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Egyptian And Hmong Clues To A Western American 
Petroglyph Group 
Dr. Paul R. Cheesman, F.E.S. and David L. Tomlinson 
A paper presented at the  W orld C ultures of Ancient America C ongress of the  
Epigraphic Society, June 5, 1988, he ld in San Francisco, C alifornia  

This study first updates the inventory of known sites of a particular genre of westem U. S. petroglyphs, published by 
Albert 0. Elsasser and E. Contreras in the 1958 California Archaedogical Survey, Number 65. It adds significant finds 
in Idaho and Utah, and additional related sites in California and Nevada. In addition to the four categories of elements 
identified by Elsasser and Contreras, this study identifies a pervasive Egyptian influence. 

Secondly, this study introduces a daim by some Hmong Asiis, nationals resettled from Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia. 
and other areas within the region, who profess some understanding of these glyphs. The study traces the history and 
legends of the Hmong, and their discrete mitten alphabet, which purports to be an ancient language. 

1. SITE INVENTORY 

O riginally, seven sites were identified by E lsasser and C ontrera which conta ined elements that were  distinctive 
and not recognized in the  more than 200 petroglyph sites recorded within the  same genera l area.' Four of the  
sites are within a 35  mile radius of O akland, California. The other three sites are more widely located within 
a 250 mile radius of O akland; one north near Dunsmuir, C alifornia; one east near G enoa, N evada; and one 
southeast near Lone Pine, C alifornia. 

. . -  

The sites are. by location and survey numbers: 

1. R ockville, Solano County, CA; ca lled "SO L-1 6". 

2. T ilden Park, Alameda County, CA; ca lled "TILDEN PARK #1, and TILD EN  PARK #2". 

3. C laremont Creek, Alameda County, CA., ca lled "ALA-19". 

4. Vargas Road, near M ission San Jose, Fremont, Alameda County, CA., ca lled "ALA-51". 

5. C astle C rags, near Dunsmuir, Shasta County, CA., no survey number given. 

6. Shoshoni Cemetery, Alabama Hills, lnyo County, CA., no survey number given. 

7. G enoa, Douglas County, Nevada, no survey number ghren. 

Subsequently the  following five sites have been identified as containing the  same elements, sizing, composi- 
tion, etc.. removed by up to 1000 miles from the  origina l groups: 

8. Pocatello. Idaho, 12 glyphs. 

9. Nephi, Utah, 8 glyphs documented by Kenneth B. C a ~ tle to n . ~  

10. M anti, U tah, 5 glyphs, same as T ilden Park #2  but in different order. 

11. F illmore, Utah, 27  glyphs. 

12. C edar C ity, Utah, 45  glyphs. 

To these may be added two other sites, recently identified as containing some of the  same elements, but are 
not included in this study;: 

13. Benton, M ono County, C alifornia, 38 characters, a fe w of which exhibit the elements of this study, 
and were documented in 1879. 

14. H ickison Summit Petroglyph Site, U S H ighway 50, about 30 miles east of Austin, Nevada. 



2. G EN ER AL ANALYSIS 

In genera l these sites have several similariities: 

LOCATION: They are generally located on a rock outcropping, often on or near a ridgeline, usually prominent, 
with no apparent attempt to conceal nor reveal. 

M EDIUM : The characters are  carefully incised. cut. engraved or chise led to a uniform depth of 118" to 311 6", 
generally in hard sandstone, granite, or other hard rock, arranged as a "panel" usually on an exposed face, and 
at an easily accessible leve l or height. They are precise, with littleevidence of origina l error, chipping, or broken 
cuts. 

SIZE: The characters are quite  uniformly 2" - 3" in height. 

ARRANGEM ENT: The characters are usually arranged uniformly spaced approximately 1 " apart in groupings, 
or panels. They are generally arranged in leve l lines, ranging from as few as 4 or 5  characters to as many as 
45. In the larger groupings, there are usually no more than 10  or 11  characters per line, genera lly indexed to 
the left. 

CHARACTERS: The characters range from simple parallel, curved, or angled lines and stick figures, to rather 
complex, intricate depictions. often with human or animal motifs. W hereverthe  same characters occur at the 
same or at different sites, they are exact or nearly exact duplicates. R egardless of the irwidespread geographic 
diffusion, they are so similar as to share averyclose  conceptual authorship. O ccasionally a characterwill occur 
exact, though inverted. In some of the larger groups characters may repeat two orthree  times, although the 
most complex characters never repeat in the same grouping, or site. 

At these 12  sites there  are a tota l of nearly 100 different characters. Of this total. 18  characters occur at 4  or 
more sites for a tota l repetition of 92. W ithout exception, a ll 18 of the most frequently occurring characters are 
found at both the C alifornia and the U tah sites. (See Fig.1) 

A. AM ER IN D IAN  1NFLUENCE:Agreat many of the characters are easily recognizableconcepts of Amerindian 
as found in Tompkins3 yet many are not. No recognizable message ortheme appears present in those glyphs 
which are recognizable as or antecedent to Amerindian. 

B. M ESO AM ER IC AN  INFLUENCE: O riginally, a fe w M ayan elements were identified. To these severa l others 
have been recognized as M esoAmerican. O ne character in particular, occurring at least 3 of the sites is 
apparently the only "composite" character. tt consists of a petroglyph "eye" motif, with a superimposed 
"painted" "hand" in the vertical, front facing position. This motif is widely distributed throughout the  Americas.' 
Earliest reports of these glyphs contained descriptions of the stained or pa inted hand. 

C. EG YPTIAN  INFLUENCE: Although not mentioned specifically by E lsasser and C ontreras, one of the  more 
pervading influences in these glyphs is Egyptian. In addition to the widespread occurrence of the "Ankh" or 
Egyptian "life" symbol, the majority of glyphs bear some influence quickly recognizable as E g y ~ t ia n . ~  

3. TH E HM ONG CONNECTION 

In 1985 while visiting the  site at F illmore, Utah, a Mr. D el Allgood discovered a section of lumber conta ining a 
message, which had been placed in a hole at the base of the outcrop containing the F illmore petroglyphs. 

The message, w riie n in red ball-point pen upon the lumber stated "To gold book your American finding here 
we are H mong peoples We goted already in Laos If need to know further information W elcome to Laos." C lose 
to this message on the same piece of lumber were a group of 22 characters, 12 of which were among the  25 
inscribed petroglyphs at this and other sites, and 10 interspersed characters which were unknown. The whole 
of the group of characters was arranged in the same fashion as the petroglyphs.(See Fig.2) 

Mr. Allgood immediately contacted a H mong friend of his who was working in F illmore, and was told that the 
message was left by 7  H mong friends of his from C alifornia who had recently visited F illmore, and while 
sightseeing had inadvertently chanced upon the petroglyph site. Upon discovering the petroglyphs, one of the 
seven Hmongs became quite excited, sa id that he understood them, and therefore  had left the message. 
U nfortunately, shortly afterwards, the F illmore resident Hmong moved, and Mr. Allgood lost contact with him 
for two years. W hen he next heard from the Hmong, who was then living in Sacramento, C alifornia. 
correspondence was immediately instituted in an attempt to locate the author of the message. 

Now a year later, we have been unable to locate the author, but have made contact with those who state they 
are his relatives, and that he wants to know our motives before he explains the message. H is relative explains 



that the  petroglyphs te ll of something gold of importance buried, but we can get no further definitive  answers 
at this writing. D uring the past several months, since knowing of the H mong connection, we have investigated 
to find what we can about the Hmong, the ir language and history. 

3A. HM ONG HISTORY AND W R llT E N  LANGUAGE O R IG IN S 

Tradition among the  H mong is that they originated near what is now England then migrated to M ongolia. They 
then began a southem migration and settled in China, farming its river valleys for centuries. Bullied by H an 
invaders from the  north, they renewed the ir southern migration. They were ca lled "M iaon(barbarians) by the  
Chinese, but they have always referred to themsetves as 'Hmong", which means "free men". Although 
generally considered to be originally from China, they differ from the  Chinese. They are shorter, and the ir eyes 
show less epicanthic fold or M ongolian slant.6 

The first reference to the  H mong in Chinese text is 2283 BC .7Some H mong suggest that there  is a connection 
between the te rm  "H mong"and "M ongol" because of the period spent in that region. They state  that the H mong 
once had light hair, but that it is due to intermarriage with the Chinese, "Lin-M in" (black hairs), that they now 
have black hair.O 

In 800  BC  the  C hinese drove them into the  mountains of the west and southwestern sections of Kweichow 
province. F rom there  they have settled also in southern Hunan, Tonking, Burma, Laos, and recently into 
Thailand. 

Linguistically they are far apart from the Chinese, and the ir language has not been established as being 
affiliated with any other known 1anguage.O Language has a special meaning as a symbol of ethnic identification 
forthe  Hmong, since theirs is essentially an oral tradition. They fearthat the  loss of the ir language would mean 
loss of their sacred traditions. They are bound by a belief of their being a "special people" whose existence has 
a purpose for a ll mankind.1° 

The Hmong have a tradition of an ancient H mong kingdom, with a w riie n constitution and laws. They say that 
the  C hinese bumed the ir ancient books and threateneddeathforanyone whocontinued writing in the  old script. 
Some H mong women used the  old script alphabet as designs in their textiles and clothing, thereby preserving 
some of the ir script from the  watchful Chinese." In spite of the ir endeavors the  ancient written language 
eventually became lost, except to be referred to in their ora l tradition. 

C ontact with the C hristian world was limited until this century. In about 1650 the  Jesuit missionary, G abrie l de 
M agaillans commented upon the H mong as an independent people with the ir particular language.12 W hen 
R oman C atholic missionaries mapped C hina about 1820, they charted parts of Kweichow as occupied by 
"independent Miao".13 

The history of missionary activity among the  H mong dates from the 1880's when the  C hina Inland M ission 
(C IM ) began proselytizing in southern China, however little  missionary work was carried out among the  M iao 
in some areas until the  early 1 950's.14 Apparently the  first H mong were converted to C atholicism in 1907, and 
by 1930 there  wereabout 2000 Christians.15 

Although many H mong have since converted to C hristianity, the irtraditions are he ld to pre da te  any knowledge 
of C hristianity. N evertheless, they have strong ancient traditions of a creation by a creator, descent from two 
original parents, a universal flood, a confusion of tongues, animal sacrifice, a heavenly "messiah", and a pre- 
eminent evil spirit personality as well as both good and evil spirits generally. Though some authors conclude 
that these are learned C hristian traditions, C hristian and non-C hristian H mong alike generally maintain that 
they pre da te  a ll C hristian contact, and are ancient H mong ideas descended thru oral traditions and elaborate 
H mong sacred rituals. 

Earliest efforts to develop the H mong ora l language into a written alphabet appear in 1952, when C atholic and 
Protestant missionaries met together to develop the "R omanized Popular Alphabet" (R PA) for the  H mong ora l 
language. A draft plan was presented in 1956. In 1968 Protestant missionaries W illiam A. Smalley and D oris 
W hitlock put the Hmong oral language into Lao script. The next year Ernest E. H eirnbach published the "W hite 
M eo-English D ictionary", and in 1974 Thomas A. Lyman published "D ictionary of H mong Njua". In 1981 an 
"English-H mong Phrasebook W ith U seful W ordlist" was developed by Cheu Thao at the W ashington, D.C. 
Center for Applied Linguistics, and finally, in 1983 that C enter developed a primer.16 

Interestingly, however, the non-English message left a t the  F illmore, U tah petroglyph site by Hmongs was not 
written in the R omanized Hmong languagedeveloped by the above process. Rather, it was written In what has 
become known as "Pahawh Hmong", a language purported to be the  ancient lost language of the H mong 
ancestors, which was restored to the H mong by supernatural means in the 1950's. 



It is sa idthat a Hmong farmer named Ntxoov Zuha had twin sons who died, and subsequently appeared to him 
in adream, indicating that they were to teach him the lost ancient Hmong language. He protested that he could 
not learn the language, but his sons convinced him to try. O ver a period of 60 days he was visited nightly in 
dreams until he had mastered the system of writing. He then published the system and taught some of the 
Hmong in Laos the language, but his followers were scattered and killed, and he was killed in 1967  by the 
communist authorities." 

Since that time, the Hmong have been very secretive regarding this Pahawh Hrnong written language, and it 
has been largely ignored by scholars due to its supernatural origin account. Recently, however, there has been 
an effort to learn more about the language, as scholars have concluded that regardless of its purported origins, 
it is a very complex and orderly writing system, complete with vowels, consonants, and tonal accents, together 
with a numbering system and rules of syntax.(See Appendix A) 

Since the death of the Pahawh Hmong script's author in 1967there  have been changes made until now there 
are four versions: a "Religious Version", a  "First Standard Version", "Second Standard Version", and a "Final 
Version". Scholars are now surveying known Hmong nationals by census questionnaire to find those who have 
heard of, or can read or write this language.(See Fig.3) 

4. IM PLICATIO NS 

Those Hmong who are willing to comment upon the Fillmore, Utah petroglyphs, and the message left there by 
those who identified themselves as Hmong, indicate that the petroglyphs speak of a record, orsomething gold 
and ancient that is buried, ascribing authorship of the glyphs to those whose ancestors left the area prior to a 
great flood, hoping to return. 

Their insistence upon understanding theseglyphs opens an avenue to pursue for scholars whocan obtain more 
information from Hmongs who acknowledge understanding of the Pahawh Hmong script. It adds an interesting 
development to the examination of this class of western U.S. petroglyphs. 

(APPENDIX A) 

PAHAW H HMONG 

Pahawh Hmong is a native Hmong writing system devised during the 1960's by one or more native Hmong persons then living 
in Laos. Use of thesystem continues among refugees in the United States as well as in other areas of the world. Pahawh Hmong 
should bedistinguished from the Rornanized Hmong writing system whichcame into we a m ong scholars, Christian missionaries, 
Chinese linguists and many Hmong people during the 1950's as a means of bringing literacy to what had largely been a preliterate 
culture. Romanized Hmong is, of course, written in characters of the alphabet common in western languages such as English. 
Pahawh Hmong, however, consists principally of non-romanized characters. There are a t least four versions of the Pahawh 
Hmong system some of which substitute some Roman type characters, apparently to simplify printing the language. 

Spoken Hmong consists of 13 vowel sounds each of which may be pronounced in seven different tones or inRections making 
91 different pronunciation possibilities for the 13  basic vowel sounds. Spoken Hmong also utilizes 60 basic consonant sounds. 
The expression of these 151 total sounds in written Pahawh H m m  is based upon 26 vowel symbols and 20 consonant svmbols. 
Both the vowel and the consonant symbols are varied in meaning by means of insignia over the symbol. These variations make 
possiblethreeversionsof eachof the 20 consonantsymbols, threeversionsof 13vowel symbolsand fourversions of the remaining - 
13 vowel symbols or 91 vowel symbols total. 

Hmong words almost always consist of a  single consonant combined with a single vowel, in that order, when spoken. Almost 
no words end with a consonant sound. Sentences in written Pahawh Hmong are read left to right just as in English. However, 
Pahawh Hmong words are written right to left or just opposite of the sentence Row. Thus, fhe reader follows the sentence left 
to right but words within the sentence are each written right to left. 

Analysis by Scott R. Jenkins 
Salt Lake City. Utah 
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C aptions fo r  F igure s 

F igure  1, R ockville , Solano C ounty, C A, ca lle d SOL-16. F igure  2; T ilde n P ark, 
Alam eda  C ounty, C A, ca lle d T ILD E N  P AR K #  2. F igure s 3  and 4, V argas 
R oad, near M ission San Jose, Ala m e da  Co., C A, s ite  known as ALA-51. F igure  
5, C a stle  Crags, near D unsmuir, Shasta Co-, C A- F igure  6, le f t  panel, Shoshoni 
C e m e te ry, Alabam a H ills,  lnyo Co., CA. F igure  7, G enoa, D ouglas Co., Nevada. 
F igure  8, P oca te llo, Idaho, F igure  10 . Manti IIT - F ia ure  11. tw o  e le m e nts 
a t  the  s ite  a t F illm opre , UT. F igure s 12 (2 so la be lle d) cedar C ity  UT. 
F igure  13, F illm o re  UT. 







ELEMENTS 

T he  ta ble  above represents a ll 
1 2  sites, and th e  1 8  e le m e nts 
th a t  occur a t  4  or m ore  sites. 
Also lis te d  is  th e  number of 
cha ra cte rs w ith in  the  s ite  and 
w hich occur a t  4  or m ore  of 
th e  othe r sites. M ost o f these 
1 8  m ost fre que ntly occurring 
symbols have strong E gyptia n 
roots or sim ila ritie s.  

The figure  t o  the  le f t  reproduces 
on a  reduced sca le  a  message 
l e f t  i n  1986 a t  the  F illm o re  U T  
s ite  by a  group o f H m ong visitors 
P a rt 1  com prises a  message in  
English. P a rt 2  com prises in  
p a rt  th e  symbols found a t  the  
site , inte rspe rse d w ith  cha ra cte rs 
o f  th e  "Pahawn H m ong" w ritte n  
language. 
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