustaf Adolf; or, the Thirty Year’ War” was published by Messrs. Jansen, McClurg & Co. as the work of an 

anonymous writer, and an improvement on Miss Brown’s translation. There was, however, so little change in the 

book that it would be readily recognized as Miss Brown’s. Circulars were sent out, which asserted that Miss Brown 

was an adventuress, a woman of no ability, and Professor Anderson, who had previously said of Miss Brown in 

the Nation: “We can heartily commend her work,” now stated that the translation of “Gustaf Adolf” as published 

by Jansen, McClurg & Co., was far superior to the previous work of Miss Brown. Miss Brown is now so reduced 

in circumstances, as she claims, by the opposition that her case has become desperate. Hence her decision to go 

to law. She holds that the American consul at Copenhagen is responsible for the prejudice that has been excited 

against her, and to him she will look for redress’. As to the outcome of Brown’s mooted proceedings, further 

information has not been forthcoming. 
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published an article in the Atlantic Monthly on the subject of “Cranks”, and he begins this 

article by telling his readers that “R. B. Anderson is not a crank” and then goes on to show 

why Marie Brown, George Francis Train and others must be put in the category of cranks.207 

 

Though Anderson was most definitely not a ‘crank’, he was, for example, much too astute to 

be taken in by the Kensington Rune Stone,208 he was nonetheless quite ingenious and eminently 

inventive.209 ‘R. B. Anderson is not a crank’ is a wholly fabricated quote, and George Francis 

Train, though his idiosyncrasies were legion, is nowhere mentioned in Fiske’s article.  

     As to Fiske’s own opinions in relation to matters of pre-Columbian contact, generally 

speaking, these were not of a sort to frighten the horses. Like those of Brinton and of Dall, 

however, they eloquently attest to the fact that arguments arrayed against the historicity of 

transcontinental cultural diffusion could be just as rash or as prejudiced as any argument for it. 

Though Fiske, with some equanimity, happily admitted that he was inclined to suspect that 

numerous ‘occasional visitors may have come and did come before that famous date [1492] 

from the Old World to the New’,210 and that the transatlantic activities of the Norse stood ‘upon 

firm historic ground’,211 the Lewis Henry Morgan-inspired manner in which he disposed of the 

notion that the Aztecs, the Maya, and the Peruvians had enjoyed extra-American influences, 

inspirations, and antecedents, left, and continues to leave, a lot to be desired. Stagist 

conceptions of social evolution were not, I think, at all able to do justice to the heterogeneities 

and complexities of the indigenous Americas: ‘[i]f I am right in holding that Montezuma was 

 
207 Rasmus B. Anderson, Life Story of Rasmus B. Anderson (Madison: 1915), pp. 210-211. 
208 See Rasmus B. Anderson, ‘Another View of the Kensington Rune Stone’, The Wisconsin Magazine of History, 

3 (4), 1920: pp. 413-419. 
209 Of course, ‘crank’, especially during the nineteenth century, can scarce be understood as anything other than a 

purely rhetorical, essentially ‘floating’, term. Who, from the vantage point of the twenty-first century, wasn’t a 

‘crank’, in one or more respects, during an age in which a well-respected naturalist such as Edward Drinker Cope 

could believe that ‘miscegenation’ had the potential to jeopardise the resurrection of the body? See Gould, The 

Mismeasure of Man (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 81. 
210 John Fiske, The Discovery of America, With Some Account of Ancient American and the Spanish Conquest, 

Vol. 1. (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1902), p. 171.  
211 Ibid., p. 175. Regarding Irish claims, however, Fiske wasn’t minded to be particularly kind: ‘of the dim 

whispers of voyages to America undertaken by the Irish, in the days when the cloisters of sweet Innisfallen were 

a centre of piety and culture for north-western Europe, we may say that this sort of thing has not much to do with 

history, or history with it’. Fiske also, as the onetime United States Ambassador to Denmark never got around to 

mentioning, disputed Anderson’s claim that Columbus had profited from Icelandic information. That, as Anderson 

argued, Columbus had read Adam of Bremen’s ‘Ecclesiastical History’, and thus understood the significance of 

its reference to Vinland, was, to Fiske, wholly improbable. The manuscript history of Adam’s work, amongst many 

other things, was not at all favourable or conducive, Fiske contended, to such a ‘superfluous’ suggestion. See 

Fiske, The Discovery of America, With Some Account of Ancient American and the Spanish Conquest, Vol. 2. 

(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1902), pp. 60-72.  Apropos of nothing, Fiske and Anderson once went 

fishing together on Lake Mendota in Wisconsin. See Anderson, Life Story, p. 666.  
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a “priest-commander,”’, Fiske declared, ‘then incipient royalty in Mexico had advanced at least 

one stage beyond the head war-chief of the Iroquois, and remained one stage behind the 

basileus of the Homeric Greeks’.212  

     Though the application of Morgan’s scheme needed to be guided and tempered by a 

veritable reservoir of common sense — ‘[t]he faculty for generalizing is a good servant but a 

bad master’ Fiske sagely noted213 — the Rochesterian anthropologist’s ‘brilliant classification’, 

in Fiske’s hands, was more a chainsaw than a scalpel: 

 

with one exception… [Mr Morgan’s] restrictions leave the area of civilization as wide as 

that which we are accustomed to assign to it in our ordinary speaking and thinking. That 

exception is the case of Mexico, Central America, and Peru. We have so long been 

accustomed to gorgeous accounts of the civilization of these countries at the time of their 

discovery by the Spaniards that it may at first shock our preconceived notions to see them 

set down as in the “middle status of barbarism,” one stage higher than Mohawks, and one 

stage lower than the warriors of the Iliad.214  

 

Furthermore,  

 

the most competent American ethnologists are now pretty thoroughly agreed that all the 

aborigines south of the Eskimo region, all the way from Hudson’s Bay to Cape Horn, belong 

to one and the same race. It was formerly supposed that the higher culture of the Aztecs, 

Mayas, and Peruvians must indicate that they were of different race from the more barbarous 

Algonquins and Dakotas, and a speculative necessity was felt for proving that, whatever 

may have been the case with the other American peoples, this higher culture at any rate must 

have been introduced within the historic period from the Old World. This feeling was caused 

partly by the fact that, owing to crude and loosely framed conceptions of the real points of 

difference between civilization and barbarism, this Central American culture was absurdly 

exaggerated.215 

 
212 Fiske, Discovery, Vol. 1., p. 130.  
213 Ibid., p. 39.  
214 Ibid. 
215 Ibid., p. 25. 
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For Fiske, paying greater attention to the cultures and peoples of the pre-Columbian Americas 

would do much to supplement and improve the methods and conclusions of the ‘Aryan school’. 

For, in taking note of the level of (un)sophistication achieved by the American indigenes it 

would become clear to all, or at least to all of those concerned, that ‘the state of society revealed 

in Homer and the Vedas is not at all like primitive society’.216 ‘[F]or the study of barbarism 

there is no other field that for fruitfulness can be compared with aboriginal America’, Fiske 

noted, ‘[t]his is because the progress of society was much slower in the western hemisphere 

than in the eastern, and in the days of Columbus and Cortes it had nowhere “caught up” to the 

points reached by the Egyptians of the Old Empire or by the builders of Mycenae and 

Tiryns’.217 

     By Fiske’s lights, the Native Americans were like human coelacanths, living fossils — 

‘people without history’218 — and, as such, even more so than the ruggedly familialist ‘southern 

Slavs’, they granted one insight, if one studied them intelligently, ‘into the stone age of human 

thought’.219 The ‘red Indian’ wasn’t interesting in and of himself, but, as a term in an equation 

framed by the methods of late nineteenth-century comparative ethnology, he became ‘one of 

the most interesting of men’: 

 

In aboriginal America we… find states of society preserved in stages of development similar 

to those of our ancestral societies in the Old World long ages before Homer and the Vedas. 

Many of the social phenomena of ancient Europe are also found in aboriginal America, but 

always in a more primitive condition. The clan, phratry, and tribe among the Iroquois help 

us in many respects to get back to the original conceptions of the gens, curia, and tribe 

among the Romans. We can better understand the growth of kingship of the Agamemnon 

type when we have studied the less developed type in Montezuma.220 

 

 

 

 
216 Ibid., p. xiii.  
217 Ibid., pp. xiii-xiv. 
218 The phrase, famously, is Eric R. Wolf’s.  
219 Fiske, Discovery, Vol. 1., pp. xiv-xv. 
220 Ibid., p. xiv. 
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Conclusion 

 

For many in the nineteenth century, the Norse ‘discovery’ of America became a bare historical 

fact, but it was never just that — a fact plain and simple. It was a tool that could be put to 

various ends. Here we have seen that it was both a money-spinner and a cudgel. That it was a 

joke that, with consummate ease, inveigled its way into the body of nineteenth-century science, 

and an instrument with which to express a bigotry that was once quite common in the United 

States. It was also, as perhaps no one could ever have anticipated, the glory and the redeemer 

of the Republic. Brown’s Icelandic Discoverers, as an example of nineteenth-century Anglo-

American anti-Catholicism, is perhaps an underutilised resource. The international canon that 

includes Samuel Morse’s Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties of the United States, Maria 

Monk’s Awful Disclosures, and Alexander Hislop’s The Two Babylons is undoubtedly an odd 

one, but it can, I think, make room for Brown. That Brown’s work could be approvingly cited 

by both socialists and Klansmen is also worthy of remark. One can indeed arrive at similar 

conclusions for different reasons and by way of different routes. The Viking gazumping of 

Columbus was, as is well known, a favourite theme among Scandinavian immigrants to the 

United States, and Brown was familiar with many such persons. Johan Enander and Rasmus 

Anderson, like Brown, believed that Columbus had benefited from the transatlantic 

achievements of the Icelandic adventurers, but, of the three, only Brown, in making her case, 

even if the others were not completely free of Protestant parti pris,221 unremittingly wielded 

the Norse as a weapon against the Roman Catholic Church. The Vikings, like Columbus, as 

Annette Kolodny has noted, were exceptionally ‘plastic’.222 They were whatever one needed 

them to be, and they could serve many masters. To quote a historiographical truism, ‘[i]deas 

about history legitimate and shape the present’.223 In writing about the past, the presence of the 

political is not an optional presence.

 
221 See, for example, what Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, pp. 227-229, avers of Anderson’s America Not 

Discovered by Columbus. 
222 Ibid., p. 204.  
223 Eric Foner, Battles for Freedom: The Use and Abuse of American History (London: I. B. Tauris, 2017), p. 188. 
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Concluding remarks 

 

The past of the past is a many-splendoured thing. Saint Brendan introduced Christianity to pre-

Columbian Mexico, the Catholic Church suppressed knowledge of Leif Erikson’s discoveries, 

and the Chinese set sail from prehistoric Peru. The Suez Canal, lest we forget, is rather old hat, 

and the ancient Phoenicians, Hebrews, and Egyptians had no need to wait for a Volta or Edison 

— electricity was an art with which they were already well acquainted. Ancient seas heaved 

with all manner of traffic, and both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, hundreds, even thousands, 

of years before Columbus, were readily traversed. Solomon’s gold was from Mexico. Maya art 

inspired by elephants. Samoan religion is Levitical, and the Aztecs and wampum are 

demonstrably Chinese. The Old World was in the New, and the New World was the Old. Over 

the course of the period with which I have been concerned, all these claims were made, 

supported, disseminated, dismissed, and critiqued, and all, no matter where and by whom they 

were voiced and deployed, are a part of the history of thinking about the past, and thus the 

history of thought simpliciter.  

     One, however, would not necessarily receive this impression if one were to read a general 

survey of the history of ideas. Though this, in truth, should hardly be a cause for much surprise. 

It is only very recently that something so influential as Blavatskyan Theosophy has been 

properly integrated into synoptic overviews of late nineteenth-century thought,1 and scarce any 

of the claims which I have surveyed were anywhere near as significant, expansive or piquant. 

That being said, however, among the Irish at least, the idea that Saint Brendan had discovered 

America may well have been more popular and more widely supported than any evolutionary 

account — Darwinian or otherwise — of life on earth. This, though it is a question that mightn’t 

ever submit to an answer, and one that no one has ever cared to address, does, nevertheless, to 

my mind at least, indicate a certain looseness and flaccidity in the use of terms such as ‘fringe’.2 

 
1 John Burrow’s The Crisis of Reason: European Thought, 1848–1914 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) 

was, I believe, one of the first such examples.  
2 One should also note, as Jeb Card has done, that many ‘fringe’ ideas about the past were first propounded by 

respectable scholars: ‘[c]ompletely ignoring the sensational, supernatural, or suspect elements of archaeology’s 

past and present is unrealistic. They are inherent to a science that studies the origins of human identities, that 

attempts to map territory that is both mythic and meaningful. The very notion of scientifically examining this past 

is part of modernity, and like other institutions archaeology shares in the contested and negative legacy of 

modernity. Archaeology’s colonial history, when combined with the mythic aspect, transforms into not only 

orientalism, but supernatural exoticism. Ignoring this reality will not make it go away. Visitors to our museums, 

classrooms, and presentations bring this history with them and will often replace our messages with the 

supernatural and exotic. Accepting our checkered [sic] past and the inherently weird practice of digging into the 

mythic past should be an exercise in “constructively deconstructing.” The archaeologist’s job is to look under 

rocks, find unexpected historical remnants, and explore their cultural meaning for the past and for the present. 

There is no reason that our own cultures should be exempt from such methods. The prominence of many of these 



260 
 

If, to employ a contemporary example, tales of ancient astronauts reach a wider audience than 

the work of Daniel Walker Howe, which, I ask, is the fringe phenomenon? Which plays a 

greater role in the intellectual life of our times?  

     In asking such a question, I do not at all wish to give succour to an arrantly barren, inane, 

and bowlegged relativism — no good evidence for the existence of humanoid extra-terrestrials 

has ever been found and Howe is as good a historian as there has ever been — but, rather, 

simply to advert to the fact, and it is a fact, that how one characterises the intellectual temper 

of an age is to a large extent dependent upon which audience or audiences one thinks to count. 

Canons, as all good students of literature know, are always retrospective.3 The educated and 

informed, until the dawn of mass education, have always been a thoroughgoingly minority 

concern, and they have also been, as is hardly news, a rather odd and heterogenous bunch. 

Selectivity in history, whatever our noble dreams, cannot be avoided, but there is no good 

reason, if one values comprehensiveness, representativeness, and, above all, accuracy, to 

exclude from one’s considerations of the past of the past the sort of ideas to which I have 

referred. They had audiences, elicited reactions, were widely noted and diffused, and played 

some part in various political and other projects. In any case, there has never been only one 

state of a question, and no one intellectual authority to whom all bowed their heads. As Ronald 

L. Numbers and Daniel Patrick Thurs have noted in relation to the conceptual and other 

difficulties that attend the use of ‘pseudoscience’ as a category of historical analysis:  

 

If we want to tell the history of pseudoscience, we have to come to grips with the term’s 

fundamentally rhetorical nature. We also need to take a historically sensitive track and focus 

on those ideas that have been rejected by the scientific orthodoxy of their own day. But here, 

too, problems arise. For most of the history of humankind up to the nineteenth century, there 

has been no clearly defined orthodoxy regarding scientific ideas to run afoul of, no 

established and organized group of scientists to pronounce on disputed matters, no set of 

standard scientific practices or methods to appeal to. However, even in the presence of such 

orthodoxy, maintaining scientific boundaries has required struggle. Rather than relying on 

 

issues, including their success outside the walled garden of academic and professional archaeology, makes them 

less like random potsherds and more like monumental pyramids begging for explanation. Like the real pyramids, 

we can’t blame aliens or foreign colonists or “Hollywood” or “the media” or “the fringe” for their construction. 

We made them ourselves for reasons that made sense in their time and that help us make sense of our own’. See 

Card, Spooky Archaeology: Myth and the Science of the Past (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 2018), 

p. 274.  
3 See, for example, Santanu Das, ‘Reframing First World War Poetry: An Introduction’, in Santanu Das, ed., The 

Cambridge Companion to the Poetry of the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 

7.  
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a timeless set of essential attributes, its precise meanings have been able to vary with the 

identity of the enemy, the interests of those who have invoked it, and the stakes involved, 

whether material, social, or intellectual. The essence of pseudoscience, in short, is how it 

has been used.4 

 

Theories of pre-Columbian contact were scientific conjectures, even Frank Cowan’s hoax 

sidled its way into the parlours of Tyndall and Huxley, but they were also much else besides. 

They were vehicles through which the Roman Church could be damned, cathedrals restored, 

nations aggrandised, and newspapers sold. The socio-political particularities of divers 

geographies were embedded deep within their bones. Transnational circumstances — for travel 

has its consequences — conspired to produce transnational ideas. The transpacific experiences 

of Charles Wolcott Brooks and Thomas Crawford Johnston informed the construction of 

transpacific pasts, and other quite other contexts and climes proved equally fertile. Elliot 

Smith’s colonial provenance undergirded his diffusionism, Dominick Daly’s interest in Saint 

Brendan is unlikely to have arisen outwith the context of Irish nationalism, and the Icelandic 

discoverers of Marie Adelaide Brown were discovered through the prism of nineteenth-century 

Protestant and post-Protestant American anti-Catholicism. Biblical conceptions, after the 

higher criticism, didn’t meekly pack up their bags and trundle on home, but continued, and 

continue, to form and inform understandings of the history of the world. Charles Wolcott 

Brooks, for example, was by no means a simple or orthodox believer — his God was the 

‘Infinite’ and scarce the biblical ‘Lord’ — but, in discussing the oceangoing capacities of 

ancient Central America and Peru, nonetheless adverted to the dimensions of Noah’s ark. 

Everything that happens, happens somewhere, and the somewheres in which theories of pre-

Columbian contact were produced and proposed greatly influenced their content and form. That 

many held that many had preceded Columbus, and still so hold today, is not a fact that we 

should allow ourselves to elide or ignore.  

     On the 15th of March 1862, in an impromptu discourse at the Smithsonian, the famed 

Bostonian abolitionist Wendell Phillips, with great enthusiasm, expounded upon the 

technological achievements of long-gone bygone days. ‘[W]e’, so Philipps proclaimed, as a 

stinging rebuke to American self-conceit, ‘are mere pigmies on the shoulders of giants’ and had 

‘no right to measure the ancients by the yardstick of our own ignorance’. The ancients had the 

 
4 Daniel P. Thurs and Ronald L. Numbers, ‘Science, Pseudoscience, and Science Falsely So-Called’, in Peter 

Harrison, Ronald L. Numbers, and Michael H. Shank, eds., Wrestling with Nature: From Omens to Science 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), p. 283.  
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water cure, the balloon, the electric telegraph, and the reaping machine. ‘Railroads, consisting 

of blocks of stone with grooves for the wheels’ connected Thebes with her quarries, and ‘the 

inventors of the locks which [Alfred Charles] Hobbs picked with so much difficulty in London 

state that they obtained their principle from a lock in the British museum 2,500 years old’. 

‘Ancient writings show’, so Phillips declared, before an audience of one hundred and fifty 

people, ‘that America was discovered long before the days of Columbus, and ships, centuries 

ago, were freighted with… guano’.5   

 

 

 
5 ‘Wendell Phillips at the Smithsonian’, Evening Star, 17th March 1862. 
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Stela B from Copán (reproduced from Stephens’s Travels in Central America) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



322 
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