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Press Release

The Polynesian Enigma
(25.09.2008) - Western people often do not realise, that 70% of our planet is covered by Ocean. Half of this sea area is the Pacific Ocean. When European explorers, in the mid 18th Century, began to explore this part of the world, they found small islands and archipelagos scattered across the vast ocean, and on these islands were people, people that seemed to be speaking a similar language and had similar customs, whose ancestors had arrived - from where? - on what appeared to be simple canoes, prevented from capsizing by a log alongside (outrigger), or two canoes joined together into a raft shape. These European explorers did however comment how fast and capable sailing vessels these craft were. 
The greeting natives on these central Pacific islands (the Tahitians, Hawaiians and Tongans) were physically beautiful, they swam naked out to the European ships; their happy sexual freedom, their seemingly abundant food supplies, their pleasant warm climate, led the European explorers, on returning to Europe, to believe that they had found evidence of a Golden Age of Man.

These Golden Age of Man concepts fed into ideas of freedom that in turn led to the French and other European revolutions at the end of the 18th century. They were responsible for the Romantic cultural movement. Painters like Gauguin went to Polynesia to paint these beautiful natives. 

European diseases quickly destroyed this earthly Paradise, with 75% and more of the population dying of disease. Into the chaos and grieving came the missionaries, followed by colonial rule, who imposed their religion and cultural attitudes, which led to the demise of the original Polynesian culture. 

Early in the 20th Century the science of anthropology was developed, with researchers like Malinowski, Raymond Firth and Margaret Meade coming to study the people of the Pacific. However none of these researchers could explain where the ancestors of the islanders had come from, though it did seem, from various aspects, that sometime in the far past, the ancestors of these islanders must have come from SE Asia. 

The missionaries of the 19th Century and the colonial governors, in order to control the remaining people, spread the idea that Pacific canoe ships were not seaworthy. They said that for ‘safety reasons’, their offshore use was to be discouraged, sometimes even banned. This led to the total disappearance of the ‘voyaging canoes’ and the belief in their seagoing abilities.

In 1948 the Norwegian anthropologist Thor Heyerdahl declared that his studies had led him to believe that the ancestors of the people of the Central Pacific had arrived there from South America by traditional Peruvian balsa sailing rafts. Heyerdahl, by sailing the KonTiki raft to Polynesia, proved that an ancient simple craft of Man could cross oceans. He was one of the first proponents of ‘Experimental Marine Archaeology’. However, his voyage did not prove that the Polynesians came from South America.

What was not generally known in 1948, is that 2 years before the 2nd World War a Frenchman, Eric de Bisschop, a sailing ethnographer, had sailed a 38ft double canoe half way round the world from Hawaii to France, proving that the double canoe design concept had the seaworthy abilities to have carried Man from SE Asia out into the far spaces of the Pacific Ocean. His voyage was also an example of Experimental Marine Archaeology. 
Eric de Bisschop, because of his involvement in WWII politics, was after the War not given the public credit he deserved. At the time of Thor Heyerdahl’s Kontiki fame in 1948, there was however one person, a young Englishman, James Wharram, who had read Eric de Bisschop’s book about his voyage and believed de Bisschop’s West to East Polynesian migration theories.

In 1954, with the help of two German girls, he built and sailed a 7m double canoe from Europe across the Atlantic to the West Indies to prove that the double canoe was a seaworthy craft capable of crossing oceans. To further prove this, he sailed in 1959 another self built 12m double canoe (with V-eed hull cross section) across the stormy North Atlantic back to Britain.

After this voyage James Wharram started designing catamarans, based on Pacific Canoe principles, for people to build themselves. This brought the concept of seaworthy, ocean-going double canoes (by then called catamarans) to a wide Western yachting public. 

James considers that the many ocean voyages, made by ordinary Western Urban people on Wharram designed ‘Polynesian’ catamarans, have demonstrated that the original Pacific/Polynesian migrations could have been made on modestly sized canoe craft, sailed by seafaring Nomads. Other scientists have different theories. 

The Lapita Voyage will give insights into which theories are most plausible. It will also give the opportunity to thoroughly analyse the capabilities of the original Pacific canoe types. The two double canoes that will be sailing the Lapita Voyage are designed using the hullshape of the canoes of Tikopia and use Pacific crabclaw rigs and steering paddles. 
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