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Introduction

	This book tells the story of islands, reefs, and landmasses that were reported, charted, trusted, and in some cases fought over, and that were later proven, through careful and often difficult verification, never to have existed at all, or to have existed only briefly before natural forces reclaimed them. Every account in the chapters that follow is drawn from the historical, scientific, and legal record: contemporary voyage accounts, admiralty and government archives, peer reviewed geological and oceanographic research, and documented legal and diplomatic proceedings. Where the historical record itself is uncertain or contested, that uncertainty is noted directly in the text rather than resolved by invention. The goal throughout has been to tell these stories with the pace and momentum of narrative history while keeping faith with what can actually be documented about each remarkable case.

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	The Shape of What Isn't There

	In November of 2012 a research vessel called the Southern Surveyor left the port of Brisbane and steered northeast into the Coral Sea. Its crew, a team of marine geologists from the University of Sydney led by a scientist named Maria Seton, had spent three and a half weeks mapping the tectonic seams of the ocean floor between Australia and the French territory of New Caledonia. The work was slow and methodical, the kind of research that rarely makes a headline. Then, on the ship's route home, someone glanced at the navigational chart and noticed something odd. Directly ahead of them, marked in black outline on every map aboard the vessel, sat an island roughly the size of Manhattan. It had a name. It was called Sandy Island. And according to the chart, the ship was about to sail straight through the middle of it.

	Seton and her colleagues had reason to trust their charts. The island appeared not only on the paper maps carried aboard the Southern Surveyor but on Google Earth, on weather forecasting systems used across the South Pacific, and in the World Vector Shoreline Database, a digital dataset maintained for decades by the United States National Geospatial Intelligence Agency and used as a foundation for countless commercial and scientific mapping products around the world. Sandy Island had a shape. It had a size, fifteen miles long and three miles wide. It had, on some charts, a name in French as well as English, Île de Sable. It even had, on Google Earth's satellite view, a peculiar smudge of black pixels sitting exactly where the coastline was supposed to be, as though someone had taken a marker to the ocean and blotted out a patch of blue.

	There was only one problem. As the Southern Surveyor closed in on the coordinates where Sandy Island was supposed to rise from the sea, the crew watched their depth sounder and saw nothing but water. Deep water. The ocean floor beneath the ship's keel sat more than thirteen hundred meters below the surface, roughly four thousand three hundred feet down, far too deep for any island to exist above it. There was no beach. There was no reef breaking the surface. There was no shadow of land on the horizon in any direction. Steven Micklethwaite, one of the scientists aboard, would later describe the moment with a kind of bewildered humor, noting that the situation reminded him of the science fiction island in the television series Lost, a place that seemed to exist and then simply did not. Seton put it more plainly. Somehow, she said, this error had propagated through to the world coastline database, from which a great many of the world's maps were made, and nobody could say exactly how.

	Word of the discovery, or rather the undiscovery, spread quickly once the ship reached port. Within days the story of an island vanishing from the map had been picked up by the Australian press and then internationally, and within two weeks Google had quietly scrubbed Sandy Island from Google Maps and Google Earth. By the end of the month the National Geographic Society, one of the most respected cartographic authorities on the planet, issued a formal statement. Its senior geographer, Juan Valdes, announced that the evidence was now conclusive and that Sandy Island had been officially struck from every National Geographic map product the organization produced. An island that had appeared in reference works for more than a century, that had survived two world wars, the entire satellite age, and the founding of modern oceanography, was gone in the space of a news cycle. Or rather, it was revealed to have never been there in the first place.

	This book is about islands like Sandy Island. It is about the places that sailors swore they saw, that cartographers drew with careful hatching and shading to suggest cliffs and shorelines, that explorers spent years of their lives and, in some cases, gave their lives searching for, and that turned out, when the fog cleared or the depth sounder was lowered or the satellite finally passed overhead, to not exist at all. It is a history of the blank spaces on old maps, and of the very human impulse to fill those spaces with something rather than admit that nobody yet knew what was there.

	Phantom islands, as geographers and historians of cartography now call them, are a stranger category of error than most people realize. A mapmaker's mistake usually involves getting something wrong that is genuinely there, a river running the wrong direction, a mountain range placed fifty miles from its true location, a coastline drawn with the wrong curve. A phantom island is a different kind of mistake altogether. It is the appearance, on paper, in ink, sometimes with impressive topographic detail, of a place that was never there to begin with. And the strange part, the part that makes this history worth telling at book length rather than as a single curious footnote, is how long these phantoms managed to survive. Sandy Island lasted from the 1870s until 2012, well over a century. Frisland, an island the size of Ireland that supposedly floated somewhere in the North Atlantic south of Iceland, appeared on the maps of some of the most respected cartographers in history, including Gerardus Mercator, and lingered in atlases for roughly two hundred years before quietly disappearing. Hy-Brasil, a legendary island said to lie off the west coast of Ireland, was drawn on maps for over five hundred years, longer than the printing press has existed, longer than most nations currently on the map have held their present borders.

	The persistence of these errors is the real subject of this book. It would be easy enough to write a catalog, a list of odd islands with a paragraph or two on each, the sort of book one might find in an airport gift shop, skimmed once and forgotten. That is not what follows. Each of the phantom islands examined in these pages left fingerprints on real history. They shaped where explorers sailed and how much money was spent chasing them. They occasionally cost lives. In at least one case, examined in these pages in some detail, the search for a phantom island in the high Arctic ended in a murder that the organizations funding the expedition spent years trying to quietly bury. In another case, a missing island in the Gulf of Mexico became entangled in a genuine international dispute over drilling rights worth billions of dollars, a dispute that was still being argued in the twenty first century, long after satellites had mapped every square meter of the ocean's surface with a precision earlier centuries could not have imagined.

	To understand why phantom islands could survive so long, it helps to understand something about how maps were actually made before the era of satellite imagery, a period covering nearly the entire span of human cartography until the second half of the twentieth century. A map is not a photograph. It has never been a photograph, not even today, when satellite imagery makes up the base layer of most digital maps. A map is an argument. It is a claim made by a specific person, or a specific naval office, or a specific publishing house, about what the world looks like, built from whatever evidence that person or office or publisher had access to at the time. In the age of sail, that evidence came almost entirely from the reports of sailors, and sailors, however skilled and however honest, were working with instruments and conditions that made certainty a rare luxury.

	Consider the basic problem of determining a ship's position in the eighteenth or early nineteenth century. Latitude, the north to south coordinate, could be measured with reasonable accuracy using the height of the sun at noon or the position of the North Star, techniques known since antiquity and refined over centuries. Longitude, the east to west coordinate, was another matter entirely. Before the marine chronometer became widely available and affordable in the last decades of the eighteenth century, a ship's captain determining longitude was often working from dead reckoning, a method that combined the ship's last known position with its speed, heading, and the time elapsed since that position was last confirmed. Every hour at sea introduced a small amount of error. Every day compounded that error further. A ship that had been sailing for three weeks without a reliable fix on its longitude might report a sighting that was off by dozens, even hundreds, of miles from its true location, and the captain making that report would have had absolutely no way of knowing it.

	Add to this the physical conditions under which sightings were actually made. A lookout scanning the horizon from a rolling deck, often in poor weather, often after weeks or months at sea with fatigue and scurvy and the general hardship of nineteenth century whaling and sealing voyages wearing down attention and judgment, was not a reliable optical instrument. Fog banks, viewed from a distance and at the wrong angle of light, can take on the unmistakable appearance of a coastline, complete with what looks like cliffs and even shadowed valleys. Icebergs, particularly in the Southern Ocean and the high Arctic, frequently carried dark sediment and rock debris frozen into their structure, giving them from a distance the exact visual signature of rocky land rather than floating ice. A particular kind of atmospheric mirage called a Fata Morgana, which will be examined in detail in the chapter on Crocker Land, could stretch and distort a genuinely distant object, an ice shelf, a cloud bank, even the curvature of the horizon itself, into what looked for all the world like mountains and valleys rising from the sea.

	None of this would have mattered much if the resulting error had simply stayed with the sailor who made it. A single captain's mistaken log entry is a private embarrassment, corrected the next time someone sails past the same coordinates and finds nothing there. The trouble is that cartography in the age of sail was not built from scratch with every new map. It was built by copying. A mapmaker working in London or Amsterdam or Venice in, say, 1750 did not personally verify every coastline on the chart being prepared for publication. Instead, that mapmaker compiled information from earlier maps, from published voyage accounts, from naval logs and admiralty reports, and from the testimony of captains and merchants who came through the port cities where the great chart making houses did business. A single reported sighting, entered into one influential map, could be copied onto the next mapmaker's chart, and the next, and the next, each subsequent cartographer trusting the work of predecessors rather than sending their own ship to verify a small, low lying speck of rock in some remote corner of an ocean that took months to reach. An error, once entered into this chain of transmission, became remarkably difficult to remove. It had to be actively disproven, and disproving a negative, establishing with confidence that nothing exists at a given set of coordinates, required exactly the kind of dedicated, expensive, and often dangerous expedition that most nations and most trading companies had little incentive to fund. It was far cheaper, and far less politically fraught, simply to leave the mistake on the map and let later navigators sail around it out of caution.

	This is not to say that every phantom island was purely an honest error. Some were. Some clearly were not. The chapters that follow include cases of what appears to have been outright fabrication, islands invented for reasons that had more to do with prestige, national rivalry, or the securing of funding than with anything a sailor actually saw from the deck of a ship. The island called Crocker Land, reported by the American polar explorer Robert Peary in 1906, is examined in these pages as a case study in exactly this kind of motivated invention, an island that Peary's own diary entries suggest he never actually saw, but that appeared in his published account regardless, with consequences that would eventually cost a man his life in the Arctic ice nearly a decade later.

	Other phantom islands occupy a stranger category still, neither pure error nor pure fabrication, but something closer to collective wish. Hy-Brasil, the island said to appear off the coast of Ireland once every seven years before sinking again beneath the waves, has roots that predate reliable cartography altogether, reaching back into Celtic legend and the broader medieval European tradition of islands lying just beyond the known edge of the world, places like the Isle of Saint Brendan, said to have been found by a wandering Irish monk in the sixth century, or the many variations of an earthly paradise imagined to lie somewhere in the unmapped Atlantic. These were not simply navigational mistakes. They were expressions of a very old human hope, the hope that beyond the horizon there might be something wonderful, some place spared the ordinary troubles of the known world, and that hope proved remarkably resistant to the disappointing evidence of empty ocean.

	What unites all of these cases, the honest errors, the calculated inventions, and the inherited legends, is that each one left a permanent mark on a map, and a map, once printed and distributed, becomes a kind of authority in its own right. People do not typically question a map. They use it. Sailors plotted courses around Sandy Island for well over a century without a single one of them, apparently, taking the trouble to sail directly at its coordinates and settle the question definitively, because the map told them the island was there, and there seemed no urgent reason to doubt it. Governments drew treaty boundaries using islands that later proved not to exist, an issue explored in detail in the chapters on Bermeja and the broader question of maritime law, because a treaty negotiator working from an official chart has little choice but to trust the document in front of them. The authority of the printed map, in other words, often exceeded the authority of the evidence that had produced it, and once an island had achieved the status of an accepted geographical fact, unmaking that fact required a specific kind of courage, the willingness to sail to a set of coordinates, find nothing, and be believed.

	The story of how these islands were eventually unmade, how phantom after phantom was quietly erased from the charts over the course of roughly two centuries, is in many ways a story about the improvement of navigational and surveying technology, from the marine chronometer to sonar depth sounding to satellite altimetry. But it is also a story about institutional will, about which organizations were prepared to spend money and risk ships to settle a question that most people considered already settled. The British Admiralty, which will appear repeatedly throughout this book as both the source and eventually the eraser of a great many phantom islands, maintained through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a category of chart notation reserved specifically for doubtful features, islands and shoals that had been reported but never confirmed. The abbreviation used was, appropriately enough, E.D., for existence doubtful, and it appeared beside dozens of features across every ocean on earth, a quiet admission, printed directly onto official government charts, that the empire responsible for mapping more of the globe than any other power in history was not entirely sure what was really out there.

	It is worth pausing on that phrase, existence doubtful, because it captures something essential about the entire subject of this book. Cartography likes to present itself as a science of certainty, a discipline concerned with fixing the world in place through careful measurement. And in its modern form, supported by satellites that can resolve a coastline to within a few meters anywhere on the planet, it largely has become that. But for most of its history, mapmaking was a science built on trust, on the accumulated testimony of thousands of individual observers, most of whom were doing their honest best under difficult conditions, and some small number of whom were not being honest at all. The blank spaces on old maps, the places marked terra incognita or simply left empty, were in some ways more truthful than the places filled in with confident detail, because the blank spaces at least admitted what nobody yet knew. It was the filled in spaces, the islands drawn with careful shading to suggest hills and inlets, that so often turned out to be lies, or mistakes, or hopes dressed up as facts.

	The chapters that follow move roughly in chronological order, beginning with the earliest and most legendary of the phantom islands and moving forward through the age of sail, the age of steam, and finally into the era of satellites and digital databases, where one might expect phantom islands to have become impossible, and where, as Sandy Island proves, they somehow did not. Along the way this book will visit the fog banks of the North Atlantic where Frisland was supposedly charted by two Venetian brothers whose entire account may have been an elaborate fraud. It will follow an American explorer's obsessive four year search for an Arctic island that appears never to have existed at all, a search that ended with an ice sheet, a mirage, and a murder that its sponsoring institutions spent decades trying to explain away. It will travel to the Gulf of Mexico, where the disappearance of a small red colored island became entangled with billions of dollars in oil rights and a genuine international boundary dispute between two nations. It will sail through the Southern Ocean, where an entire cluster of islands, Dougherty, Emerald, the Auroras, and others, haunted admiralty charts for the better part of a century despite dozens of expeditions finding nothing but

	
	
	
	
	
	