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"Looking down at the ruins that resembled the monuments of Machu Picchu, I was stupefied."

 — Kihachiro Aratake, discoverer of the Yonaguni Monument, 1986



Chapter One
 The Shark Diver

 The waters off the southern coast of Yonaguni are not kind to the unprepared. The Kuroshio Current sweeps through the channel between the island and Taiwan with the relentless force of a river compressed into a funnel, carrying warm equatorial water northward at speeds that can drag an unwary diver sideways before they have time to adjust their buoyancy. The visibility is extraordinary — thirty metres on an average day, fifty or more when the current runs clean — but the depth drops away fast, the sea floor plummeting from the island's rocky shelves into blue-black nothing at seventy metres and beyond. This is the Philippine Sea at its most elemental: warm, clear, powerful, and utterly indifferent to the small humans who descend into it with their rubber fins and compressed air.


It was into these waters, in the late autumn of 1986, that a man named Kihachiro Aratake dropped from the side of a dive boat and began his descent along the island's southern reef. Aratake was not an archaeologist, not a geologist, not a scientist of any description. He was a director of the Yonaguni-Cho Tourism Association — a local official and dive operator who made his living guiding visitors to the island's main underwater attraction: the hammerhead sharks. Every winter, from late November through March, enormous schools of scalloped hammerhead sharks congregate in the waters around Yonaguni, drawn by the convergence of currents and the abundance of food along the island's steep submarine cliffs. The schools can number in the hundreds — two hundred, three hundred animals moving in slow, hypnotic formation through the blue water, their distinctive T-shaped heads swinging back and forth as they navigate by the electromagnetic map of the Earth's magnetic field. It is one of the great wildlife spectacles of the Pacific, and Aratake knew these waters as well as any man alive.


On this particular day, he was scouting for new dive sites — looking for unexplored sections of reef where the hammerheads might gather, places he could add to his repertoire of guided dives for the tourists who flew in from Ishigaki and Naha and sometimes from the Japanese mainland. He was swimming along the base of the island's southern cliffs, roughly twenty-five metres below the surface, when he saw something that stopped him in mid-kick. Below him, stretching away into the blue-green haze, was a structure so large and so geometrically regular that his first thought was that it could not possibly be natural. Flat terraces, stacked one upon another like the steps of an enormous staircase, descended from the reef into the depths. The edges were sharp. The angles were square. The surfaces were broad and level, as though they had been cut and smoothed by tools. The whole formation — and it was enormous, extending for more than a hundred metres along the sea floor — had the unmistakable appearance of something built. Something deliberate. Something made by hands.


Aratake hung motionless in the water, his fins barely moving, staring down at the terraced mass below him. The current tugged at his body, trying to pull him sideways along the reef, but he held his position, turning slowly to take in the full extent of what he was seeing. The structure rose from a depth of roughly twenty-seven metres to within five metres of the surface — a vertical span of more than twenty metres, taller than a seven-storey building. Its surface was encrusted with the usual marine growth — algae, sponges, soft corals — but beneath the living veneer, the underlying rock was unmistakably geometric. Steps. Walls. Flat platforms. Right angles. It looked, from his vantage point suspended in the warm Pacific water, like the ruins of some colossal building that had been dropped into the sea and left to be colonised by the reef.


"Looking down at the ruins that resembled the monuments of Machu Picchu," he would later recall, "I was stupefied." The comparison was apt — the same stepped profile, the same sense of monumental scale, the same unsettling precision. But Machu Picchu sits on a mountaintop in Peru. This was twenty-five metres underwater, off the coast of the most remote island in Japan, in a place where no civilisation had ever been known to build anything larger than a fishing hut.


Aratake did not tell anyone immediately. "I kept it a secret," he said later. "I didn't tell anyone on my staff." The instinct was protective — he understood, even in those first moments, that what he had found was significant, and he was not willing to share it until he had decided what to do with it. He returned to the site alone, again and again, photographing the formation from every angle, mapping its extent in his mind, trying to reconcile what his eyes were telling him with what his experience of the natural world suggested was possible. Rocks did not arrange themselves into staircases. The sea floor did not form right angles. Something was wrong with the picture, and Aratake could not figure out what it was.


He brought his photographs to shore and studied them. The images showed what his eyes had seen — a massive, stepped formation with flat surfaces and sharp edges, too regular to be an accident of erosion, too large to be ignored. The more he looked at the photographs, the more convinced he became that he had found something extraordinary. "I was very emotional when I found it," he said. "I realised that this would become a treasure of Yonaguni Island."


The question was what to do next. Aratake was a practical man, a tourism professional, not a dreamer or a mystic. He knew that extraordinary claims required extraordinary evidence, and he knew that his photographs — however dramatic — would not be enough to convince anyone who had not seen the formation with their own eyes. He needed a scientist. He needed someone who could look at the structure, examine its geology, and tell him whether his instinct was correct: that this was not a natural formation but the work of human beings, preserved beneath the waves for thousands of years.


He found his scientist at the University of the Ryukyus, on the main island of Okinawa, roughly five hundred kilometres to the northeast. His name was Masaaki Kimura, and he was a professor of marine geology — a man who had spent his career studying the seabed around the Ryukyu Islands, mapping its contours, analysing its sediments, reconstructing the geological history of one of the most tectonically active regions on Earth. Aratake brought Kimura his photographs. Kimura looked at them. And then Kimura went to Yonaguni to see for himself.


What happened next would consume the rest of Kimura's career, divide the scientific community, attract the attention of television networks and bestselling authors and conspiracy theorists around the world, and turn a tiny, remote Japanese island into one of the most debated archaeological sites on the planet. The structure that Aratake had found — which would come to be known as the Yonaguni Monument — would be called a ten-thousand-year-old temple, a natural geological formation, evidence of a lost civilisation, a trick of erosion, and a dozen other things besides. It would be featured in documentaries, argued over in academic journals, debated on podcasts, and visited by thousands of divers from every corner of the globe. And after nearly four decades of investigation, argument, and counter-argument, the fundamental question that Kihachiro Aratake asked himself on that first dive in 1986 — is this thing natural, or did someone build it? — remains, to this day, unanswered.


The news spread slowly at first. Yonaguni was not the kind of place where scientific discoveries made headlines overnight. There were no universities on the island, no research institutions, no newspapers with science correspondents. Word passed through the small, tight-knit community of Japanese marine researchers — a phone call here, a letter there, a photograph passed from hand to hand at a conference. But the photographs were compelling, and the scientists who saw them wanted to see the real thing. Within a few years of Aratake's discovery, a trickle of researchers began making the long journey to Yonaguni — flying from Okinawa to Ishigaki, then catching the connecting flight to Yonaguni's tiny airstrip, then hiring a boat and dropping into the warm water off the southern coast to see for themselves the structure that was already being called, in whispered conversations among those who had seen it, the underwater pyramid.


The Yonaguni Monument sits in the warm, clear waters of the Philippine Sea, encrusted with marine life, scoured by currents, visited by sharks and divers and the occasional curious sea turtle. It is indifferent to the controversy that swirls above it. The scientists, the television cameras, the bestselling books — none of it registers on stone. The monument simply exists — enormous, geometric, silent, and profoundly ambiguous — waiting, as it has waited for thousands of years, for someone to explain what it is.

 [image: Diver exploring the Yonaguni Monument]A diver explores the stepped terraces of the Yonaguni Monument — the underwater formation discovered by Kihachiro Aratake in 1986.
 

Chapter Two
 The Island at the Edge

 To understand why the Yonaguni Monument matters — why it is not simply an interesting geological curiosity but a question that strikes at the heart of what we know about human history in East Asia — you must first understand the island itself. Yonaguni is not merely remote. It is the definition of the word. It is the last piece of Japan, the final full stop at the end of a sentence that begins in the snowfields of Hokkaido and runs southwest through the entire length of the archipelago for more than three thousand kilometres before arriving, exhausted, at this small, rugged triangle of land floating in the Philippine Sea, closer to Taiwan than to any other Japanese city.


The island is small — twenty-eight square kilometres, roughly the size of a mid-sized London borough — and it rises from the sea like the back of a surfacing whale, steep-sided and green, its highest point barely two hundred metres above the waves. The coastline is dramatic: sheer cliffs of dark sandstone dropping straight into water so deep and blue that it seems to absorb light rather than reflect it. On the southern and eastern shores, the cliffs are carved into strange, angular formations by the ceaseless work of the waves — steps, platforms, and sharp-edged shelves that look, from a distance, unnervingly like the ruins of some enormous building project. This resemblance, as we shall see, is not a coincidence. It is the geological signature of the island itself, the key to the puzzle that lies beneath the waves.


Roughly seventeen hundred people live on Yonaguni, scattered across three small settlements. Sonai, the largest, sits on the island's northern coast and serves as the administrative centre. Kubura occupies the western end, its harbour facing the open East China Sea. Higawa — sometimes written Hikawa — is the smallest, a cluster of houses on the island's southern flank. The settlements are connected by a single road that loops around the island's perimeter, passing through sugarcane fields, patches of subtropical forest, and open grassland where the Yonaguni horse — one of Japan's smallest and most endangered native breeds, with fewer than a hundred and thirty animals remaining — grazes in small, placid herds.


The culture of Yonaguni is distinct from mainland Japan in ways that go far beyond geography. The island was historically part of the Ryukyu Kingdom, a maritime trading state that controlled the chain of islands between Japan and Taiwan from the fifteenth century until its forced annexation by Japan in 1879. The Ryukyuan culture is related to but separate from Japanese culture — different languages, different religious practices, different traditions of art and music and architecture. And within the Ryukyu chain, Yonaguni stands apart even further. The island has its own language — Dunan, spoken by perhaps four hundred of the island's residents, classified by UNESCO as "severely endangered" and recognised as a distinct language rather than a dialect of Japanese or Okinawan. It has its own writing systems: the pictographic kaida-di, used for record-keeping and accounting, and the daahan, a system of family name symbols. These are not Japanese scripts. They are indigenous to Yonaguni, developed in isolation over centuries, and they are disappearing.


The island's history is layered with legend. The most famous figure in Yonaguni's oral tradition is Sanai Isoba, a woman of extraordinary power who is said to have ruled the island in the late fifteenth century. According to tradition, Sanai Isoba possessed supernatural abilities that she used to protect Yonaguni from foreign invaders. Annual rituals are still held in her honour, connecting the modern community to a past that stretches back through centuries of Ryukyuan sovereignty, through the period of Japanese annexation, through the American occupation that followed the Second World War, and into the deep, unrecorded history of a people who lived at the edge of the known world and made it their own.


Getting to Yonaguni requires commitment. Ryukyu Air Commuter operates three daily flights from Ishigaki Airport, the nearest hub — a thirty-minute hop in a small turboprop aircraft that is frequently cancelled during typhoon season, which runs from June through October. A twice-weekly car ferry makes the four-hour crossing from Ishigaki to Kubura Port, rolling and pitching in the open ocean swells that build between the islands. In rough weather — and the weather around Yonaguni is rough more often than it is calm — both services shut down, and the island becomes what it has always been: a place apart, cut off from the rest of Japan by the same vast, indifferent ocean that surrounds it on every side.


The geology of Yonaguni is the product of forces that are difficult to comprehend in their scale and violence. The island sits at the southwestern extremity of the Ryukyu Arc, a chain of volcanic and coral islands that marks the boundary between the Eurasian Plate and the Philippine Sea Plate. To the southeast, barely a hundred kilometres away, the Ryukyu Trench plunges to depths of more than seven thousand metres — one of the deepest points in the western Pacific, a place where the Philippine Sea Plate is being driven beneath the Eurasian Plate at a rate of several centimetres per year, generating the earthquakes and volcanic activity that have shaped the entire Ryukyu chain for millions of years. Yonaguni is, in geological terms, sitting on the edge of an abyss.


The rocks that make up the island — and the monument — are sandstones and mudstones of the Early Miocene Yaeyama Group, deposited roughly twenty million years ago in ancient shallow-marine and coastal environments. These are sedimentary rocks, laid down in horizontal layers — beds of sand and mud compressed over aeons into stone, each layer representing a different episode of deposition, a different season of the ancient sea. The beds are clearly visible in the island's cliff faces: alternating bands of lighter sandstone and darker mudstone, stacked one upon another like the pages of a closed book.


The critical feature of these rocks — the feature that makes the Yonaguni debate possible — is the way they break. Sandstone of this type is criss-crossed by two sets of structural features: horizontal bedding planes, which separate the individual layers of rock, and vertical joints, which are natural fractures running perpendicular to the bedding. When erosion attacks sandstone with this kind of structure, it preferentially removes material along the planes of weakness — along the bedding planes and the joints — leaving behind blocks and steps and flat surfaces with sharp edges and right angles. The result is a landscape that can look, to the untrained eye, as though it has been carved by tools. The cliffs of Yonaguni's southern coast are a textbook example of this process. The terraces and platforms visible above the waterline at sites like Sanninudai, Tindabana, and Kubura-furishi are identical in form to the features of the underwater monument — the same flat steps, the same sharp edges, the same geometric regularity. The only difference is that the onshore formations are universally recognised as natural.


This is the context in which the Yonaguni Monument must be understood. It is not an isolated anomaly, a single mysterious structure standing alone on the sea floor. It is one expression of a geological process that has shaped the entire island — above the waterline and below it — for millions of years. The question is whether this particular expression, this particular arrangement of steps and terraces and platforms, is entirely the work of nature, or whether human hands had a part in shaping it. The answer, as we shall see, depends very much on whom you ask.


The natural world has its own claims on Yonaguni. The island is home to the Atlas moth — Attacus atlas — one of the largest moths in the world, with a wingspan approaching or exceeding twenty-five centimetres. The creature is spectacular, its wings patterned in rich browns and reds and whites, with translucent patches near the tips that resemble the heads of snakes — an evolutionary adaptation designed to frighten predators. Seeing one for the first time, pinned to the screen door of a guesthouse or resting on the trunk of a banyan tree, is an experience that stays with you. The island is also home to a remarkable variety of butterflies, birds, and marine life, its position at the junction of tropical and subtropical zones making it a crossroads for species from both ecosystems.


The island keeps its own counsel. It has been inhabited for thousands of years — charcoal fragments from ruins along the coast have been carbon-dated to approximately sixteen hundred years ago, and the evidence of much older habitation is preserved in tombs and other structures carved from the island's bedrock. The people of Yonaguni have always shaped stone. They have always lived in intimate proximity to the sea. And their island, perched on the edge of a tectonic boundary in one of the most geologically active regions on Earth, has always been a place where the line between the natural and the artificial is not as clear as one might wish.

 [image: Yonaguni Island above-water rock formations]Rock formations along the coast of Yonaguni Island — the same Yaeyama Group sandstone that makes up the underwater monument, shaped by identical geological processes.
 

Chapter Three
 The Monument

 The Yonaguni Monument lies roughly a hundred metres off the island's southern coast, at the base of the cliffs near the settlement of Arakawabana. It is not hard to find — any dive operator on the island can take you there, and the site is marked on every dive map — but seeing it for the first time is still a shock. You descend from the surface into water that is warm and impossibly clear, the visibility extending thirty metres or more in every direction, and as you drop below ten metres the monument materialises out of the blue-green haze like something from a dream. It is enormous. It is geometric. And it is, in the most literal sense of the word, unbelievable.


The main feature — the structure that gives the monument its name and its fame — is a roughly rectangular mass of sandstone measuring approximately one hundred and fifty metres long, forty metres wide, and twenty-seven metres tall. Its top surface sits roughly five metres below sea level; its base rests on the sea floor at a depth of approximately twenty-five to thirty metres. These are not small dimensions. The monument is longer than a football pitch, wider than a tennis court, and taller than most buildings in the average town. It is, by any measure, an impressive piece of rock.


To put the scale in perspective: the main feature of the Yonaguni Monument covers an area equivalent to two football pitches laid end to end, and its twenty-seven-metre height is roughly equivalent to a nine-storey office building. If it stood on dry land, it would be visible from kilometres away — a dark, angular mass rising from the landscape like a stepped hill. Underwater, its presence is no less imposing. The first-time diver descending alongside the monument's upper terrace experiences a cognitive dissonance that is almost physical — the brain insists that this cannot be a natural formation, even as the rational mind searches for explanations. The sheer size of the thing, combined with its geometric regularity, creates an impression of intentionality that is very difficult to shake.


What makes it remarkable — what has kept scientists arguing since the mid-nineteen-eighties — is its shape. The monument's most prominent feature is a series of broad, flat terraces descending from the top of the structure to its base, like the steps of a colossal staircase. The terraces are regular in height and width, their surfaces roughly horizontal, their edges sharp and well-defined. Viewed from the side, the monument presents a stepped profile that looks unmistakably like a ziggurat or a Mesoamerican pyramid — a comparison that has been made many times and that, for better or worse, has defined the public perception of the site ever since its discovery.


But the terraces are only the beginning. The monument is not a simple stepped block; it is a complex three-dimensional form with numerous features that have been named, mapped, and argued over in exhaustive detail. A five-metre-wide ledge — called the Loop Road by researchers — encircles the base of the formation on three sides, like a pavement running around the foot of a building. On one face of the monument, a series of narrower steps ascends from the Loop Road to the upper terraces, forming what appears to be a staircase. The steps are roughly uniform in height and depth, and their edges are sharp enough to cast shadows in the underwater light.


To the north of the main formation, a stone column rises seven metres from the sea floor — a narrow, tapering pillar that Kimura and his supporters have called the Totem. Near it stands the Gosintai, an isolated boulder resting on a low, flat platform, like a stone placed deliberately on a pedestal. To the west, two massive, roughly rectangular stones stand side by side, rising nearly to the surface — the Twin Megaliths, each several metres tall, their surfaces flat and their edges straight, separated by a narrow gap that a diver can swim through. Their resemblance to standing stones — the kind found at megalithic sites across Europe and Asia — is impossible to ignore and equally impossible to prove meaningful.


Further afield, the features become more varied and more ambiguous. A low, star-shaped platform has been dubbed the Turtle, though some observers see it as a thunderbird or simply as a star. A triangular depression in the rock — the Triangle Pool — contains two large circular holes at its edge, each roughly sixty centimetres in diameter, along with a straight row of smaller holes that Kimura has interpreted as quarry marks: evidence that someone was attempting to split the rock using wedges, as ancient stonemasons did at quarrying sites around the world. A straight wall, ten metres long and remarkably uniform in height, runs along one edge of the formation — the Dividing Wall. An L-shaped rock formation, called the Stage, juts out from the monument's western face. And on one surface, a natural or artificial configuration of rock has been interpreted as a face — a broad, flat visage with features that some observers compare to the moai of Easter Island, and others see as nothing more than the random play of erosion on stone.


An arch or gateway formation stands apart from the main monument, its opening large enough for a diver to swim through. Water channels — narrow, straight-sided grooves cut into the rock surface — run across several of the upper terraces, their purpose, if they have a purpose, unknown. Some researchers have interpreted them as drainage channels, designed to carry rainwater off the monument's surfaces when they were above sea level. Others see them as natural erosion features, formed by water flowing along pre-existing fractures in the rock.


The monument's surfaces are covered with the usual inhabitants of a subtropical reef: algae, sponges, soft corals, sea fans, and the occasional hard coral colony. Marine life congregates around the structure in abundance — schools of reef fish patrol the terraces, moray eels lurk in the crevices, and the hammerhead sharks for which Yonaguni is famous cruise through the blue water above the monument's upper reaches, their silhouettes dark against the surface light. The biological encrustation makes it difficult to examine the underlying rock surface in detail — a persistent obstacle for scientists attempting to determine whether the stone bears marks of human toolwork or only the signatures of natural erosion.


Beneath the marine growth, the rock is the same Yaeyama Group sandstone that makes up the rest of the island — unremarkable in composition, extraordinary in arrangement. It is the geometry of the surfaces, the precision of the angles, and the regularity of the steps that make the monument remarkable. Carbon-14 and beryllium-10 dating of coral samples growing on the monument's surfaces have yielded ages of approximately two thousand to three thousand years, but these dates reflect the age of the coral colonisation, not the age of the monument itself. They tell us only when the rock surface was submerged deeply enough for corals to take hold — a useful data point, but not a definitive one.


And it is here — in the interpretation of the monument's geometry, its features, and its context — that the scientific community splits in two.


One crucial fact about the monument is often overlooked in popular accounts: the entire structure is monolithic. It is not built from assembled blocks, like the Egyptian pyramids or the walls of Machu Picchu. It is carved — or eroded — from a single, continuous mass of bedrock. The terraces, the walls, the steps, the platforms — all of them are connected to the underlying rock. Nothing has been quarried, transported, and placed. Whatever process created the monument — natural erosion, human carving, or some combination of both — it worked by removing material from a pre-existing rock mass, not by assembling blocks into a structure. This is an important distinction, because it means that many of the arguments used to support or dismiss human construction of the monument are different from those applied to conventional archaeological sites. There are no construction seams to examine, no mortar to analyse, no quarry marks on transported blocks. There is only the rock itself, and the question of how it came to look the way it does.


Divers who visit the monument for the first time almost universally report the same reaction: this cannot be natural. The steps are too regular, the angles too precise, the overall form too purposeful. It looks like a building. It looks like a ruin. It looks like something that was designed and constructed with intention. This is the monument's great power and its great trap — because the human eye is evolved to find patterns, to see design where none exists, to interpret the natural world through the lens of human experience. We see faces in clouds, animals in rock formations, cities in the random play of light and shadow on a cliff face. The question of whether the Yonaguni Monument is truly different — whether it is genuinely too regular, too precise, too purposeful to be natural — or whether it is simply the most spectacular example of a common geological process, is the question that has driven the debate ever since Aratake's discovery.

 [image: The stepped terraces of the Yonaguni Monument]The monument's broad, flat terraces descend from top to base like a colossal staircase — the feature that has fuelled decades of debate about natural versus artificial origins.
 

Chapter Four
 The Professor

 Masaaki Kimura first visited the Yonaguni Monument in 1992, six years after Aratake's discovery. He was already a well-established figure in Japanese marine geology — a professor at the University of the Ryukyus who had spent his career studying the seabed around the Ryukyu Islands, mapping the submarine topography, analysing the sedimentary record, reconstructing the geological history of a region shaped by millions of years of tectonic violence. He was not a man given to hasty conclusions. He was careful, methodical, and deeply familiar with the rocks and waters of the Ryukyu chain. And when he descended into the sunlit water off Yonaguni's southern coast and saw the monument for the first time, he was immediately convinced that what he was looking at was not entirely natural.


Kimura was not a young man when he began his work on the monument. Born in 1940, he was already in his fifties when he made his first dives at the site, and he brought to the investigation the accumulated experience of a lifetime spent studying the geology of the Ryukyu seabed. He had published dozens of papers on submarine topography, sediment transport, and seismic hazards. He knew the rocks of the Yaeyama Group as intimately as a carpenter knows wood. And it was precisely this familiarity that made his conviction so striking — and so controversial. Here was not an outsider, not a treasure hunter or a television presenter, but a respected member of the Japanese geological establishment, claiming that one of the most familiar rock formations in his area of expertise bore the unmistakable marks of human construction.


This conviction would define the rest of his career. Over the following decade — from his first dive in 1992 until his retirement from the University of the Ryukyus in 2002 — Kimura made more than a hundred dives at the site, photographing every surface, measuring every angle, mapping every feature with the obsessive thoroughness of a man who knows he has found something important and is determined to prove it. He brought teams of students and colleagues. He published papers. He gave lectures. He built scale models of the monument and displayed them at conferences. He became, in the eyes of the world, the Yonaguni Monument's foremost champion — the scientist who staked his professional reputation on the claim that this was not a geological accident but the work of human hands.


Kimura's argument was built on specificity. He did not simply wave at the monument and say it looked man-made. He catalogued individual features and explained, in geological and archaeological terms, why he believed each one pointed to human construction. The steps, he argued, were too uniform in height and depth to be the product of natural erosion. The right angles were too precise. The flat surfaces were too level. The overall symmetry of the formation — the way the terraces descended in regular increments from top to bottom — was inconsistent with the random, asymmetric patterns produced by wave erosion and weathering.


But his most compelling evidence, he believed, lay in the details — the small features that a casual observer might miss but that told a story of deliberate human activity. He pointed to marks on the rock surfaces that he identified as quarry marks — the distinctive scars left by wedge-shaped tools called kusabi, used in traditional Japanese stonemasonry to split large blocks of rock. The circular holes and linear row of smaller perforations near the Triangle Pool, described in the previous chapter, were central to this argument — Kimura interpreted them as evidence of a rock-splitting technique used at quarrying sites throughout the ancient world: holes would be drilled or chiselled into the rock face, wooden wedges would be driven into the holes and soaked with water, and the swelling of the wet wood would crack the stone along a predetermined line.


He identified plus signs and V-shaped marks on the rock surfaces — marks that, he argued, appeared to show human modification of the stone. He pointed to formations that he believed were rudimentary characters etched into the carved faces of the monument. And he saw, in certain configurations of the rock, the shapes of animals and human faces — a sphinx, he said, that "resembles a Chinese or ancient Okinawan king." Perhaps most intriguingly, he identified what he believed were traces of drawings resembling characters from the kaida-di script — the indigenous pictographic writing system unique to Yonaguni. If these marks were genuine — if someone had carved kaida-di characters into the stone of the monument — it would constitute direct evidence of human modification, linking the underwater structure to the island's documented cultural history.


Kimura's vision of the monument went far beyond a single stepped structure. He believed he had identified an entire complex of ruins: a pyramid, castles, roads, monuments, a stadium, five temples, a triumphal arch, retaining walls, and water channels, all connected by an infrastructure of roads and pathways. He further suggested that the structures were remnants of the ancient Yamatai culture — a semi-legendary Japanese civilisation mentioned in Chinese historical texts. In his interpretation, the monument was not an isolated structure but the remains of a city — a planned, organised urban settlement that had once stood above the waves and had been submerged by the same forces that shaped the geology of the entire Ryukyu chain.


The question of when this city had existed was central to Kimura's argument, and his answer changed over time. In his earlier publications, he dated the monument to at least ten thousand years ago — a period when global sea levels were significantly lower than they are today, and the area now occupied by the monument would have been above water. This dating placed the monument in the late Pleistocene or early Holocene, making it contemporary with the earliest known civilisations of the ancient Near East and vastly older than any known monumental architecture in East Asia. It was an extraordinary claim, and Kimura made it more extraordinary still by linking the monument to the mythical lost continent of Mu — a nineteenth-century pseudo-historical concept that posited a vast civilisation in the Pacific Ocean, destroyed by geological catastrophe and sunk beneath the waves.


The Mu connection did not help Kimura's credibility with the mainstream scientific community. The lost continent of Mu has no basis in geology, archaeology, or any other empirical science. The concept originated with Augustus Le Plongeon, who placed it in the Atlantic; James Churchward later relocated it to the Pacific Ocean and popularised it through a series of bestselling books in the 1920s and 1930s. It belongs firmly in the category of pseudohistory, alongside Atlantis, Lemuria, and the Hollow Earth. By associating his work with Mu, Kimura placed himself outside the boundaries of conventional science, and many of his colleagues treated his claims accordingly.


But Kimura was not a crank. He was a trained geologist with decades of experience, and his arguments, whatever their ultimate merit, were grounded in observation and measurement. He revised his dating in 2007, at the twenty-first Pacific Science Congress, presenting a new estimate of two thousand to three thousand years ago — a period when sea levels were close to their present levels. Under this revised chronology, the monument would not have been built on dry land and subsequently drowned by rising seas; it would have been built at or near sea level and subsequently submerged by tectonic activity — the same faulting and tilting that has shaped the geology of Yonaguni throughout its history. This was a more modest claim, and a more geologically plausible one. It did not require a lost civilisation. It required only that the people of Yonaguni, who are known to have carved stone on the island for centuries, had carved this particular piece of stone a little further offshore than usual, and that the sea had subsequently claimed it.


Kimura bolstered this argument with evidence from underwater caves near the monument, where he found stalactites — mineral formations that can only grow in air, above the waterline. The presence of stalactites in caves that were now fully submerged proved, he argued, that the caves had once been dry, and that the land around them — including the monument — had sunk beneath the waves at some point in the relatively recent past. He dated the stalactites and used their ages to estimate the timing of the submersion.


The stalactite evidence was, in many ways, Kimura's most scientifically rigorous contribution to the debate. Unlike the alleged tool marks and carved characters — which were inherently subjective and open to competing interpretations — the stalactites were a straightforward geological fact. Stalactites form in air. If stalactites exist in caves that are now underwater, those caves were once above water. The logic was simple, the evidence was physical, and the conclusion was inescapable. What was less clear was the timeline: were the stalactites formed during the last ice age, when the entire area was above water? Or did they form more recently, before tectonic activity submerged the caves and the surrounding landscape? The stalactites alone could not answer this question, but they gave Kimura's broader argument a foundation of hard science that his critics found difficult to dismiss entirely.


The scientific community remained largely unconvinced. Kimura's claims were described, in the polite but damning language of academic discourse, as "pseudoarchaeological." His interpretations of tool marks and carved characters were disputed. His identification of animal shapes and human faces in the rock was attributed to pareidolia — the psychological tendency to perceive meaningful patterns in random data. And his grand vision of a submerged city, with its temples and stadiums and triumphal arches, was dismissed as an exercise in imagination rather than science. But Kimura did not waver. He continued to dive, to measure, to publish, and to argue, right up until his retirement and beyond. The monument, he was certain, was the work of human hands. The question was whether anyone would ever be able to prove it.

 [image: The turtle-shaped formation at the Yonaguni Monument]The "Turtle" — a low, star-shaped platform near the main monument. Masaaki Kimura identified numerous such features as evidence of human construction.
 

Chapter Five
 The Sceptic

 Robert Schoch arrived on Yonaguni in September 1997 with a reputation for challenging orthodoxies. An associate professor of natural sciences at Boston University, Schoch had made his name — and earned the lasting suspicion of many of his colleagues — by arguing that the Great Sphinx of Giza was thousands of years older than the conventional dating assigned to it by Egyptologists. His evidence was geological: weathering patterns on the Sphinx's body and enclosure walls that he attributed to prolonged rainfall rather than wind and sand erosion, rainfall that would place the Sphinx's construction in a much earlier and wetter period of Egyptian climate history. The claim was controversial, to put it mildly, and it had made Schoch a figure of considerable interest to writers and researchers who were drawn to the idea that human civilisation was older and more widespread than mainstream science acknowledged.


It was in this capacity — as a geologist willing to look at unconventional evidence with an open mind — that Schoch was invited to Yonaguni by Yasuo Watanabe, a Japanese businessman who was financing an informal investigation of the monument. Watanabe had assembled an eclectic group for the expedition: Schoch, the writer John Anthony West (who had championed Schoch's Sphinx work), Graham Hancock, and a film crew from British Channel 4 and the Discovery Channel. It was not, by any measure, a conventional scientific expedition. But Schoch was a trained geologist, and he approached the monument as one.


Schoch's approach was fundamentally different from Kimura's. Where Kimura looked at the monument and saw design — purpose, intention, the hand of a builder — Schoch looked at the same formation and saw process. He was trained to read rock the way a linguist reads text: not as a static object but as a record of events, a narrative written in mineral and sediment over millions of years. Every crack, every surface, every change in texture or colour told him something about the forces that had acted on the stone — the pressures that had compressed it, the water that had dissolved it, the earthquakes that had fractured it. This was his methodology, and he applied it to the Yonaguni Monument with the same disciplined scepticism he had brought to the Sphinx.


His first dives were frustrating. The rock surfaces of the monument were covered with a thick layer of marine organisms — algae, sponges, corals, sea fans — that obscured the underlying stone and made it impossible to examine the rock itself. Schoch spent much of his dive time scraping organisms off the rock faces with a dive knife, clearing patches of stone large enough to study. He brought rock samples to the surface for analysis. And what he found, when he finally got a clear look at the monument's geology, was familiar: medium to very fine sandstone of the Yaeyama Group, the same rock that formed the cliffs and platforms of Yonaguni's coastline, with the same horizontal bedding planes and the same sets of vertical joints that characterised the island's onshore geology.


This was the key observation, and Schoch understood its implications immediately. The sandstones of the Yaeyama Group, he noted, "contain numerous well-defined, parallel bedding planes along which the layers easily separate." The rocks were also "criss-crossed by numerous sets of parallel, vertically oriented joints in the rock." These two structural features — horizontal bedding planes and vertical joints — intersected each other at right angles, creating a natural grid of weakness in the rock. When erosion attacked the stone — through wave action, chemical dissolution, or mechanical weathering — it preferentially removed material along these planes of weakness, leaving behind the blocks, steps, and flat surfaces that gave the monument its geometric appearance.


Schoch's second visit, in July and August 1998, confirmed and expanded his observations. He was now a member of the so-called Team Atlantis underwater archaeological project, and he had more time and better conditions for his work. He examined the monument from every angle, comparing its features with the onshore formations at Sanninudai and other locations around the island. The similarities were striking. The same stepped profiles. The same flat terraces. The same sharp edges and right angles. The onshore formations were universally acknowledged to be natural — the product of the same geological processes that Schoch was proposing had created the underwater monument. If nature could produce these forms above the waterline, why not below it?


"Sandstones tend to break along planes and give you these very straight edges," Schoch explained, "particularly in an area with lots of faults and tectonic activity." Yonaguni, sitting on the edge of the Ryukyu Trench in one of the most seismically active regions on Earth, had both in abundance. Earthquakes fractured the rock along regular patterns. Waves and currents eroded the weakened stone along the fractures. The result was a landscape of steps and terraces and sharp-edged blocks that looked artificial but was, in Schoch's analysis, entirely natural.


He dismantled Kimura's evidence point by point. The alleged tool marks? Natural scratches on the rock surface, produced by the abrasive action of sand and gravel carried by currents. The carved characters? Pareidolia — the same psychological phenomenon that makes us see faces in clouds and animals in inkblots. The animal shapes and human faces? Random configurations of eroded rock, interpreted through the lens of expectation by observers who had already decided what they wanted to see. The quarry marks? Natural holes and depressions in the sandstone, produced by differential erosion of harder and softer layers within the rock.


The alleged walls were, in Schoch's interpretation, simply natural horizontal platforms that had been tilted into vertical positions when the rock below them eroded away. The roads were natural channels, formed by water flowing along pre-existing fractures. The drainage canals were erosion features, deepened and straightened by the same processes that had created the monument's other geometric characteristics. Every feature that Kimura had identified as evidence of human construction, Schoch could explain as a product of natural geological processes acting on a rock type that was inherently predisposed to break along straight lines and flat planes.


But Schoch was not entirely dismissive. Unlike many sceptics, who rejected the idea of human involvement outright, Schoch left the door open — a crack, at least — for the possibility that the monument was something more than a simple geological formation. "We should also consider the possibility," he wrote, "that the Yonaguni Monument is fundamentally a natural structure that was utilized, enhanced, and modified by humans in ancient times." This was a nuanced position, and an important one. Schoch was not saying that humans had built the monument. He was saying that they might have found it — a natural formation that already had a roughly geometric shape — and modified it, carving additional features into the existing rock, enhancing the natural steps and terraces to serve some cultural or ceremonial purpose.


The idea was not outlandish. Humans have been modifying natural rock formations for cultural purposes throughout history — carving cave walls, shaping natural outcrops into shrines and altars, hollowing out cliff faces to create dwellings. The rock-cut tombs of Yonaguni's own coastline are evidence of exactly this kind of activity. If the island's inhabitants had found a natural formation that already resembled a stepped platform, it would not be surprising if they had improved on nature's work, carving the steps a little more precisely, smoothing the surfaces a little more carefully, adding features — a face, perhaps, or a set of carved symbols — that transformed a geological curiosity into a cultural monument.


But Schoch could not find the evidence to support even this modest claim. "I could not find any surface evidence," he wrote — "such as tool marks on rock surfaces or carved blocks moved into place" — that would substantiate claims of human modification. The rock was rock. The surfaces were surfaces. Whatever had shaped the monument — nature, humanity, or both — had left no unambiguous signature of its identity. Schoch left Yonaguni with his professional reputation intact and his conclusions carefully hedged. The monument was probably natural. It might have been modified. And the question, in the absence of definitive evidence either way, remained open.


The absence of tool marks was, for Schoch, the most telling evidence. If humans had carved the monument — if they had taken a natural rock formation and reshaped it into a stepped platform — they would have left traces of their work in the stone. Chisel marks. Hammer marks. The characteristic parallel grooves left by stone or metal tools cutting across a rock surface. These marks are found at every known stone-carving site in the world, from the quarries of ancient Egypt to the rock-cut temples of Petra. They are the signature of human stoneworking, as distinctive and recognisable as handwriting. Schoch examined the monument's surfaces carefully, scraping away marine growth to expose the underlying rock, and found nothing that he could confidently identify as tool marks. The surfaces were smooth — but they were smooth in the way that naturally eroded sandstone is smooth, not in the way that carved stone is smooth. The difference is subtle but real, and to a trained geologist, it is unmistakable.


John Anthony West, who had accompanied Schoch on the first expedition and who might have been expected to champion the monument as evidence of a lost civilisation, reached a similar conclusion. After examining the site, West declared that Kimura "had not looked carefully enough at the natural processes at work." Coming from a man who had spent years arguing that the Sphinx was older than Egyptologists believed, this was a significant endorsement of the natural formation hypothesis. If even the alternative history community's most prominent geological collaborator was unconvinced, the case for human construction of the Yonaguni Monument was in trouble.

 [image: Stairway feature at the Yonaguni Monument]A stairway feature on the monument. Robert Schoch examined these formations and concluded they were consistent with natural erosion of jointed sandstone.
 

Chapter Six
 The Nature of Stone

 To understand why the Yonaguni Monument looks the way it does — why a natural geological formation can so convincingly mimic the appearance of human architecture — it is necessary to understand something about the behaviour of sedimentary rock under stress. This is not glamorous material. It does not involve lost civilisations, underwater pyramids, or ancient mysteries. It involves bedding planes, joint sets, differential erosion, and the patient, mechanical processes by which stone is broken and reshaped over millions of years. But it is the foundation on which the entire Yonaguni debate rests, and without understanding it, the debate itself is unintelligible.


Sedimentary rocks are formed from layers of material — sand, mud, silt, organic matter — deposited over time in horizontal beds. Each bed represents a period of deposition, and the boundaries between beds — the bedding planes — represent pauses, changes, or interruptions in the process. These bedding planes are planes of weakness in the rock: the bond between adjacent beds is typically weaker than the strength of the beds themselves, which means that when the rock is subjected to stress — from tectonic forces, from the weight of overlying material, from the expansion and contraction of temperature changes — it tends to split along the bedding planes, producing flat, horizontal surfaces.


This is the first half of the Yonaguni puzzle. The monument's flat terraces and level platforms are precisely what you would expect from a mass of horizontally bedded sandstone that has been eroded along its bedding planes. The bedding planes provide the template; erosion does the work. Water seeps into the cracks between beds, dissolves the weaker material, and the overlying bed eventually breaks free and falls away, exposing the flat surface of the bed beneath. Repeat this process a few million times, and you get steps — natural, regular, flat-topped steps that look as though they have been carved by tools but are in fact the product of nothing more than water, time, and the inherent structure of the rock.


The second half of the puzzle is provided by joints. Joints are fractures in rock that form perpendicular — or nearly perpendicular — to the bedding planes. They are caused by tectonic stress: as the Earth's crust shifts, compresses, and stretches, the rigid rock fractures along regular planes, creating a grid of vertical cracks that run through the rock mass like the lines on a sheet of graph paper. In a region like Yonaguni — sitting on the edge of the Ryukyu Trench, in one of the most tectonically active zones on the planet — these joint sets are numerous, closely spaced, and remarkably regular. They cut through the sandstone in parallel arrays, intersecting the horizontal bedding planes at right angles and creating a three-dimensional grid of weakness that predetermines how the rock will break.


When erosion attacks rock with this kind of structure, the result is geometry. The rock breaks along the bedding planes, producing flat surfaces. It breaks along the joint sets, producing vertical faces. The intersection of horizontal bedding and vertical joints produces right angles — the same right angles that Kimura cited as evidence of human construction. The overall form that emerges — terraces, steps, walls, platforms — is a natural consequence of the rock's internal structure, not evidence of design. It is the rock doing what rock of this type always does when it is subjected to erosion in a tectonically active environment.


Think of it this way. Imagine a stack of books lying on a table, with several bookmarks inserted vertically between the pages. The books represent the horizontal beds of sandstone; the bookmarks represent the vertical joints. Now imagine slowly pouring water over the stack while occasionally shaking the table. The water seeps between the pages along the bookmarks' edges, dissolving the glue that holds the pages together. The shaking loosens blocks defined by the intersection of pages and bookmarks. Over time, the stack breaks apart along these pre-existing lines of weakness, producing rectangular blocks with flat faces, sharp edges, and right angles — not because anyone cut the blocks, but because the internal structure of the stack predetermined how it would break. This is essentially what has happened to the Yonaguni Monument, scaled up by a factor of a million and played out over millions of years.


The process is well documented in geological literature. Sandstones around the world produce stepped and terraced landforms through exactly these mechanisms. The famous canyon landscapes of the American Southwest — with their flat-topped mesas, sharp-edged buttes, and geometrically regular cliff faces — are carved from horizontally bedded sandstones fractured by vertical joints. The Giant's Causeway in Northern Ireland, with its thousands of hexagonal basalt columns, demonstrates how natural geological processes can produce geometric forms that look artificial to the untrained eye. The Bimini Road in the Bahamas — an underwater formation of rectangular limestone blocks that was once claimed to be a remnant of Atlantis — has been shown by geologists to be a natural beachrock formation, its rectangular blocks produced by the same kinds of fracturing and erosion that shape the Yonaguni Monument.


The specific geological processes at work on Yonaguni are well understood. Wave erosion attacks the exposed rock surfaces, exploiting the pre-existing weaknesses along bedding planes and joint sets. Chemical erosion — the dissolution of minerals by slightly acidic seawater — widens the fractures over time. Mechanical weathering — the sheeting process, in which rock layers peel off parallel to the surface due to changes in pressure and temperature — produces additional flat surfaces. Biological erosion — the boring and burrowing of marine organisms — contributes to the breakdown of the rock. And seismic activity — the earthquakes that shake the Ryukyu chain with depressing regularity — fractures the rock along new planes, dislodges weakened blocks, and accelerates the overall process of erosion.


The onshore evidence is decisive. At Sanninudai, on the southern coast of Yonaguni, above the waterline and accessible to anyone with a pair of sturdy shoes, the same stepped, terraced formations are plainly visible. The rock is the same — Yaeyama Group sandstone. The bedding planes are the same. The joint sets are the same. The resulting forms are the same: flat terraces, sharp edges, right angles, stepped profiles that look, from a distance, like the ruins of an ancient building. Nobody has ever suggested that the Sanninudai formations are man-made. They are universally recognised as natural features, produced by the erosion of horizontally bedded sandstone along pre-existing planes of weakness. The underwater monument, composed of the same rock and shaped by the same processes, requires no different explanation.


In 2019, a team of researchers led by Takayuki Ogata conducted a detailed topographical analysis of Yonaguni's onshore geological formations — at Tindabana, Kubura-furishi, and Sanninudai — using digital elevation models and field investigations. Their study demonstrated that the same erosional processes that had created these recognised natural formations had also created the underwater monument. The geometry was not evidence of design. It was evidence of geology.


This does not mean that the debate is over. Science is not settled by a single study, and the natural formation hypothesis, however well-supported, does not definitively exclude the possibility that humans modified the rock at some point in its history. Schoch's suggestion — that the monument is fundamentally natural but may have been enhanced by humans — remains a legitimate, if unproven, possibility. But the burden of proof lies with those who claim human involvement. Geology has provided a complete and parsimonious explanation for the monument's features. If proponents of human construction wish to overturn that explanation, they must produce positive evidence — not simply gesture at the monument's impressive shape and ask how nature could have made something so beautiful.


The analogy extends further. Natural formations that look artificial are found throughout the world's oceans. Underwater photographers regularly capture images of rock formations that appear to be walls, staircases, roads, or buildings — geometric shapes that trigger the human brain's pattern-recognition algorithms and produce the immediate, visceral conviction that "someone built this." In almost every case, geological investigation reveals that the formations are natural products of the same processes acting on the Yonaguni Monument: bedding plane erosion, joint-controlled fracturing, and the selective removal of weaker layers by wave action and chemical dissolution. The sea floor is full of false ruins, and the Yonaguni Monument, in the view of most geologists, is simply the most spectacular of them.


Patrick D. Nunn, professor of oceanic geoscience at the University of the South Pacific, examined the evidence and concluded simply: "There seems no reason to suppose that they are artificial." He noted that the underwater formations were continuous with the onshore cliffs of the Sanninudai area, which had "been fashioned solely by natural processes." If the onshore cliffs were natural, the underwater monument was natural. The geology did not change at the waterline. The rock did not suddenly become artificial because it was underwater. Nature, in this case, was the sculptor. The chisel was time, and the blueprint was written in the bedding planes and joints of twenty-million-year-old sandstone.

 [image: Water trench near the Yonaguni Monument]A water channel near the monument — one of the straight-sided grooves that could be natural erosion features or, as some argue, evidence of human modification.
 

Chapter Seven
 When the Sea Was Land

 Twenty thousand years ago, the world was a different place. The great ice sheets of the last glacial period had locked away so much of the planet's water that global sea levels had dropped by more than a hundred and twenty-five metres — the height of a forty-storey building — below their present position. The oceans had retreated, exposing vast expanses of continental shelf that are now underwater. The coastlines of the world looked nothing like they do today. And in East Asia, the consequences of this massive drawdown were particularly dramatic.


The Sea of Japan — the body of water that separates the Japanese archipelago from the Asian mainland — was essentially a lake, cut off from the open Pacific by land bridges that connected Japan to the continent at both ends. The Yellow Sea, between China and Korea, was completely dry — a broad, flat plain of grassland and river valleys stretching from the Chinese coast to the Korean peninsula. The main islands of Japan — Honshu, Hokkaido, Shikoku, and Kyushu — were connected to each other and, via Hokkaido, to the Asian mainland through Sakhalin and Siberia. The Japanese archipelago was not an archipelago at all. It was a mountainous extension of the Asian continent, its eastern slopes dropping steeply into the Pacific while its western valleys drained into the landlocked Sea of Japan.


For the human populations of East Asia, this transformed geography had profound implications. Animals and people could walk between territories that are now separated by hundreds of kilometres of open ocean. The migration routes of game animals crossed landscapes that no longer exist. Coastal communities lived and fished on shorelines that are now deep underwater, their campsites and shell middens buried beneath metres of marine sediment. The entire human geography of ice age East Asia was different from what we see today — different coastlines, different rivers, different mountain passes, different connections between regions that are now isolated by water. And the evidence for all of this lies on the sea floor, beyond the reach of conventional archaeology, as inaccessible as the surface of another planet.


The situation in the Ryukyu chain was more complex. The northern Ryukyu Islands — Yakushima, Tanegashima, Amami Oshima — were connected to Kyushu by land bridges during the glacial maximum, and they share flora and fauna with the Japanese mainland that confirms this connection. But the southern Ryukyus, including Yonaguni, present a more ambiguous picture. The strait between Yonaguni and Taiwan is deep — deeper than the hundred and twenty-five metres of sea level drop at the glacial maximum — and the endemic fauna of the southern Ryukyus lacks the major mammals (monkeys, bears, wild boar) found on the northern islands, suggesting that a continuous land bridge may not have existed.


However, the picture is not entirely clear. Some researchers have proposed a land bridge or near-land bridge connecting Taiwan to the Ryukyu chain during periods of very low sea level, perhaps seventy-five thousand to twelve thousand years ago. The evidence is debated, and the question of whether humans could have walked from Taiwan to Yonaguni during the ice age — or whether they would have needed boats — remains unresolved. What is certain is that the area around Yonaguni looked very different twenty thousand years ago than it does today. The island was larger, its coastlines extended further, and the shallow waters where the monument now sits would have been, if not dry land, then very close to the shoreline.


The monument's present depth provides a rough timeline. The top of the formation sits approximately five metres below present sea level; the base is at twenty-five to thirty metres. During the Last Glacial Maximum, when sea levels were at their lowest, the entire monument would have been well above water — a rocky outcrop on a hillside, exposed to the wind and rain. As the ice sheets melted and the seas rose, the lower portions of the formation would have been submerged first, followed by the middle terraces, and finally the upper surfaces. Based on the standard curves of post-glacial sea level rise in the western Pacific, the monument would have been fully submerged by roughly eight thousand to ten thousand years ago — a period that corresponds to the early Holocene, the warm period that followed the end of the last ice age.


This timeline is central to the debate. If the monument was above water ten thousand years ago, then it is at least theoretically possible that humans could have modified it during that period. Ten thousand years ago, human beings in East Asia were already sophisticated toolmakers, capable of working stone with considerable precision. The Jomon culture of mainland Japan — one of the oldest pottery-making traditions in the world — was well established by this time, and its people were skilled in the use of stone tools, the construction of pit dwellings, and the manipulation of natural materials for cultural purposes. On Yonaguni itself, the evidence of ancient habitation is thinner — the dated remains go back only about sixteen hundred years — but the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, particularly on a small, heavily weathered island where organic materials decay rapidly in the tropical climate.


Kimura's revised dating — two thousand to three thousand years ago — offers a different scenario. Under this chronology, the monument was not above water during the ice age; it was at or near sea level in the relatively recent past and was submerged by tectonic activity rather than by the global rise of the oceans. This is plausible in principle — Yonaguni sits in one of the most tectonically active regions on Earth, and the island has been subjected to faulting, tilting, and subsidence throughout its geological history. As noted earlier, coral samples attached to the monument yield ages in this range, but they date the colonisation of the rock surface, not the formation or carving of the structure — a distinction that Kimura's critics have repeatedly emphasised.


The stalactite evidence adds another layer of complexity. Stalactites — the icicle-shaped mineral deposits that form on the ceilings of caves — can only grow in air. They are formed by water dripping through limestone or other soluble rock, depositing thin layers of mineral as it evaporates. Stalactites found in underwater caves near the monument prove that those caves were once above the waterline — a fact that is consistent with both the ice age scenario (when the entire area was above water) and the tectonic subsidence scenario (when the caves and their surroundings sank below sea level due to geological activity). Kimura pointed to these stalactites as evidence that the monument had once been on dry land, but the stalactites do not distinguish between the two competing chronologies. They simply confirm what everybody already agrees on: the area was once above water, and now it is not. The stalactites are witnesses to a transition, but they cannot tell us who else, if anyone, witnessed it alongside them.


The broader context of human habitation in the Ryukyu chain during the late Pleistocene and early Holocene is a field of active research. Archaeological evidence of human presence on Okinawa — the largest of the Ryukyu Islands, roughly five hundred kilometres northeast of Yonaguni — dates back at least thirty thousand years. The famous Minatogawa Man fossils, discovered in a fissure cave on Okinawa in the 1960s and 1970s, represent some of the oldest known human remains in the Ryukyu chain, dating to roughly eighteen thousand years ago. These were anatomically modern humans, physically similar to the Jomon people who would later inhabit the Japanese mainland, and they had clearly crossed a significant body of water to reach the Ryukyu Islands — evidence of maritime capability at a surprisingly early date.


Whether these ancient mariners reached Yonaguni, and whether they had the inclination or ability to modify a natural rock formation into something resembling a stepped monument, is unknown. The absence of human artefacts at the monument site — no pottery, no tools, no bones, no charcoal, no evidence of fire — weighs heavily against the hypothesis of human construction or modification. If people had lived on or near the monument when it was above water, they would almost certainly have left some trace of their presence — a flint chip, a potsherd, a hearth stone. Nothing of the kind has been found. The monument remains, in archaeological terms, sterile: a large, geometrically impressive mass of rock with no associated human material culture whatsoever.


This absence is not conclusive — the site has never been systematically excavated, and the marine environment may have destroyed or dispersed any artefacts that once existed — but it is suggestive. After decades of diving, photographing, and sampling, nobody has found a single unambiguous artefact directly associated with the monument. The stone is the only witness, and its testimony, as we have seen, is stubbornly ambiguous — open to reading but resistant to translation.

 [image: The Twin Megaliths at Yonaguni]The Twin Megaliths — two massive rectangular stones standing side by side near the main monument. Their resemblance to standing stones found at megalithic sites worldwide has fuelled speculation.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Populariser

 In 1996, a photojournalist named Ken Shindo showed Graham Hancock a set of photographs. The images depicted an enormous underwater structure off the coast of a remote Japanese island — stepped terraces, flat platforms, sharp edges, right angles. The structure looked architectural. It looked ancient. It looked like exactly the kind of evidence that Hancock had been searching for throughout his career: proof that human civilisation was far older and far more widespread than mainstream archaeology acknowledged, and that the ruins of lost cities lay hidden beneath the waves, waiting to be rediscovered.


Hancock flew to Yonaguni in March 1997 for his first dives at the monument. He was already one of the world's most commercially successful writers on alternative history — his 1995 book Fingerprints of the Gods had sold millions of copies worldwide, arguing that an advanced civilisation had existed during the last ice age and had been destroyed by catastrophic climate change at the end of the Pleistocene. The Yonaguni Monument, if it proved to be genuinely man-made, would be a spectacular confirmation of his thesis: a monumental structure, submerged by the post-glacial rise of the seas, potentially dating to a period when mainstream archaeology insisted that no such structures could have existed.


The experience of diving the monument affected Hancock deeply. He described the sensation of hanging in the clear water alongside the terraces, the current pulling at his body, the enormity of the formation filling his field of vision, and feeling a sense of awe that went beyond the merely aesthetic. Here was a structure — whatever its origins — that seemed to belong to a category of human experience that Western science had no framework for accommodating. If it was man-made, it was older than the pyramids, older than Göbekli Tepe, older than any monumental architecture known to archaeology. If it was natural, it was the most extraordinary geological coincidence he had ever seen. Either way, it demanded an explanation, and the explanation that mainstream science offered — that it was simply an interesting rock formation — struck Hancock as woefully inadequate.


Hancock's involvement transformed the Yonaguni debate. Before his arrival, the monument was a subject of academic discussion within a small circle of Japanese geologists and a handful of interested Western scientists. After Hancock, it became a global phenomenon — a centrepiece of the alternative history movement, a talking point on television, a destination for diving tourists from around the world. Hancock had something that the academic researchers lacked: an audience. His books sold in the millions. His television appearances reached tens of millions more. And his narrative — of lost civilisations, suppressed knowledge, and an academic establishment too blinkered to see the evidence beneath its nose — was irresistibly compelling to a public that had always suspected that there was more to human history than the textbooks revealed.


In September 1997, Hancock returned to Yonaguni as part of an informal expedition financed by Yasuo Watanabe, a Japanese industrialist with an interest in the monument. It was the same Watanabe expedition that had brought Schoch and West to the site — but while the geologists had focused on rock surfaces and fracture patterns, Hancock focused on narrative. The resulting footage would form part of Hancock's television series Quest for the Lost Civilization, broadcast in 1998, which presented the monument alongside other sites — Easter Island, Angkor Wat, the Egyptian pyramids — as evidence of a sophisticated prehistoric civilisation that had left its traces across the globe.


The television exposure was enormous. Millions of viewers who had never heard of Yonaguni were suddenly confronted with images of an underwater structure that looked, on screen, unmistakably like the ruins of an ancient building. The camera angles were chosen for maximum drama: wide shots that emphasised the monument's scale, close-ups of the sharp edges and flat surfaces, views along the stepped terraces that evoked Mesoamerican pyramids. The narration was measured but suggestive, carefully avoiding definitive claims while making it clear that Hancock believed the monument was man-made. The effect was powerful, and it established the Yonaguni Monument in the popular imagination as one of the world's great unsolved mysteries.


Hancock's major treatment of the site came in his 2002 book Underworld: The Mysterious Origins of Civilization, a comprehensive survey of underwater ruins and submerged landscapes around the world. The book devoted substantial sections to Yonaguni, drawing on Hancock's own diving experience, interviews with Kimura and other researchers, and computer-generated models of past sea levels that showed how the coastlines of the world had changed since the last ice age. Hancock used what he called "cutting-edge science and innovative computer-mapping techniques" to reconstruct the drowned landscapes of the continental shelves, arguing that the post-glacial flooding of these areas represented a catastrophe of civilisational proportions — a mass extinction of coastal cultures whose ruins now lay scattered across the seabed of every ocean.


The accompanying television series, Flooded Kingdoms of the Ice Age, was broadcast on Channel 4 and the Discovery Channel in 2002 and featured Hancock diving at sites around the world — including Yonaguni — that he presented as evidence of this lost world. The production values were high, the underwater footage was spectacular, and the narrative was compelling. Whether or not one agreed with Hancock's conclusions, the programmes made for riveting television, and they brought the Yonaguni Monument to an audience of millions who would never otherwise have heard of it.


Santha Faiia's photographs, taken during the couple's expeditions between 1997 and 2001, provided the visual documentation that underpinned Hancock's written accounts. Her images — crisp, beautifully composed underwater photographs showing the monument's features in extraordinary detail — appeared in Heaven's Mirror (1998) and Underworld, and they remain some of the most widely reproduced images of the site. They showed divers swimming alongside the terraces, dwarfed by the scale of the formation. They showed the sharp edges and flat surfaces in unforgiving close-up. They showed the Twin Megaliths, the arch, the face, the turtle. Whatever one thought of Hancock's interpretation, the photographs were undeniably impressive, and they made the case for human construction more persuasively than any amount of academic argument.


The impact of Hancock's involvement on the Yonaguni debate was both beneficial and destructive. On the positive side, he brought global attention to a site that deserved to be studied and understood. He raised legitimate questions about the pace and extent of human cultural development during the late Pleistocene. He funded expeditions that produced valuable photographic documentation of the monument. And he challenged an academic establishment that was, in fairness, sometimes too quick to dismiss evidence that did not fit its existing models.


On the negative side, Hancock's association with the monument made it more difficult for mainstream scientists to take it seriously. His broader claims — about advanced ice age civilisations, catastrophic destruction events, and suppressed archaeological knowledge — were viewed with deep scepticism by the academic community, and this scepticism extended, by association, to the monument itself. Scientists who might have been willing to investigate the site with an open mind were reluctant to do so, fearing that their work would be co-opted by the alternative history movement and used to support claims that they did not endorse. The monument became, in academic circles, a fringe topic — tainted by its association with Hancock and the lost civilisation narrative, and largely abandoned to the enthusiasts.


The documentaries continued to appear over the years, each one reaching a new audience and reigniting the debate with fresh vigour. Yonaguni: The Lost City appeared in 1998. Secrets of the Sunken World followed in 2005. Mysteries of the Submerged Ruins took a more balanced approach, presenting both the natural formation and human construction hypotheses without strongly endorsing either. Each programme brought the monument to millions of viewers who would never visit Yonaguni, never dive the site, never examine the rock faces or study the geological literature. For most people, the Yonaguni Monument exists primarily as a television image — a dramatic underwater structure framed by the camera to maximise its resemblance to ancient ruins, narrated by a voice that implies mystery and significance without quite committing to a conclusion.


In recent years, the debate was reignited when Hancock appeared on the Joe Rogan Experience podcast, debating archaeologist Flint Dibble of Cardiff University about the monument's origins and the broader question of lost civilisations. The episode reached an audience of millions, introducing the Yonaguni Monument to a new generation of listeners and sparking fresh discussions on social media and in online forums. The fundamental arguments had not changed — Hancock still believed the monument showed evidence of human construction, while mainstream scientists still maintained it was natural — but the audience had grown enormously, and the appetite for the mystery showed no signs of diminishing.


Hancock's contribution to the Yonaguni story is, ultimately, one of amplification. He did not discover the monument. He did not conduct the scientific research. He did not resolve the debate. But he took a local curiosity — a strange underwater formation known mainly to Japanese divers and a handful of marine geologists — and turned it into one of the most famous archaeological mysteries in the world. For better or worse, the Yonaguni Monument owes much of its fame to Graham Hancock, and the debate about its origins continues, in large part, because he made the world care about the answer.

 [image: Underwater arch near the Yonaguni Monument]An arch or gateway formation near the monument — one of the features that made the site irresistible to documentary filmmakers and alternative history writers.
 

Chapter Nine
 The Evidence

 After more than thirty years of investigation, what do we actually know about the Yonaguni Monument? Strip away the television documentaries and the bestselling books, the academic rivalries and the alternative history narratives, the divers' anecdotes and the tourists' Instagram posts, and what remains? What does the evidence — the hard, physical, measurable evidence — actually tell us?


Let us be precise about what the evidence supports and what it does not. We know the monument's composition — Yaeyama Group sandstone, identical to the rest of the island. We know it is monolithic — carved or eroded from a single mass, not assembled from blocks. We know its geometry is consistent with the natural fracturing patterns of the rock. And we know — this is critical — that not a single unambiguous human artefact has been found at the site. These are the facts. Everything else is interpretation.


The artefact question deserves closer examination than it usually receives. In the popular debate — on television, in books, on podcasts — the focus is almost always on the monument's shape: does it look man-made or natural? But shape is the weakest form of archaeological evidence. The strongest evidence for human activity at any site is material culture — the physical objects that people make, use, and discard in the course of their daily lives. And at the Yonaguni Monument, this evidence is entirely absent. No chipped stone. No ground stone. No pottery sherd. No charcoal. No bone tool. Nothing.


Consider what this absence means in practical terms. If a community of ancient people had spent years — let alone decades or centuries — carving a structure the size of the Yonaguni Monument, the surrounding area would be littered with the debris of their work. Stoneworking produces enormous quantities of waste: chips, flakes, shattered blanks, worn-out tools, abandoned half-finished pieces. A quarrying operation of the scale implied by the monument would have generated tonnes of stone debitage — material that is virtually indestructible and that survives on the sea floor for tens of thousands of years. The complete absence of this material is not a gap in the evidence. It is, itself, evidence — evidence that weighs heavily against the hypothesis of human construction.


What about the alleged tool marks? Kimura identified plus signs, V-shapes, and rows of small holes on the monument's surfaces, interpreting them as evidence of wedge-based stone splitting and other human stoneworking techniques. Schoch examined the same marks and concluded they were natural — scratches and depressions produced by erosion, biological activity, and the scouring of current-borne sediment across exposed surfaces. Neither interpretation has been definitively confirmed or refuted, but the natural explanation is simpler: it requires no additional assumptions beyond the known geological processes that are already acting on the rock.


The alleged face, animal shapes, and kaida-di script characters fall into the same category of ambiguous evidence. As we have seen, the human brain is wired to find meaningful patterns in random data — a phenomenon that psychologists call pareidolia. In the context of the Yonaguni debate, pareidolia is not merely a theoretical risk; it is an active and persistent distortion. Every underwater photograph of the monument is viewed by people who already know that human construction is a possibility, and this foreknowledge primes the brain to find what it expects to see. A random scratch becomes a carved character. A naturally eroded surface becomes a face. An accidental arrangement of rock becomes a sphinx or a turtle or a stadium. The confirmation bias is almost impossible to overcome, and it contaminates the evidence at every level of the debate.


There is also the question of motivation. If human beings did carve the Yonaguni Monument, why? What purpose would a massive stepped structure have served for a Mesolithic or early Neolithic community on a remote Pacific island? Kimura has suggested temples, stadiums, and ceremonial centres, but these interpretations are speculative and unsupported by any associated evidence. Monumental architecture in other parts of the world — the pyramids of Egypt, the ziggurats of Mesopotamia, the temples of Göbekli Tepe — was built by societies with significant population density, social hierarchy, and surplus food production. There is no evidence that such conditions existed on Yonaguni during the period when the monument would have been above water. The island is small, its resources are limited, and there is no archaeological evidence of a population large enough or organised enough to undertake a construction project of the monument's scale.


The German geologist Wolf Wichmann studied the monument during two separate expeditions — in 1999, as part of a Spiegel TV investigation, and in 2001, at Graham Hancock's invitation. After only three dives, Wichmann declared that he "didn't find anything that was man-made." His assessment was blunt and unequivocal, and it carried weight because Wichmann had no ideological stake in the outcome. He was neither a champion of lost civilisations nor a defender of academic orthodoxy. He was simply a geologist looking at rocks, and what he saw was geology.


The onshore analogues — the stepped formations at Sanninudai, Tindabana, and Kubura-furishi, discussed in earlier chapters — remain the single most powerful argument against human construction. Their existence is not contested by anyone. They demonstrate, beyond reasonable doubt, that the geology of Yonaguni naturally produces the exact forms that Kimura attributes to human design. The question that proponents of human construction have never satisfactorily answered is this: if the same rock, subjected to the same geological processes, produces the same geometric features above the waterline — where nobody disputes that they are natural — why should the identical features below the waterline require a different explanation? No proponent of the man-made hypothesis has ever provided a compelling answer to this question, and until one does, the natural formation hypothesis retains the stronger claim.


There is a deeper epistemological problem at work in the Yonaguni debate, one that goes beyond the specific evidence for or against human construction. The problem is that the monument occupies a category of evidence that science handles poorly: evidence that is consistent with two mutually exclusive hypotheses and that does not preferentially support either one. The stepped terraces are consistent with natural erosion. They are also consistent with human carving. The right angles are consistent with joint-controlled fracturing. They are also consistent with intentional stonework. The flat surfaces, the sharp edges, the geometric regularity — all of these features are equally explicable under both hypotheses, and no amount of staring at them will resolve the ambiguity. What is needed is not more observation of the monument's shape but the discovery of evidence that is predicted by one hypothesis and not the other. Human artefacts — tools, pottery, waste material — are predicted by the human construction hypothesis and not by the natural formation hypothesis. Their presence would confirm human involvement; their absence, while not conclusive, is at least consistent with natural origins. This is why the artefact question is so central to the debate, and why the persistent failure to find any artefacts weighs so heavily against the case for human construction.


The scientific method demands that we prefer the hypothesis that requires fewer unsupported assumptions. The natural formation hypothesis requires one assumption: that the geological processes documented on Yonaguni's onshore formations also operated underwater. This assumption is supported by direct evidence. The human construction hypothesis requires several unsupported assumptions: that a population large enough to undertake monumental construction existed on Yonaguni; that they possessed the tools and techniques to carve the rock; that they did so for purposes that left no other trace; and that every shred of evidence of their activity was subsequently destroyed. Each of these assumptions is possible; none is supported by evidence. Occam's razor cuts cleanly.


And yet the debate persists. It persists because the monument looks man-made. It persists because human pattern recognition is powerful and persuasive. It persists because the idea of a lost civilisation beneath the waves is romantic and exciting in a way that "natural sandstone erosion" is not. It persists because Kimura devoted his career to proving human construction and never retracted his claims. It persists because Hancock brought the monument to a global audience that wants to believe in ancient mysteries. And it persists because science, in the end, cannot prove a negative. Schoch can demonstrate that the monument is consistent with natural processes. He cannot prove that no human hand ever touched it. That margin of uncertainty — the gap between "consistent with natural processes" and "definitely, irrefutably, one hundred percent natural" — is the space in which the Yonaguni debate lives, and it is a space that may never be fully closed.


The claim that the marine environment might have destroyed any artefacts does not withstand scrutiny. Comparable underwater sites around the world — Doggerland in the North Sea, Pavlopetri in Greece, the submerged Neolithic villages of the Mediterranean — have yielded stone tools, pottery, and building materials that have survived thousands of years of submersion. Stone is nearly indestructible in seawater. If ancient people had worked the Yonaguni Monument, the evidence of their labour would still be there, scattered across the surrounding sea floor, waiting to be found. Nobody has found it.


A few stone tools reportedly recovered from the general area around the monument have occasionally been cited in support of human modification. But their context is unknown — they were not excavated from dated stratigraphic layers, and their association with the monument is unproven. They could be fishing weights lost from boats, tools washed off the island's coast, or objects dropped by modern divers. In archaeology, context is everything. An artefact without provenance is an anecdote, not evidence.

 [image: Diver next to the Yonaguni Monument for scale]A diver provides scale beside one of the monument's formations. After decades of investigation, no unambiguous human artefact has been found at the site.
 

Chapter Ten
 Japan's Atlantis

 The Yonaguni Monument has accumulated labels the way its surfaces accumulate coral — sacred precinct, geological accident, proof of drowned antiquity, tourist attraction, scientific embarrassment, Japanese Atlantis. The last epithet, with its echoes of Plato's famous myth, has proved the most persistent. It captures, in two words, the romance and the frustration of the site: a structure that looks like the ruins of a drowned city, sitting on the sea floor of a remote Pacific island, tantalisingly close to proof and maddeningly far from certainty.


The Japanese government has not helped to resolve the mystery. Neither the Agency for Cultural Affairs nor the government of Okinawa Prefecture recognises the monument as an important cultural artefact. Neither agency has carried out research or preservation work on the site. No official archaeological designation has been given. No excavation permits have been issued. The district of Yonaguni officially owns the formations, and tourists and researchers can freely dive there, but there has been no systematic, government-funded investigation of the kind that might settle the debate once and for all.


This official indifference is, in some ways, understandable. Japan has thousands of designated cultural properties and archaeological sites, and the resources available for investigation are finite. The Yonaguni Monument, whatever it is, is underwater — expensive to study, difficult to excavate, and far from the centres of academic and governmental power. Its significance, if it has any, is speculative. And the academic consensus — that the monument is a natural formation — does not support the expenditure of scarce public funds on a formal investigation.


But the absence of official interest has had consequences. Without systematic investigation, the debate remains stuck. The proponents of human construction point to the monument's geometry and cry, "Look — it's obviously man-made." The proponents of natural formation point to the geology and reply, "Look — it's obviously natural." Neither side has the evidence to deliver a knockout blow, and without a properly funded, properly equipped, properly staffed archaeological investigation — including controlled excavation of the sea floor around the monument, detailed analysis of rock surfaces using modern imaging techniques, and systematic survey of the surrounding seabed for artefacts — neither side is likely to acquire it.


Meanwhile, the monument has become Yonaguni's most famous attraction. Dive operators advertise trips to the "underwater ruins" as a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Tourists fly in from Ishigaki, from Naha, from Tokyo, from as far away as Europe and America, drawn by the mystery and the spectacular diving. The hammerhead sharks, which were once the island's main draw, now share billing with the monument. A semi-submersible sightseeing boat offers tours for non-divers, allowing visitors to view the monument through underwater windows without getting wet. The economic impact on the island — small, remote, and with limited sources of income beyond farming and fishing — has been significant.


The comparison with Atlantis is instructive, if imperfect. Plato's account of Atlantis — the only source for the story — describes a great civilisation destroyed by divine punishment and sunk beneath the sea in a single day and night. The story was almost certainly allegorical, a philosophical fable about hubris and divine justice, not a description of a real place. But the power of the Atlantis myth — the idea that somewhere beneath the waves lies a lost world of advanced culture, waiting to be rediscovered — has exerted a gravitational pull on the human imagination for two and a half thousand years. The Yonaguni Monument, whatever it actually is, has become caught in that gravitational field, and extricating it from the mythology of lost civilisations has proved as difficult as determining its true origins.


The diving itself is an experience that justifies the trip regardless of one's views on the monument's origins. The water is warm — the Kuroshio Current maintains average temperatures of around twenty-four degrees Celsius — and the visibility is extraordinary, often exceeding thirty metres. The monument rises from the sea floor like a submerged ziggurat, its terraces encrusted with colourful marine growth, its crevices home to moray eels and lobsters and the occasional sleepy nurse shark. Divers descend headfirst into the current, kicking hard to reach the monument before the current carries them past, and then hang in the water alongside the terraces, marvelling at the scale and geometry of the formation while schools of reef fish swirl around them. In winter, the hammerhead sharks cruise through the blue water above, their distinctive silhouettes dark against the surface light — a reminder that this is, before it is anything else, a wild and beautiful place.


The scientific community has not abandoned the monument entirely. In 2019, the Ogata study brought rigorous geological analysis to bear on the question, comparing the monument with onshore formations and concluding that natural processes were sufficient to explain its features. Modern research tools — underwater sonar mapping, three-dimensional modelling, geophysical surveys — offer the potential for more detailed investigation than was possible in the 1990s, when the debate was at its peak. Marine magnetometry, which can detect the subtle magnetic signatures of hearths, post holes, and other traces of human habitation in subsurface sediment, is being developed as a tool for underwater archaeological prospection and could, in principle, be applied to the Yonaguni site.


New projects are beginning to investigate the submerged landscapes of the western Pacific more broadly. The SUBNORDICA project, funded by the European Union and launched in 2024, is investigating submerged landscapes in the North Sea and the Baltic, but its methods and technologies are directly applicable to sites like Yonaguni. If the techniques developed for mapping Doggerland and other drowned European landscapes can be adapted to the warmer, deeper, more tectonically active waters of the western Pacific, they could provide a new level of detail about the monument's structure and context — detail that might, finally, resolve the debate.


But resolution may not come quickly, and it may not come at all. The Yonaguni Monument occupies a peculiar position in the landscape of scientific controversy: it is too ambiguous to prove and too ambiguous to dismiss. The evidence for natural formation is strong but not conclusive. The evidence for human construction is suggestive but not persuasive. The monument sits in the gap between these two positions — too regular to be comfortably natural, too lacking in artefacts to be confidently artificial — and it may remain there indefinitely, a permanent question mark carved into the sea floor of the Philippine Sea.


There is a certain irony in this. The Yonaguni Monument is, in a sense, the perfect mystery — one that resists solution not because the evidence is hidden but because the evidence is ambiguous. The rock does not lie. It simply does not speak clearly. It presents its flat surfaces and sharp edges and right angles to every diver who descends to see it, and it allows each visitor to draw their own conclusion. The professor sees human construction. The geologist sees natural erosion. The television presenter sees a lost civilisation. The tourist sees an unforgettable dive site. The monument accommodates all of these interpretations, endorses none of them, and keeps its own secret with the implacable patience of twenty-million-year-old stone.


Kihachiro Aratake, the shark diver who found it, is no longer diving. He is an old man now, and the currents off Yonaguni's southern coast are not kind to the elderly. But the monument he discovered — the structure that reminded him of Machu Picchu, that made him keep a secret from his staff, that launched a thousand arguments — is still there, exactly where he found it, five metres below the surface at its shallowest point, scoured by the Kuroshio Current and colonised by coral and sponge. It does not care about the controversy. It does not care about the scientists or the writers or the divers or the television cameras. It simply exists, as it has existed for thousands of years — perhaps tens of thousands — waiting with geological patience for the sea to drop or the land to rise, for the currents to shift or the coral to grow, for the question to be answered or the questioners to give up asking.


Perhaps the most honest assessment of the Yonaguni Monument comes not from the scientists or the writers but from the divers — the thousands of people who have descended into the blue-green water off Yonaguni's southern coast, hung suspended alongside the terraces, run their hands along the sharp edges and flat surfaces, and tried, in the limited time that their air supply allowed, to form their own judgment about what they were seeing. Most come away uncertain. The monument is too impressive to dismiss and too ambiguous to decode. It exists in a category of its own — not quite natural, not quite artificial, not quite anything that the human mind is equipped to classify. It is, in the end, simply a mystery — one of those rare phenomena that resists explanation not because we lack information but because the information we have points in two directions at once.


The sea, as always, keeps its secrets well. And the monument, whatever it is — temple or geology, ruin or rock, the work of human hands or the blind artistry of nature — sits in the warm, clear water and waits. It has time. It is made of stone.

 [image: Divers exploring the Yonaguni Monument megaliths]Divers explore the monument's megaliths. Whatever its origins — temple or geology, ruin or rock — the Yonaguni Monument remains one of the most spectacular dive sites on Earth.
 

Timeline

 ~20,000,000 BCE — Yaeyama Group sandstones deposited in shallow-marine environments during the Early Miocene, forming the rock that will become the Yonaguni Monument.

 ~20,000 BCE — Last Glacial Maximum. Sea levels drop 125+ metres below present. The entire Yonaguni Monument is above water — a rocky outcrop on a hillside. The island is significantly larger than today.

 ~18,000 BCE — Minatogawa Man: anatomically modern humans inhabit Okinawa, 500 km northeast of Yonaguni. Evidence of maritime capability at a surprisingly early date.

 ~10,000–8,000 BCE — Post-glacial sea level rise progressively submerges the monument. By roughly 8,000 BCE, the entire formation is underwater.

 1986 — Kihachiro Aratake, a dive operator scouting for hammerhead sharks, discovers the monument off Yonaguni's southern coast at a depth of 5–25 metres.

 1992 — Professor Masaaki Kimura of the University of the Ryukyus makes his first dives at the site. He becomes convinced the monument is at least partly man-made.

 1997 (March) — Graham Hancock dives the monument for the first time, later featuring it in his television series Quest for the Lost Civilization.

 1997 (September) — Robert Schoch, geologist from Boston University, examines the monument during an expedition financed by Yasuo Watanabe. He concludes it is most likely a natural formation.

 1998 — Schoch returns for a second investigation as part of the Team Atlantis project. He confirms his natural formation assessment but leaves open the possibility of minor human modification.

 1998 — Hancock's Quest for the Lost Civilization television series airs, bringing the monument to a global audience of millions.

 1999 — German geologist Wolf Wichmann studies the monument during a Spiegel TV investigation. After three dives he declares he "didn't find anything that was man-made."

 2002 — Hancock publishes Underworld: The Mysterious Origins of Civilization, devoting extensive sections to Yonaguni. Accompanying TV series Flooded Kingdoms of the Ice Age airs worldwide.

 2002 — Kimura retires from the University of the Ryukyus but continues to advocate for human construction.

 2007 — Kimura revises his dating at the 21st Pacific Science Congress, proposing 2,000–3,000 years ago instead of 10,000+, attributing submersion to tectonic activity rather than sea level rise.

 2019 — Takayuki Ogata and colleagues publish a detailed topographical study comparing the monument with onshore formations at Sanninudai, Tindabana, and Kubura-furishi. They conclude natural processes are sufficient to explain the monument's features.

 Present day — The monument remains officially unrecognised by Japan's Agency for Cultural Affairs. No systematic archaeological excavation has been conducted. The debate continues.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Yonaguni Monument: Japan's Underwater Enigma is a narrative non-fiction account of the Yonaguni Monument — the enormous underwater formation off the coast of Japan's westernmost island. The geological history, scientific investigations, and cultural context described are based on published scholarship and primary sources; some scene-setting and atmospheric detail is imaginatively reconstructed.
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