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There is a scale in dissolute sensuality, which these people have ascended, wholly unknown to every other nation whose manners have been recorded from the beginning of the world to the present hour, and which no imagination could possibly conceive.

James Cook

Account of a Voyage round the World

1773


At last we are isolated from the outside world. Here, on these coral isles, which I have christened The Three Sirens, I will undertake my experiment … to prove, for once, that marriage as practiced in the West is antagonistic to human nature, whereas my System, blended with the Polynesian System, can produce a radically new form of matrimony infinitely superior to any known on earth. It will work. It must work. Here, far from the bigoted Throne and Censor, far from the accursed Peeping Toms of Coventry … here, amidst naked and unfettered Freedom … and with infinite Blessings of the Lord … my compleat System shall face the Test, at last.

Daniel Wright, Esq.

Journal

Entry June 3, 1796
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AN AFTERWORD


I

It was the first of the letters that Maud Hayden had taken from the morning’s pile on her desk blotter. What had attracted her to it, she sheepishly admitted to herself, was the exotic row of stamps across the top of the envelope. They were stamps bearing the reproduction of Gauguin’s “The White Horse,” in green, red, and indigo, and the imprint “Polynésie Française … Poste Aérienne.”

From the summit of her mountain of years, Maud was painfully aware that her pleasures had become less and less visible and distinct with each new autumn. The Great Pleasures remained defiantly clear: her scholarly accomplishments with Adley (still respected); her absorption in work (unflagging); her son, Marc (in his father’s footsteps—somewhat); her recent daughter-in-law, Claire (quiet, lovely, too good to be true). It was the Small Pleasures that were becoming as elusive and invisible as youth. The brisk early morning walk in the California sun, especially when Adley was alive, had been a conscious celebration of each day’s birth. Now, it reminded her only of her arthritis. The view, especially from her upstairs study window, of the soft ribbon of highway leading from Los Angeles to San Francisco, with the Santa Barbara beach and whitecaps of the ocean beyond, had always been esthetically exciting. But now, glancing out of the window and below, she saw only the dots of speeding monster automobiles and her memory smelled the gas fumes and the rotted weeds and kelp of the sea on the other side of the coastal road. Breakfast had always been another of the certain Small Pleasures, the folded newspaper opening to her its daily recital of the follies and wonders of Man, the hearty repast of cereal, eggs, bacon, potatoes, steaming coffee, heavily sugared, stacked toast, heavily buttered. Now, the hosts of breakfast had been decimated by ominous talk about high cholesterol and low-fat diet and all the linguistics (skimmed milk, margarine, broccoli, rice puddings) of the Age of Misery. And then, finally, among the Small Pleasures of each morning, there had been the pile of mail—and this delight, Maud could see, remained a constant delight, uneroded by her mountain of years.

The fun of the mail, for Maud Hayden, was that it gave her Christmas every morning, or so it seemed. She was a prolific correspondent. Her anthropology colleagues and disciples, afar, were tireless letter writers. And then, too, she was a minor oracle, to whom many came with their enigmas, hopes, and inquiries. No week’s grab bag of letters was without some distant curiosity—the one from a graduate student on his first field trip to India, reporting how the Baiga tribe nailed down the turf again after every earthquake; the one from an eminent French anthropologist in Japan, who had found that the Ainu people did not consider a bride truly married until she had delivered a child, and who had asked if it was exactly this that Maud had discovered among the Siamese; the one from a New York television network, offering Maud a meager fee if she would verify the information, to be used in a New Britain travelogue, that a native suitor purchased his bride from her uncle, and that when the couple produced an offspring, the infant was held over a bonfire to assure its future growth.

At first look, this morning’s mail, with its glued-in secrets, had appeared less promising. Going through the various envelopes, Maud had found the postmarks were from New York City, London, Kansas City, Houston, and similar unwonderful places, until her hand had been stayed by the envelope featuring the stamps with the Gauguin painting and the imprint of “Polynésie Française.”

She realized that she still held the elongated, thick, battered envelope between her stubby fingers, and then she realized that more often, in these last few years, her habit of direct action had been bogged down in musings and mind-wanderings clouded by a vague self-pity.

Annoyed with herself, Maud Hayden turned the long envelope over, and on the pasted backflap she found the name and return address of the sender, spelled out in a swirling, old-fashioned European calligraphy. It read: “A. Easterday, Hotel Temehami, Rue du Commandant Destremau, Papeete, Tahiti.”

She tried to match the name “A. Easterday” to a face. In the present, none. In the past—the efficient file of her mind flipped backwards—so many, so many … until the face captioned by the name was found. The impression was faded and foxed. She closed her eyes, and concentrated hard, and by degrees the impression became more definable.

Alexander Easterday. Papeete, yes. They were strolling on the shady side of the street toward his shop at 147, Rue Jeanne d’Arc. He was short, and as pudgy as if he had been mechanically compressed, and he had been born in Memel or Danzig or some port quickly erased by the storm troopers—and he had had many names and passports—and en route, the long way to America as a refugee, he had come to a standstill, and finally a residence and business, in Tahiti. He claimed to have been an archeologist in other years, accompanying several German expeditions in happier days, and had modeled himself after Heinrich Schliemann, testy and eccentric excavator of Troy. Easterday was too soft and grubby, too anxious to please, too unsuccessful, to play Schliemann, she had thought then. Alexander Easterday, yes. She could see him better: ridiculously perched linen hat, bow tie (in the South Seas), wrinkled gray tropical suit stretched by a potbelly. And yet better: pince-nez high on a long nose, an inch of mustache, cold dribbling pipe, and warped pockets bulging with knickknacks, notes, calling cards.

It was coming back fully now. She had spent the afternoon poking through his shop cluttered with Polynesian artifacts, all reasonably priced, and had come away with a pair of Balinese bamboo clappers, a carved Marquesan war club, a Samoan tapa-cloth skirt, an Ellice Island mat, and an ancient Tonga wooden feast bowl that now graced the sideboard of her living room downstairs. Before their departure, she recalled, she and Adley—for she had wanted Adley to meet him—had entertained Easterday at the rooftop restaurant of the Grand Hotel. Their guest had proved an encyclopedia of information—tidbits illuminating the lesser puzzles of their half-year in Melanesia—and that had been eight years ago, closer to nine, when Marc had been in his last year at the university (and being contrary about Alfred Kroeber’s influence there simply, she had been sure, because she and Adley worshiped Kroeber).

Sorting the dead years now, Maud recollected that her last contact with Easterday had been a year or two after their meeting in Tahiti. It was at the time their study of the people of Bau, in Fiji, had been published, and Adley had reminded her to send Easterday an inscribed copy. She had done so, and months later Easterday had acknowledged their gift in a brief letter of formal appreciation mingled with genuine delight at being remembered at all by such august acquaintances—he had used the word “august,” and then she had possessed fewer doubts that he had been schooled at the University of Göttingen.

That was the last that Maud had heard of “A. Easterday”—the thank-you note of six or seven years ago—until this moment. She considered Easterday’s return address. What could that dim, half-forgotten face want of her now, across so many leagues: money? recommendation? data? She weighed the envelope in her palm. No, it was too heavy for a request. More likely, it was an offering. The man inside the envelope, she decided, had something to get off his chest.

She took the Ashanti dagger—a souvenir of the African field trip in those pre-Ghana days between the World Wars—from her desk, and in a single practiced stroke she slit the envelope open.

She unfolded the fragile airmail sheets. The letter was neatly typed on a defective ancient machine, so that many of the words were marred by holes—instead of an e or an o there was most often a puncture—but still all neatly, laboriously, efficiently single-spaced. She riffled through the rice-paper pages, counting twenty-two. They would take time. There was the other mail, and certain lecture notes to be reviewed before her late-morning class. Still, she felt the curious and old familiar nagging from the second self, the unintellectual and nonobjective second Maud Hayden, who dwelt hidden inside her and was kept hidden for being her unscientific, intuitive, and female self. Now this second self-nudged, reminded her of mysteries and excitements that had often, in the past, come from faraway lands. Her second self only rarely asked to be heard, but when it did, she could not ignore it. Her best moments had come from such obedience.

Brushing aside good sense, and the pressure of time, she succumbed. She settled back heavily, disregarding the metallic protest of the swivel chair, held the letter high and close to her eyes, and slowly she began to read to herself from what she hoped might be the best of the day’s Small Pleasures:

Professor Alexander Easterday

Hotel Temehami

Papeete, Tahiti

 

Dr. Maud Hayden

Chairman, Department of Anthropology

Social Science Building, Room 309

Raynor College

Santa Barbara, California

U.S.A.

 

Dear Dr. Hayden:

I am sure this letter will be a surprise to you, and I can only hope that you will be kind enough to remember my name. I had the great honor of meeting you and your illustrious husband ten years ago, when you stopped over in Papeete several days, en route from the Fiji Islands to California. I trust you will recall that you visited my Polynesian shop in the Rue Jeanne d’Arc and were generous enough to compliment me on my collection of primitive archeological pieces. Also, it was a memorable moment of my life to be the guest of your husband and yourself to dinner.

Although I am out of the main track of life, I have managed to keep in touch with the outside world by subscribing to several archeology and anthropology journals as well as Der Spiegel of Hamburg. As such, I have read of your activities from time to time, and not without pride, I must admit, for having encountered you once. Also, through the recent years, I have acquired some of your earlier books in the more accessible paperbound editions, and I have read them with burning interest. Truly, I believe, and not I alone, that your brilliant husband and yourself have made the greatest of contributions to modern-day ethnology.

Therefore, it was with shock and dismay that I read—it, was three or four years ago, I believe—in our local weekly, Les Debats, of your husband’s decease. I was too moved and awkward to write to you at the time, but now that the years have passed I tender my sincerest condolences. I can only hope that you have withstood the loss, and are now recovered and in strong health, and teaching, writing, and traveling again.

I pray this letter reaches you, for I have only your old card with this address, but if you have gone elsewhere, I am sure that the postal authorities will locate one of your renown. The reason I say that “I pray this letter reaches you” is because I feel that the subsequent contents may interest you deeply, and may have a profound effect on the course of your work.

Before I inform you of the remarkable curiosity that has come to my attention, I must refresh your memory—if it is necessary—on a portion of our conversation ten years ago. It was after the dinner in Papeete, when we were having our liqueurs, that you and your beloved husband thanked me for the minor anecdotes and histories I was able to relate. We drank in silence for some minutes, and then you spoke to me the following, and I base my remembrance of your words not on faulty memory but on passages of a journal I have faithfully kept for years. You said:

“Professor Easterday, our field trip to Fiji, our side trips throughout the Melanesia area, and now our brief visits to Tonga, the Cooks, the Marquesas, and here to Tahiti, have been so productive and stimulating, that my husband and I feel we must return. We want to come back to Polynesia, specifically Polynesia, in the near future. However, there must be a reason, a purpose, for such a visit. This is where you come in, Professor Easterday. We make this request of you: if ever you learn of a Polynesian people, on an unknown atoll, whose culture remains uncontaminated by outside contact and has not been subjected to scientific scrutiny, I want you to be certain to let us know of this discovery at once. If the people and their atoll are worthy of a study in the field, if they can teach us something about human behavior, we would undertake an investigation. For your part, you would be amply rewarded.”

When I heard this, Dr. Hayden, I was moved by your faith in me. At the same time, if you recollect, I had to admit that I doubted if I could be of any help to you. I told you that, to the best of my knowledge, there were no important islands—that is, populated islands—that were not already known, charted, visited, investigated. I told you, frankly, that the explorers, missionaries, whalers, traders—and since then the militarists, tourists, beachcombers, anthropologists—had seen all there was to be seen in these parts, and it was unlikely that there was anything new or virginal left.

Despite my firm statement, if I recollect accurately, you were undiscouraged. I have since learned that this was typical of you, that your perceptions, optimism, persistence are some of the characteristics of your fame. And so, at the time, you were able to say to me:

“Professor Easterday, while you know Oceania better than we ever shall, I must tell you that our experience in many places has taught us that all is not discovered, all is not known, and nature has its way of withholding its little surprises. As a matter of fact, I have personally met several anthropologists who served in the Pacific during World War II and who confessed to me that they had come across at least a half-dozen obscure islands, inhabited by primitive tribes, that were not on any existing maps. These anthropologists are being very secretive about their previously undiscovered islands—are not mentioning their location to anyone—for fear that they might be placed on public maps and charts. These anthropologists are hoarding their little atolls against the day when they have time and funds to make their exclusive studies. As you surely understand, exclusivity—that is, new ground to be covered—often counts for much in the social sciences. Now, I have a feeling that, among the more than ten thousand atolls, coral islands, volcanic islands in Oceania, there must be some so-called lost islands worthy of study in depth. I repeat, Professor, if ever you should hear of one such island, with a people whose customs are yet unknown to the outside world, please remember the Haydens and their deep interest. Do not forget what I speak of tonight, Professor Easterday. Do not forget. I promise, you will not regret your trouble.”

I have never forgotten what you spoke of that night, Dr. Hayden. You may have long forgotten, after these many years, but I have not. Your request was always in the back part of my mind. True, in recent years, especially as Western jet civilization encroached more and more upon the South Pacific, I thought your hope, and my quest on your behalf, an impossible chimera. We are both aware that the world map still displays unexplored areas—the interior of Dutch New Guinea, portions of the China-Burma-India range, the upper part of the Amazon River Basin—with tribes never seen by outside eyes. But your dream of a previously unvisited, populated island in Oceania? I confess that I had finally almost abandoned listening to any rumor or gossip that might substantiate your dream. Then, suddenly, last week, by accident, when I had all but given up thinking about the matter, your old request bore fruit.

Yes, Dr. Hayden, I have found your lost island.

Forgive me, if my stiff English belies the thrill within me as I put these words to paper. How I wish for eloquence in your language, this moment of fulfillment. Handicapped as I am, I will do my best to convey to you my enthusiastic emotions.

After a decade of years, I have found, among the thousands of islets of Oceania, the hitherto unknown island and unknown people that you once sought. This is not hearsay or native gossip, Dr. Hayden. I address you with the authority of firsthand evidence. For, I have walked on the soil of this minute high island. I have consorted briefly with its inhabitants, a mixture half-Polynesian and half-English, as in the instance of Pitcairn Island. I have observed, and since heard more of, the customs of this tribe, and these customs reveal one of the most peculiar and strange isolated civilizations on the earth today. I try to see this find of mine through your expert and experienced eyes, and I see a study that might be of great importance in your work and a useful contribution to every man and woman alive.

The name of this overlooked South Sea island group—one small but lush volcanic isle, and two tiny atolls—is The Three Sirens.

Do not attempt to locate The Three Sirens on any map. They are not there. They have not been officially discovered for the authorities or the public. Do not attempt to research The Three Sirens in any learned books on Oceania. As far as history and geography are concerned, they do not exist. You must trust my scholar sense: The Three Sirens, if microscopic by comparison, are as real as Tahiti or Rarotonga or Easter Island or, for that matter, Pitcairn Island. As to the populace of the Sirens, no more than two hundred I should venture, they are also as real as you and I. With the exception of myself and two other Caucasians, they have not been seen by anyone alive on earth today.

What is most unique about these people on The Three Sirens—I must state this as a preliminary, for if this does not interest you, then you need not trouble to read further, and I shall reluctantly turn elsewhere—what is most unusual about these people is their advanced (I might add amazing) attitude toward the practice of love and marriage. I am sure there is nothing similar to their historic behavior in any other society on the globe.

I cannot comment if the sexual and marital customs on The Three Sirens are good or bad. I can only remark, without equivocation, that they astound me. And I, Dr. Hayden, speak not as an ignorant, inexperienced undergraduate, but as a scientist and a man of the world.

If I have piqued your interest, as I pray I have, you must read on. Remember, as you read, that I am no teller of tales, that I speak with the cold objectivity of a German-trained archeologist. Remember, too, the words of the immortal Hamlet, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

I will discuss, chronologically, my own involvement in this accidental discovery, as well as what I found, what I observed, what I heard, and, as it may concern you, what may be done about this, in a practical way.

About six weeks ago, there came to my shop a tall, aristocratic, middle-aged Australian gentleman, who introduced himself as Mr. Trevor, of Canberra. He said that he had just completed a tour that encompassed Western Samoa, the Marquesas, the Cooks, and that he could not return to his homeland without bringing some souvenirs. He had heard of my stock, and my reputation for honesty, and he wanted to purchase several small artifacts. I led him about the shop, explaining this item and that, its origin, its history, its uses and meaning, and soon he was so taken by my broad knowledge of the South Seas that he began to question me about many of the islands and my travels and buying trips among them. Eventually, his stay extended to several hours—I served him tea—and although he departed with purchases amounting to no more than 1,800 Pacific francs, I regretted his leaving. It is rare one finds literate listeners in this lonely place.

I thought that was the last of Mr. Trevor, of Canberra, Australia, so you can imagine my surprise when, shortly after I had opened my shop the following morning, he reappeared. He had not come for artifacts, he said, or to listen to my stories, but rather to receive my answer to a business proposition he was about to offer me. He had been impressed, he said, by my acquaintance with the many islands and natives of Polynesia. He had been hunting for such a one as myself, he said, and in his entire tour he had found no one reliable as well as knowledgeable, until he had chanced upon me. Because he thought me too good to be true, he had made inquiries among prominent officials the night before, and they had supported and recommended me.

Without further prologue, Mr. Trevor revealed his mission. He represented a syndicate of Canberra businessmen who believed in the future of Polynesia and desired to invest hard pounds in it. The projects were many, and diversified, but among the first was to be a fleet of small passenger airplanes to carry tourists between the lesser but most picturesque islands and the larger ones. The company, Intra-Oceania Flights, would undercut, in fares and freight charges, Qantas, the French TAI, South Pacific Air Lines, New Zealand’s TEAL, and several others. Essentially, it expected to offer a shuttle or ferry service, giving it greater mobility and latitude than the larger companies. Because light aircraft would be employed, small and cheap landing fields and inexpensive facilities could be used, and rates could be kept low. Mr. Trevor explained that arrangements had been made throughout Polynesia, in cooperation with foreign home governments, but the site for one more airfield was still missing.

Mr. Trevor could remain no longer to locate this last elusive airfield. He needed someone to act in his stead. That was why he had come to me. His proposition was the following: he wanted me to take several aerial surveys, by private plane, in two directions. First, he wished me to study the corridor between Tahiti and the Marquesas Islands. If that provided no adequate site, he suggested I range southward from Tahiti, covering the broad triangle formed by the Tubuai Islands, Pitcairn Island, and Rapa Island, and if necessary to go even further south and away from the traffic lanes.

What was wanted by Intra-Oceania Flights was an uninhabited small island, with a plateau or level area that could be bulldozed, on which to erect an airfield no more than a mile and a half long. An uninhabited isle was preferred, because then the land could be leased cheaply from the neglecting government that had possession.

On the other hand, if the appropriate island showed itself to me, but happened to be inhabited by a single tribe or a mere handful of natives, exclusive of whites, that would do, too. The natives could be removed or, indeed, bought off and segregated, and the land would still be cheap.

It would be my task, said Mr. Trevor, to locate three or four such islands from the air, and then land and visit them, and then submit a fully detailed report to Canberra. Mr. Trevor’s experts would sift my report, narrow focus on one or two islands, and send their specialists to make the final decision. For my scouting expenses, I could have $500. For my completed report, if successful, I could have $3,000 additional.

Despite my joy of travel among these islands, this was not an undertaking to my liking. For one thing, I have an aversion toward flying. For another, I have little energy left for trampling over barren or nearly barren and remote tracts of land. Still, Dr. Hayden, I keep no pride from you that lately my pecuniary fortunes have been low. I do not make myself out more than I am. My day-to-day life now is a struggle to make ends meet. I have growing competition from native dealers. Valuable artifacts are increasingly difficult to come by. Therefore, whenever there is an opportunity to supplement my meager income from the shop, I cannot disdain accepting it. Even though Mr. Trevor’s expense budget was limited, his final payment was considerable, certainly more than I profit in an entire year from my shop and other enterprises. I had no choice but to accept the assignment.

After I had received my full instructions, and Mr. Trevor had flown back to Australia, I immediately set out to charter a private seaplane. The number that were available in Papeete—for example, the two flying boats of the RAI which taxi tourists to Bora Bora—were all far too expensive for private use. I continued making inquiries, and when I mentioned my problem to the bartender in Quinn’s, he told me that he knew just the man for me. He said that one of his customers, Captain Ollie Rasmussen, whom I remembered hearing about, owned an old amphibian flying boat that he had bought from an American firm after World War II. The bartender said that Rasmussen owned a cottage and Polynesian wife on Moorea—which, you know, is a stone’s throw away from us—and that he had a warehouse just below the Quai Commerce.

Rasmussen was an importer, the bartender thought, and he used his seaplane for freighting. In any case, he came into Papeete at least once a week, and I would have no trouble seeing him.

Within a few days I had met Captain Rasmussen and his copilot, a native in his twenties named Richard Hapai. Rasmussen had whiskey on his breath, and also profanity, and his appearance was disreputable, and I had some misgivings. He did own an aged Vought-Sikorsky—a clumsy, creaky twin-engined plane with a maximum cruising speed of 170 miles an hour—and I found it clean and well cared for, and this engaged my respect again. Rasmussen was colorful and voluble, deploring at length the necessity of giving up his old pearl schooner in 1947 for a flying boat, but I think he liked the flying boat more than he would admit. He took trips through the islands every week, for two days at a time, yet he had spare time enough and had no objections to chartering his seaplane and services to me. We haggled for an hour, and at last he agreed to take me on three scouting flights, two short ones and one longer one, and to land no more than three times, for $400.

Two weeks ago, with Rasmussen and Hapai in the nose cockpit, we took our first exploratory trip. Captain Rasmussen, I must say, knew the area between Samoa and the Marquesas better than I did, and he directed me to a fair number of uninhabited atolls, which you had always suspected might exist but were on no maps. However, not one was suitable for Intra-Oceania Flights. A few days later, a second scouting expedition proved equally unprofitable, although I directed Rasmussen to one landing and visit ashore. I was disheartened—I saw that I might not earn the $3,000 offered me—but still retained hope that the third and longest flight might uncover what I wanted. Then, for a number of days, this final trip was delayed. Rasmussen was absent from Papeete, and was nowhere to be found. At last, he presented himself at my hotel, five days ago, ready to take off at dawn for what was to be a two-day survey, interrupted only by fueling stops, an overnight stay on Rapa, and my own orders to land whenever I sighted a good possibility.

There is no need, Dr. Hayden, to have you suffer the desperation of that last empty excursion aloft. The first day was fruitless! The second day, leaving Rapa at dawn, we ventured south, flying high and low for hours, far afield from the beaten ocean paths, examining coral islands one after the other. None was suitable for Mr. Trevor’s purposes, and there was no use in deluding myself. It was midafternoon when Rasmussen switched to the auxiliary gas tanks, and turned his ship for home, already grumbling that we had gone too far to return to Tahiti by any reasonable hour of the night. I suggested that he pilot the seaplane back by a northeasterly route, so that eventually we would skirt the Tubuai Islands as we headed for Tahiti. Rasmussen complained about this, and about his diminishing fuel supply, but then he took pity on my dejection and obliged me between swigs of Scotch.

Hapai was at the controls, and Rasmussen well on his way to total inebriation, and I was crouched behind them, peering beyond the window, when I saw a vague hump of land, coruscating in the setting sun, far off in the distance. Except for the Tubuai group, which we were yet nowhere near, I was not familiar with the area, yet I sensed that this hump of land was no traveled or major island. “What is that, way out there?” I inquired of Captain Rasmussen. Until this moment, despite his uncouth aspect, I had found Rasmussen the most congenial and cooperative of companions. Certain vulgarities of his speech I considered disagreeable, and I overlooked them, yet I shall attempt to reproduce his locution from the life, so that you may experience what I experienced in the air that late afternoon.

To my inquiry about the hump of land in the distance, Captain Rasmussen replied, with a snort, “What is it? It ain’t nothin’—some lousy atoll—deserted—a little grass—guano maybe—no water, no life, ‘cept albatrosses an’ terns an’ plovers—it’s for the birds, not for airplanes.”

I was not satisfied with this explanation. I have had some knowledge of the islands, I remind you. “It does not appear to be a small atoll,” I persisted. “It seems to me to resemble a somewhat larger island with a coral plateau, or even a volcanic island. If you do not mind, I should like to inspect it more closely.”

With this, I recall, Captain Rasmussen sobered, and a hint of asperity crept into his voice. “I do mind wastin’ time on a detour. Anyways, I done my job—it’s almost comin’ on night—I’m low on fuel—an’ we still got a long ways to go. We gotta skip it.”

Something about his tone, his manner, the evasiveness of his eyes, made me suddenly suspicious of his integrity. I decided not to surrender. “You told me it was uninhabited,” I said.

“Yup, that’s what I told you.”

“Then I must insist upon seeing it more closely. As long as we are in this plane under my charter, I suggest you accommodate me.”

His eyes, watery with drink, seemed to clear and harden. He glared at me. “You tryin’ to cause trouble, Professor?”

I felt uncomfortable, but I took a gamble. There was too much at stake for me to be timid. I replied to him in kind. “Are you trying to conceal something from me, Captain?”

This angered him. I was sure that he would curse me. Instead, his body lurched toward his native copilot. “Awright, let’s get him off my neck—take him in a little closer, Hapai, show him there’s nothin’ on the Sirens but cliffs an’ stone an’ a few hills.”

“Sirens?” I said quickly. “Is that the name of the island?”

“It’s got no chart name.” He had become extremely surly.

By now the seaplane had swung about in an arc and was laboring toward the distant speck of land, which gradually became more distinct, so that I could make out the definition of steep seaward cliffs and what might be a plateau with a mountain crater beyond.

“Okay, far enough,” Rasmussen was saying to his copilot. Then he said to me, “You can see for yourself, Professor—no landin’ place.”

This was true, if there was no plateau, but I suspected that there was a plateau, and I told Rasmussen what I thought. I demanded that he fly in even closer and lower, so that I could satisfy myself one way or the other. Once more, Rasmussen, fulminating under his breath, was about to object aloud, when I interrupted him with all the severity I could muster. “Captain,” I said, “I have a fair idea where we are. If you refuse to give me a proper look at this island, I shall find someone else who will, and I shall return tomorrow.” This was sheer bravado, for I was nearly out of Mr. Trevor’s money, and I was not sure of our exact location, but I almost believed my threat.

Rasmussen was silent a moment, blinking his eyes at me, licking his cracked lips. When he spoke, at last, his voice was faintly insinuating and sinister. “I would not do that if I was you, Professor. This has been a friendly arrangement, a quiet, private-like trip. I’ve been pretty generous with you. I never took no one in this area before. I wouldn’t want you takin’ advantage of the captain.”

I was a little frightened of Rasmussen, but I was equally frightened of failing on my assignment. I prayed that I could maintain my note of bravado. “It is a free sky and a free ocean,” I said. Then I repeated, “No one can keep me from returning here, especially now, when I am positive you have something to hide.”

“You’re talkin’ through your hat,” Rasmussen growled. “There’s a million barren islands like that one. You won’t never know which one. You won’t never find it.”

“I will find it, if it takes me a year,” I said emphatically. “I’ll enlist my Canberra backers and their entire air fleet. I have some idea of the general area. I’ve observed certain landmarks.” I made my final gamble. “If you are going to obstruct me, very well. Take me right back to Tahiti. I shall handle this matter with charter pilots who will perform what they are paid to perform.”

I feared that Rasmussen would explode or do me violence, but he was sodden with drink and his reactions were slow. Muttering to himself, he gestured in disgust at me, and turned to his partner. “Take the sonofa——over the Sirens, Hapai. Maybe that’ll shut him up.”

The next ten minutes of ocean were traversed in prickly silence, and then we came over the island, which I now observed was not one island but three. I had a glimpse of two miniature atolls, each less than one-quarter mile in circumference. These were coral, hardly above sea level, each with dry land, some grass and brush, and coconut palm trees. One had a tiny but lovely lagoon. Relative to these, the main island was large, but actually, as compared to other islands in Polynesia, it was small, I should guess no more than four miles in length and three miles in breadth. In the speed of our passage, I could make out the high volcanic crater, steep slopes, thickly covered with green foliage, screw pines, hardwood forests, several valleys heavy with vegetation, a brilliant, copper-colored lagoon, countless gullies and ravines, with enormous rocky cliffs guarding the land.

And then I saw my plateau. Green vegetation covered it like a massive carpet, and it was flat and straight, unbroken by boulders or ravines. Blurring before my eyes, the plateau dipped into almost jungle slopes that led down a ridge to a narrow band of sandy beach.

“No anchorage for ships,” Rasmussen was saying, with satisfaction. “Shallow—submerged reef—boulders—north winds would smash any vessel. That’s why I never touched the place when I had a schooner. Only possible when I got this plane.”

“There is a plateau,” I said, hardly suppressing my enthusiasm. “It is perfect.”

So entranced and absorbed had Rasmussen been by the sight of the larger island, that he seemed to have forgotten my purpose. My words brought him up sharply.

“I want you to put down,” I said. I think I repeated this several times, like a chanting child who has found a sweet. “I want to see it for myself.” My heart was swelling with hope, for I knew this was suitable land. I would fulfill my assignment for Mr. Trevor and Intra-Oceania Flights. I would have my payment.

“No,” said Captain Rasmussen.

“No?” I said incredulously. “What do you mean?”

We had eased around for another pass over the main island. Rasmussen gestured vaguely toward the window. “Surfs runnin’—poundin’ hard—bad wind—we’d pile up.”

I looked below. “The sea is glass. It is perfect.”

“I don’t know,” Rasmussen mumbled. “There’s other things. It’s dangerous. There’s head-hunters—cannibals—”

“You said it was uninhabited,” I reminded him sternly.

“I forgot.”

I knew there were no cannibals in this area. Yet, I could not brand him a liar. I said, “I’ll take my chances, Captain. Please request Mr. Hapai to land. I shall only require an hour or two.” Rasmussen remained strangely adamant. “I can’t do it,” he said weakly. “I’m responsible for you.”

“I am responsible for me,” I said firmly. “I have said this twice and I will say it a third time—if you continue to prevent me from seeing this island, I shall return tomorrow with someone more cooperative.”

Rasmussen stared at me for many seconds, and we could only hear the hammer of the monoplane’s two engines. His Nordic countenance, wrinkled and stubbled, was a portrait of consternation. Finally, almost without emotion, he said, “I should open the hatch an’ heave you in the ocean.”

I could not discern if he was jesting, but there was no humor in his face. “People know I am with you,” I said. “You would be guillotined for it.”

He glanced out of the window. “I don’t like this at all,” he said. “Why’d I ever get mixed up with you? If I go takin’ you down …” His voice trailed off, and he shook his head. “You’re causin’ me an awful lot of grief, Professor. I made my pledge never to bring no one to The Three Sirens.”

I felt the blood throb in my temples. So these lost islands were likely inhabited. To whom had Rasmussen made his pledge? What was Rasmussen shielding about the patch of land below? The mystery excited me as much as the potential airfield.

“Are you going to take me down?” I demanded.

“You’re givin’ me no choice,” said Rasmussen, with evident despair. “If I was you, I’d wear blinkers ashore. Look for your damn airstrip, an’ nothin’ more.”

“That is all I am interested in.”

“We’ll see,” said Rasmussen, enigmatically. He glanced at Hapai. “Let them know I’m comin’ down. Then retract—cut her slowly to sixty-five miles per hour—sea’s good enough to bring her in half a mile from the beach. I’ll untie the dinghy.”

As the seaplane turned, Rasmussen lifted himself from his seat with a sigh and went aft to the portside. Immediately, I took his place in the pilot’s compartment. Hapai had brought the flying boat back over the center of the main island. He came in low across what I made out to be a deep valley hidden in shadows. Unexpectedly, he rolled the plane, dipping the wings, once, twice, almost throwing me from my seat. Then he appeared to gun the plane upward, soaring over the volcanic crater, and easing around in the direction of the cliffs and beach.

The descent was rapid and even, and when we perched on the water offshore, Hapai left his place. I found him opening the main entrance hatch on the portside. After that, he helped Rasmussen move the dinghy free, and lower it into the water.

Rasmussen preceded me into the bobbing dinghy, and reached up to help me down beside him. He called to Hapai, “You stay put. We’ll be back in two hours. If we’re longer, I’ll have Paoti or Tom Courtney send someone.”

My mind held on the curious pair of names—Paoti—Tom Courtney—provocative because of their juxtaposition, although one was obviously Polynesian and the other sounded Anglo-Saxon, despite the fact that Courtney is of French derivation. Before I could remark upon this oddity, Rasmussen gruffly ordered me to take up a paddle and go to work.

Even with the smoothness of the sea, the exertion of rowing—combined with the discomfort of the almost airless, muggy afternoon, unrelieved by any stir of breeze—had me soaked through with perspiration by the time we had made the beach. The stretch of sandy beach, the crags behind, met us in silence. When I alighted, it was as if I had stepped on the earth of Eden the fourth day after Genesis. (Forgive my eloquence, Dr. Hayden, but this was how I felt.)

After Rasmussen had secured the craft, he lost no time. “It’ll take

a half-hour’s staff climb, if we keep movin’, to reach your god—

plateau.”

I was at his heels as he led the way to a narrow, winding footpath that ascended gradually along the slope of a cliff. “Are there people here?” I wanted to know. “Who are Paoti and Courtney?”

“Don’t go wastin’ your breath,” growled Rasmussen, “’cause you’ll be needin’ it.”

Lest I weary you with the details of my adventure, Dr. Hayden, I will be as concise as possible about our climb to the plateau. The path was not steep, but constantly rising, and the rock walls on either side hoarded the stifling heat of the early day and was suffocating. Because I called a halt, several times, to ease the stitch in my side, our ascension took nearly three-quarters of an hour. In that period, Rasmussen uttered not one word to me. His lined, burned face was grim, and he turned aside my inquiries with cross grumbles and snarls.

At last, the rock formations reached the summit of a broad boulder, which led to verdant hillocks, and these slowly merged into the long, level plateau.

“Here you are,” were the first words Rasmussen had spoken in all this while. “What you goin’ to do now?”

“Examine it.”

I went deeper across the plateau, estimating its length and width, judging its evenness, studying the vegetation, testing the consistency of the soil, attentive even to the direction of the winds. I did all that Mr. Trevor had instructed me to do. It was during my absorbed examination—we could have been on this plain no longer than an hour, and I was on my hands and knees testing the grass and topsoil—that I first heard the voices. I lifted my head with surprise to realize that Rasmussen was not behind me. I quickly cast about, and then I saw him and saw that he was not alone.

I leaped to my feet. I could make out that Rasmussen was in the company of two towering, lean, fair-skinned native males, one carrying a short stone adze. As far as I could judge, from my distance, and with Rasmussen blocking a full view, both native men were naked. They were in stances of repose, listening, as Rasmussen spoke to them, gesticulating broadly. Once, he half pivoted, to indicate me, and when I mistook this as an invitation to approach them, Rasmussen quickly waved me to remain where I stood. The conversation, out of earshot, went on for perhaps another five minutes, and then suddenly the three of them came toward me.

As they advanced, I could make out the features of the two native men, and I could see that one was possibly Polynesian while the other was definitely Caucasian, although both were of the same color. They were each naked, head to toe, except for one concession to modesty. Both men wore white pubic bags—like the medieval codpieces—around their genitals, loosely held up by thin coconut fiber strands around their waists. I must confess I was disconcerted, for though I had seen these supporters in Melanesia some years ago, they are no longer the fashion in civilized Polynesia, where Western trousers or native kilts are favored. I had the impression that these men, or whomever they represented, were adhering to the old ways and had been untouched by modern influences.

“Professor Easterday,” Rasmussen was saying, “these gentlemen were huntin’ near here when they saw my signal an’ came up to meet us. This is Mr. Thomas Courtney, an American who is an honorary member of the Sirens tribe. And this is Moreturi, oldest son of Paoti Wright, Chief of the tribe.”

Courtney offered his hand and I shook it. Moreturi did not offer his hand, but only a forbidding aspect.

A brief smile was on Courtney’s face, no doubt at the astonishment unsuppressed upon my own. I asked myself then, and for a short time later, what a naked American, garmented in such a fashion, was doing on an island called The Three Sirens, which existed on no map? Even as the puzzle teased me, I could definitely distinguish the two men now.

Moreturi was the younger, no more than thirty years of age, and possibly an inch shy of six feet in height. We know that Polynesians are light-skinned enough to tan, but he appeared to be a dark white man who had tanned. His hair was black and wavy, but his entire body was devoid of any hair at all. His face was broader and more handsome, with its straight and correct features, than Courtney’s face. All that indicated “native” was the slight slant of his eyes and fullness of his lips. His chest was powerful, his bicep muscles enormous, all tapering down sharply to slender hips and legs.

Courtney was, as I have said, the older of the pair. I should guess nearly forty years of age, but of superb condition and physique. I estimated him to be six feet two inches in height, with sandy, uncombed hair not recently barbered. His face was longer, more angular than that of his Polynesian friend, with deep-set brown eyes, a nose that appeared to have once been broken and imperfectly set, narrower lips and wider mouth. He was the leaner of the two, but rangy and also muscular, with moderate hair on his chest and legs.

My descriptions of these persons may not be completely accurate, for all this I observed in short seconds, and only supplemented later when there was darkness and scrutiny was more difficult.

I was aware that Courtney was addressing me. “Captain Rasmussen is, in effect, our ambassador and lifeline to the outside world. He has, as best he could, told us something of you, Professor, and of your assignment for Intra-Oceanic Flights.” His voice was low, well-modulated, and his speech cultivated, indicating that he was an educated man. “You are the first stranger to come here since my own arrival, several years ago. The chief and villagers will be quite concerned. Strangers are held tabu.”

“You are an American, not one of them,” I said boldly. “Why are you tolerated?”

“I came by accident,” said Courtney, “I remained by the grace of the Chief. Now I am one of them. No one else would be welcomed. The privacy of the village and islands is holy.”

“I saw no village when we flew over the islands,” I said.

Courtney nodded. “That’s right, you saw no village. But it exists, and there is a population of over two hundred, the survivors of both white and brown forebears.”

“Descendants of the Bounty mutineers?” I inquired.

“No. This all came about quite differently. There is no time for further explanation. I think it would be wise, Professor Easterday, if you left here at once and forgot that you ever laid eyes upon us or the islands. The fact is, your arrival has imperiled the entire population. If your disappearance did not endanger Captain Rasmussen’s position in Tahiti, I am sure Moreturi would not let you leave at all. As it is, you can depart unharmed.”

Unnerved though I was, I determined to stand my ground. The speech was less ominous coming from an American turned native than from a Polynesian. “This plateau is a perfect airstrip,” I said. “It is my duty to report it to Canberra.”

Moreturi stirred, but Courtney touched his arm without looking at him. “Professor Easterday,” Courtney said softly, “you have no idea what you are doing. This seemingly inaccessible, rarely visited island, uninhabited to the eye, has remained impervious to outsiders—the corruptions of modern civilization—since 1796, when the present village was built and the present culture begun.”

I think, Dr. Hayden, it was his use of the word “culture” that first put my mind on anthropology, and your request of a decade ago. However, my conscious mind was still on Mr. Trevor.

“It is my job,” I said.

“Have you considered what your job will lead to?” Courtney asked. “Your associates in Canberra will send surveyors. They will approve of the terrain. Your friends will then seek permission of an outside government that owns Polynesian colonies or holds mandates. They will appeal to France, Great Britain, New Zealand, the United States, and other nations who possess islands and bases in the Pacific. What will be the result of their inquiries? Consternation. If no outside power is even aware that this minor island exists, how can they claim it? No discoverer ever waded ashore. I shall have to fight the cause of these people in some international court, to prove their independence. Suppose I even win my case? All will still be lost, for the Sirens would have become a romantic public cause. Its present society could not be preserved. And suppose I lose my case, and some foreign government is awarded claim to this place? The French, let us say. What will happen then? The French administrators and petty bureaucrats will come, followed by your business friends with their freighters. They will unload their bulldozers and prefabricated buildings and drunken laborers. And when the field is ready, the commercial airplanes will fly in and leave daily with their jabbering, gawking tourists. The island will be a public terminal. What do you suppose will happen to the Sirens tribe?”

“They will no longer be savages. They will become civilized, enjoy improvement and progress, become part of the living world. Is that so bad?”

Courtney turned to Moreturi. “You heard the Professor, my friend. Is that so bad?”

“We will not permit it,” said Moreturi in perfect English.

I fear that I gaped at him.

“You see, they are not savages,” said Courtney. “In fact, they have more to offer your so-called civilization than you have to offer them. But if your exploiters and commercial drummers appear, they are lost to us forever. Why is it so important for you to destroy them, Professor? What are you getting out of it? Are you a part of that Canberra company?”

“No. I am merely a merchant, and my vocation has made me a student of the South Seas. I have affection for all these people, and their ancestral ways. Nevertheless, I know they cannot continue to hide from progress.”

“Then progress is your motive? Or is it money?”

“A man must live, Mr. Courtney.”

“Yes,” Courtney said, slowly, “I suppose that is so. You must have your pieces of silver, in the name of progress, and a most remarkable, a most wonderful tiny culture must die.”

I could no longer repress my curiosity. “You keep praising these people. What is so remarkable about them?”

“Their mode of life,” said Courtney. “It is like none on earth. Compared to the way you and I have lived, this life is near perfect.”

“I’d like to see for myself,” I said. “Show me the village.”

Moreturi turned to Courtney. “Paoti Wright will not allow it.”

Courtney agreed, and addressed me. “It is impossible. I cannot speak for your safety if I take you there. You must accept my word that the preservation of these people is more important than any money you may earn from that syndicate. You must go back with Captain Rasmussen and keep your silence.”

“Suppose I do go back now,” I said. “How do you know you can trust me? What if I speak of this to Canberra—or to others?”

Courtney was quiet a moment. “I cannot say you will suffer more than a bad conscience. Yet, I cannot guarantee that alone. You have met the Captain’s copilot, Richard Hapai? He is one of us, one of the Sirens. If you break the tribal tabu, ruin his people, then it is possible that he, or one of his kin, may one day hunt you out, and kill you. This is not a threat. I am in no position to mete out revenge by vendetta. This is only a practical warning derived from my knowledge of these people. I mention the possibility.”

“I am not afraid,” I said. “I will leave now—”

“And make your report on The Three Sirens to Canberra?”

“Yes. You have not convinced me that I should not, Mr. Courtney. You have tried to lull me with words—a remarkable culture, a wonderful people, something incredible and different—and I say those are empty words. You will not take me to the village to see for myself. You will not tell me precisely what you mean. You have not given me a single reason why the Sirens tribe should survive in its present primitive state.”

“And if I did tell you the truth—at least some of it—would you believe what I tell you?”

“I think so.”

“Would you refrain from reporting to the Canberra syndicate?”

“I do not know,” I said, truthfully. “I might. It depends upon what you tell me.”

Courtney glanced at Moreturi. “What do you think, my friend?”

Moreturi nodded. “It is necessary to speak the truth.”

“Very well,” said Courtney. He faced Rasmussen, who had been listening all this while. “Captain, I propose we return to the beach. You can get Hapai to come from the plane and bring us food. We will build a fire, and we will eat, and I will spend an hour or two informing our visitor of what goes on here.”

“Why all that kinda nonsense?” demanded Rasmussen. “I don’t trust the Professor. I say lemme leave him here for good. You can put him with the criminals an’—”

“No, I don’t like that,” said Courtney. “It’s not fair to him, and it wouldn’t be fair to you. I can’t take the risk, Captain. It’ll endanger your life—Hapai’s, too—and in the end the authorities might find out what happened to Professor Easterday. No, I prefer it to be handled on the basis of reason. I’ll take my chances on the Professor’s basic decency.”

I liked Courtney after that.

Well, Dr. Hayden, we all trooped down to the beach. When we arrived there, it was dark, except for the light from a small part of the moon. Captain Rasmussen took the dinghy back to his flying boat, and soon returned with a supply of food. Moreturi had already gathered twigs and built a fire. Rasmussen cooked—efficiently, I must say—and while he cooked, we all sat on the sand, around the fire, and Courtney began his story of The Three Sirens.

Courtney prefaced his narrative by saying that he could not reveal every detail of the history and practices of the Sirens group. What he promised was the barest outline. Speaking quietly, casually, he went back to the beginnings of the experiment. As he proceeded to modern times, he became more intense and earnest. For my part, I was so immediately engaged by the wonder of what I heard, that I hardly knew my food was before me.

There was a brief interlude, as we ate in silence, and it was interrupted only when I told Courtney that I could not contain my thirst for more knowledge. I begged him to oblige me. Gradually, he began speaking again, and went on at length. I never took my eyes from him. We all consider ourselves judges of men, and I, too, consider myself perceptive in this respect, and it was my judgment that Courtney did not lie, did not embellish or exaggerate, that what he told was as factual as the best scientific papers. So intrigued was I by his account, that when it was done I thought no more than several minutes had passed. Actually, Courtney had been addressing me for one hour and a half. Now that Courtney had presented his case on behalf of his tribe—and I realized that part of his skill as storyteller was based on his experience as an attorney in Chicago, part on his love of the Sirens people—I was bursting with a hundred questions. I was civil enough to ask only the most pertinent ones. Some he replied to candidly, others he turned aside as being, in his words, “too personal, an invasion of privacy.”

It was late evening, still warm but cooling slightly, when Courtney said to me, “Well, Professor Easterday, you have had the most elemental briefing on The Three Sirens. You have heard enough to know what it is in your power to destroy. What is your decision?”

All through the latter part of Courtney’s recital, I had begun to entertain thoughts about you, Dr. Hayden. Every bizarre fact made me tell myself: ah, if only Dr. Maud Hayden were here, how much she would relish this. As Courtney continued, and I listened, I recollected your old request. I realized what a visit to The Three Sirens might mean to you, and, through you, to the entire world. Several times, I had heard you say that primitive cultures must be rescued, the old ways preserved, before they died out or were wiped out. You felt, you always said and wrote, that isolated primitive cultures could teach us every variety of human behavior and, in so doing, be applied to help us improve our own behavior. Clearly then, the odd and miniscule society on The Three Sirens deserved to be saved before I, or someone like myself, assisted modern technological society in obliterating it. I was gravely moved by my power for good or evil, and my responsibility to those who might be capable of using this island society as a laboratory for the better welfare of our society. Suddenly, the importance of your work—of which I am a poor and minor ally—made my duty to Mr. Trevor and the Canberra syndicate seem insignificant.

Courtney had asked for my decision. Across the blaze, he awaited my reply.

“I would like to make a deal with you,” I said, abruptly. “It would be, in effect, a trade.”

“What kind of trade?” Courtney wanted to know.

“Have you ever heard of Dr. Maud Hayden, the famous anthropologist?”

“Of course I have,” said Courtney. “I’ve read most of her books.”

“What do you think of them?”

“Brilliant,” said Courtney.

“That is the trade I offer,” I said, “the price of my refraining to mention The Three Sirens to Canberra.”

“I’m not sure I understand you,” said Courtney.

I spoke slowly, with great emphasis on each word. “If you will permit Dr. Hayden, with her colleagues, to come here for a field trip in the next year, if you will allow her to make a record of this society for all time, I will guarantee my future silence and your future privacy.”

Courtney allowed the proposal to sink in. After several reflective minutes, he exchanged glances with Moreturi and Rasmussen. Finally, he returned his gaze to me, as if appraising my good intentions. “Professor,” he said, “how can you vouch for the silence of Dr. Hayden and her staff?”

My mind had anticipated this, and I was ready with an answer. “Of course,” I said, “Dr. Hayden and her colleagues will be sworn to absolute secrecy about the destination of the field trip. But human beings are frail, and I know that oral
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