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Preface

In the making of connections between human societies, the role of the sea is particularly fascinating. Connections across large open spaces have brought together peoples, religions and civilizations in stimulating ways. Sometimes this has been through individual encounters, as travellers, including pilgrims and merchants, found themselves visiting alien environments; sometimes it has been the result of mass migrations that have changed the character of regions; sometimes it has been the result as much of the movement of goods as of people, when the inhabitants of distant lands saw, admired, and imported or copied the art works of another culture, or read its literature, or were taken aback by some rare and precious item that opened their eyes to its existence. Such contacts were made overland and up and down river systems, as well as by sea; but overland they were mediated by the cultures that lay along the routes being followed, whereas links across the sea could tie together very different worlds, as far apart as Portugal and Japan or Sweden and China.

This book is intended to sit alongside my earlier book, The Great Sea: A Human History of the Mediterranean, first published in 2011. Like that book, it is a human rather than a natural history, emphasizing the role of often adventurous traders in making and maintaining contact. Whereas the Mediterranean accounts for 0.8 per cent of the maritime surface of the globe, seas as a whole account for about 70 per cent of the world’s surface, and most of this watery space consists of the vast open areas we call oceans. From outer space, the Earth is mainly blue. The oceans have distinct but gigantic wind systems, generated by the movement of air over vast masses of both warm and cold water: one has only to think of the seasonal monsoons in the Indian Ocean. The Roaring Forties that would helpfully sweep sailing vessels from the Atlantic into the Indian Ocean were the same winds that made entry into the Pacific from the southern Atlantic, around Cape Horn, so frightening. Currents such as the Gulf Stream, which keeps the British Isles relatively warm, or the not dissimilar Kuroshio or Japan current, stretch across thousands of miles.1 We divide the all-encompassing global sea into the three great oceans; but ancient geographers, with some justice, imagined it to be a single Okeanos of intermingled waters, a concept revived in modern use of the term ‘World Ocean’ to describe all the oceans as a single unit.2

[image: ]
The three major oceans have attracted increasing interest as the study of maritime history has expanded beyond what might more properly be called naval history, which concentrates on warfare (or peace-keeping) on the surface of the sea, to greater involvement with the wider questions of how, why and when people crossed large maritime spaces, whether for trade or as migrants, and what sort of interdependence was created between lands far apart from one another by this movement across the oceans. This has led to debates about the origins of globalization, some of which have been conducted at cross-purposes, since the concept of ‘globalization’ is a vague one that can be defined in many ways. A question related to the theme of globalization that has often been raised is why Europeans opened up routes across the world after 1500, in the wake of Columbus and da Gama, while the Chinese, under Zheng He, launched extraordinarily ambitious voyages in the early fifteenth century that came to a sudden stop. This leads into a range of questions about the ‘Great Divergence’ between Europe and Asia or other continents, although, as with globalization, much depends on the criteria one adopts to measure the process. This book makes plain the dramatic effect of the entry of European traders and conquerors into distant oceans following the voyages of Columbus and da Gama, while also insisting that Columbus, da Gama and the worlds they explored can only be explained by looking at their long antecedents.

This book also insists that the European presence around the shores of the oceans can only be understood by taking into account the less well-documented activities of non-European merchants and sailors, some of whom were indigenous to the lands in which they lived, others of whom formed part of widespread diasporas – Greeks and later on Jews from Egypt, Armenians, Chinese, Malays, and so on. Sometimes the sea routes were managed by a sort of relay team, as goods passed from one set of traders to another, and from one type of ship to another, and as local rulers exacted their customs duties at each stopping point. And sometimes, even in the Greco-Roman Indian Ocean, they were managed by entrepreneurs who travelled the whole route from, say, Bereniké on the Red Sea coast of Egypt to Pondicherry on the south-east coast of India. This is not to deny the transformative effect of the arrival of the Europeans in nearly every corner of the oceans. After Columbus and da Gama, the oceans and their islands were bound together in new ways. Ambitious new routes, longer than anything attempted before, criss-crossed the world, linking China to Mexico via Manila or the East Indies to Lisbon and Amsterdam. A further revolution occurred when steamships began to replace sailing vessels along the ocean routes in the nineteenth century, while two great canals at Suez and Panama transformed the routes themselves. And further revolutions in the late twentieth century introduced massive ships capable of carrying thousands of containers, and cruise ships that carry as many thousands of passengers.

Insofar as this book has heroes, they are not so often the explorers who opened up routes across the oceans, but the merchants who followed in their wake. Traders saw opportunities and made the tenuous links established by those who found new routes into firm, reliable and regular connections, whether in the era of Greco-Roman commerce across the Indian Ocean or in the aftermath of Columbus’s voyages to the Caribbean. They settled down in trading stations that became major ports – Aden, Havana, Macau, Melaka, Quanzhou, to give just a few examples. But right up to the early days of the steamship maritime travel involved risk from shipwreck, piracy, disease, and – not least – rajahs, sultans and other rulers who saw merchants as fair game in their hunt for funds, which they raised from confiscation as well as taxation. The history of long-distance travel across the seas is the history of people willing to take risks, both physical and financial: men (mainly) who gambled on business opportunities in faraway lands, in the search for profit. Using a loose definition, we could call these people capitalists, businessmen reinvesting their resources in the hope of generating greater and greater wealth. Such people are visible at the very start of the history of Indian Ocean trade, in the cities of Bronze Age Mesopotamia, and throughout the centuries that followed.

The history of maritime trade is not all concerned with exotic items such as the spices of the Indies. Increasingly, historians have laid emphasis on humdrum local trade networks bringing primary produce – grain, oil, wine, wool, and so on – towards markets and towns. Yet those looking for really big profits were tempted to stray much further afield, eventually creating links across the oceans that had the power to stimulate economic growth at both ends of lengthy lines of communication: cities in China producing fine porcelain, for instance, and cities in Holland buying large quantities of it. Sometimes trade was masked as the payment and receipt of tribute, particularly in medieval China and Japan. Princely palaces might set the agenda by making clear what exotic objects they craved, but rulers could never prevent their diplomats from trading on the side, and attempts to close ports only generated new unofficial ones, as at Quanzhou in medieval China, which became a meeting point for merchants from Java, Malaya, India, the Arab world, and even Venice and Genoa.

Alongside the peaceful merchants, to be sure, there were plenty of sea raiders, most famously the Vikings; but here too the search for profit made raiders into at least part-time traders. There is undeniable fascination in looking at the exotic objects and foodstuffs that were carried across sometimes enormous distances, and in thinking about what these things meant to the people among whom they arrived – whether walrus tusks from Greenland or lacquer boxes from Japan or sacks of cloves and nutmeg from the Moluccas. The eternal appeal of rare and beautiful items from far-off lands, along with curiosity about those lands, prompted merchants and mariners to try out new routes and to chance upon unknown lands (not least the two vast continents of the Americas). But it is also important not to forget the human beings who were themselves treated as disposable cargo – notably the millions of slaves who were carried across the early modern Atlantic. When looking for female travellers across the oceans, it is here that we shall find significant numbers of women. Women also appear among the migrants who arrived in places as diverse as Viking Iceland, Puritan North America and Māori New Zealand – even among the Norse travellers who attempted to settle in North America in the Viking age. Too often, though, the documents are silent about the women’s history of the sea, other than legends about sea goddesses.

It is instructive to compare movement across the sea with movement across land. Many of the problems of carrying large quantities of goods and people overland were only resolved when railways were constructed in the nineteenth century, facilitating, for instance, the transfer of vast amounts of tea from remote quarters of India to the Indian Ocean and, ultimately, the teeming tea shops of London. Further back in time, the famous Silk Road that linked China to western Asia and, at some periods, Europe as well, flourished for relatively short periods, notably the ninth century and the late thirteenth to early fourteenth century. Its cultural significance is not in doubt, as the ideas and arts of Buddhism and Islam were carried across the expanse of Eurasia. But the Silk Road carried only a small fraction of the goods that could be and were conveyed by ship from China and south-east Asia by way of Malaya and India towards Egypt and the Mediterranean. This ‘Silk Route of the Sea’ that crossed the Indian Ocean has an uninterrupted history going back 2,000 years, to the age of Emperor Augustus, and the astonishing quantities of porcelain found on board ships wrecked in the South China Sea makes this point as clearly as anything: the hundreds of thousands of plates and bowls loaded on late medieval junks for transfer to the Red Sea simply could not have been carried overland on the backs of camels – one eleventh-century wreck contains half a million pieces of Chinese porcelain. Chinese porcelain was greatly prized in medieval Egypt, to the point where attempts were made to imitate it: at least 700,000 sherds have been found underneath Fustat, or Old Cairo. These figures are nothing compared to the quantities of porcelain shipped from China to Europe in the eighteenth century.

Historians have debated when and how widely the terms ‘Atlantic’, ‘Pacific’ and ‘Indian’ Ocean came into use, and whether they are appropriate. After all, the Indian Ocean bathes east Africa, Arabia and the Malay Peninsula as well as India; and early modern geographers tended to distinguish the northern Atlantic from its southern or ‘Ethiopic’ twin. The central and southern Pacific was often described as the ‘South Sea’. Nonetheless, schools of Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Ocean historians have emerged; indeed, a recent survey showed that more publications about Atlantic history have been juddering off the presses than publications about the Mediterranean, which was long the favourite pool of water among historians, beginning with the pioneering writings of Fernand Braudel. ‘We are all Atlanticists now,’ the eminent Harvard historian David Armitage proclaimed, as he set out different ways of writing Atlantic history, whether comparative, local or transatlantic (that is, about connections across the ocean).3 But the sense that maritime history is being compartmentalized into four main disconnected chunks, Atlantic, Pacific, Indian Ocean and Mediterranean, has attracted increasing criticism; their interaction with one another must not be ignored. This book is an attempt to write the history of the three great oceans together. That does mean, in the millennia before Columbus, treating them separately, because they constituted three spheres of human movement that were not directly connected to one another by the movement of humans from one ocean to another, even though goods (mainly spices) reached the ports of the medieval Atlantic from as far away as the East Indies, having passed through a non-oceanic sea, the Mediterranean. After 1492, though, I have laid as strong an emphasis as possible on the interconnections between the oceans, so that even chapters about (say) the English and their rivals in the seventeenth-century Caribbean have been written with an eye on the global context. This makes the last five centuries more manageable. But it also represents reality: the oceans had become intimately interconnected, as a quick glance at the Portuguese, Dutch or Danish maritime networks quickly shows. This interconnection of the oceans was the great revolution that followed the discovery of the Americas and of the route from Europe to Asia by way of the southern tip of Africa, and it has received too little attention.

One important theme of this book is the human occupation of previously uninhabited islands, beginning with the extraordinary achievements of Polynesian sailors in settling the scattered islands of the largest ocean of all. Within the Atlantic, Madeira, the Azores, the Cape Verde Islands and St Helena had an importance far greater than their tiny size would suggest. In the Indian Ocean, one very large island, Madagascar, was a miniature continent with its own distinctive wildlife; it was settled by Austronesians from the East Indies during what historians of Europe call the Middle Ages. In some cases humans, and the animals they brought with them, totally transformed these island environments: the most famous example is the extinction of the dodo after humans occupied Mauritius.4 Inevitably, though, immeasurably more has to be left out than included, and I have not attempted to write what pretends to be a complete or comprehensive history of the oceans, which would take up many volumes, but a rounded history of the oceans that homes in on what I think are the best illustrations of long-distance maritime connections. Some of these, such as the trade in Chinese tea and porcelain, had an enormous cultural and economic impact on places as far from China as Sweden and New England.

Another reservation about the way oceanic history has been written concerns its chronological span. The Atlantic, in particular, has suffered from an assumption that its history only begins with Columbus, allowing for a quick reference to the brief stay of Norse men and women somewhere in North America (though their stay in Greenland was by no means brief, lasting over 400 years). Quite apart from evidence for trade and migration in the pre-Columbian Caribbean, going back millennia, we have the rich evidence for trade in eastern Atlantic waters from Neolithic times onwards, linking Orkney and Shetland, as well as Denmark, to Atlantic France and Iberia; much later, we can watch the Hanseatic merchants of the late Middle Ages trading from Danzig to Lisbon. The close relationship between the Baltic and the North Sea, and then the Atlantic beyond, means that these seas need to be considered as extensions of the Atlantic. The ancient and medieval Indian Ocean has attracted much more attention than the early Atlantic, and it too has extensions. One is the South China Sea, at the entrance to the Pacific; but the seas all the way up to Korea and Japan have interacted strongly since ancient times. These seas have looked away from the Pacific of the Polynesian navigators, which was a separate world consisting of often tiny islands scattered across a vast and, it must have seemed, unbounded space. For this reason the maritime history of Japan, Korea and China before about 1500 will be found in the Indian Ocean chapters. Another extension is the Red Sea, which gave access to Egypt and beyond that the Mediterranean; that too receives close attention in this book.5 As for the Arctic Ocean, if it can be called an ocean rather than, as some have argued, a confined and largely frozen ‘Mediterranean’ stuck between Eurasia and North America, the history of the human presence has been told here through the repeated attempts to carve a route through Arctic ice and water to the Far East by way of the North-West and North-East Passages – if they existed. And the Southern or Antarctic Ocean is simply a label for the cold waters at the bottom of our planet, which are in effect part of the three major oceans, starting somewhere in the latitude of New Zealand – though the search for the assumed Southern Continent, which was thought to be much more temperate than Antarctica, does feature here.6

There is a great deal that this book is not about. Although it is, as the subtitle insists, a ‘human history’, rather than natural history, it is not concerned with the impact of human beings on the oceanic environment – what has been described as the ‘submarine’ history of the oceans. This book remains on the surface of the sea, with the exception of frequent use of evidence from shipwrecks, the remains of ships that were after all intended to stay on the surface. Ocean ecology is an important and urgent issue in the twenty-first century and has been discussed with passion by environmental experts.7 Humans are destroying the oceans by dumping plastics and effluents, and marine life pays a heavy price. Climate change may at last render accessible sea routes carrying large quantities of goods through the Arctic Ocean from Europe to and from the Far East. These are crucial matters, but this book is concerned instead with contacts between humans across the oceans, linking shores and islands, mostly in epochs when human impact on the seas themselves was limited, even though human impact on mid-sea islands such as Madeira or Hawai’i was massive. I am also not much concerned with fishing, except where it has generated long-distance contacts; so I do have a fair amount to say about herrings and cod in the Atlantic aboard Hanseatic and Dutch vessels, and about English ships that probably ventured close to Newfoundland fishing for cod before John Cabot’s arrival there in 1497. Later, American whalers briefly feature, in a discussion of the worldwide trade in whale products, and here one can point to severe ecological damage well before 1900, as whale populations of large areas of sea were hunted almost to extinction.

One very important result of the creation of new contacts between distant landmasses has been the importation and cultivation of alien crops far from their place of origin. The great example is the potato, a South American product that became the staple food of the Irish poor (with tragic consequences); well before that, the Islamic world provided conduits carrying oranges and bananas as far west as Spain, while Asiatic sugar struck roots in the Mediterranean, in Atlantic islands such as Madeira, and eventually in Brazil and the Caribbean. Only part of that story can be told here, the part concerned with the routes these products took. A classic work by Alfred Crosby and a pioneering study of the movement of foodstuffs within Islamic lands by Andrew Watson have looked at the bigger picture.8 These were developments in which the Mediterranean was heavily involved; but in this book the Mediterranean lurks offstage. As a largely closed inland sea, long and narrow, with constant and intensive contact between its shores, it is as different in character from the open oceans as mountains are from plains. Besides, I have written about it at length in my previous book.
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Note on Transliteration and Dating

The transliteration of the names of people and places is a nightmare in a book that covers such a long period and embraces so many cultures, as well as changes of regime. I have tried to combine authenticity with clarity. With Greek names, I have preferred forms closer to the original Greek sounds than the Latinized forms long in use: Periplous for a book in Greek describing maritime routes, rather than the bastardized form Periplus; Herodotos not Herodotus. Old Norse names have been kept as close as possible to what is in the sources (omitting the final -r of the nominative form); and, now that Icelandic crime stories are widely read, I am confident people can cope with Ɖ and ð (soft ‘th’ as in ‘that’) and Þ and þ (hard ‘th’ as in ‘thin’), valuable letters which are a sad loss from the English alphabet. Turkish ı is a short vowel similar to the ‘i’ in ‘sir’, c is ‘j’ and ç is ‘ch’. I have rendered Polynesian glottal stops with a ’, though I am aware that many transcriptions use ‘, which I have used for Arabic names to represent the guttural sound known as ‘ayin.

Place names are particularly difficult; some have been officially changed only in recent times, even if they have more ancient origins (Essaouira for Mogador; Mumbai for Bombay; Sri Lanka for Ceylon; Gdansk for Danzig), and I have sometimes switched back and forth. Where European and indigenous names are very similar I have preferred the indigenous version, if it is in current use: Melaka rather than Malacca, recognizing that the city originated a hundred years before the Portuguese conquest (but one still talks of the ‘Malacca Strait’); Macau rather than Macao. I have alternated between New Zealand and the lovely Māori name Aotearoa (‘Long White Cloud’). Guangzhou became known to westerners as Canton, a Portuguese corruption of Guangdong (the name of the wider region); but it would be perverse to call ancient Guangzhou ‘Canton’, so I have used ‘Canton’ only when writing about the period of intensive European trade up the Pearl River. Generally, I have done my best to use modern pinyin spelling of Chinese names, so Zheng He instead of Cheng Ho for the famous admiral, and Quanzhou rather than the older transliteration of Ch’üan-chou, even though the ‘q’ sound in pinyin is closer to ‘ch’ or ‘ts’ than to ‘k’. The Korean pirate Chang Pogo is, however, generally known by the old version of his name, which I have preferred.

Nowadays it is quite common to find BCE and CE being used instead of BC and AD, even though the actual date remains exactly the same. Since, for those who do not want to use a Christian dating system, BC could stand for ‘Backward Chronology’ just as well as ‘Before Christ’, and AD could stand for ‘Accepted Date’ instead of Anno Domini, I have retained the traditional forms. BP, on the other hand, signifies ‘Before the Present’, and is used by archaeologists among others, generally calculating backwards from 1950, so not quite the ‘present’.
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Part One



THE OLDEST OCEAN: THE PACIFIC,
176,000 BC–AD 1350




1

The Oldest Ocean

I

The Pacific Ocean is far and away the largest ocean, covering a third of the Earth’s surface, and the distance from Sumatra to the Ecuadorian shore at the Equator is around 18,000 kilometres. Even if Polynesian sailors may, very occasionally, have landed on the shores of South America, regular contact between the opposing shores was non-existent before the Spaniards launched their Manila galleons linking the Philippines to Mexico in the sixteenth century. In the midst of the sea there lie the hundreds of islands in the dozens of archipelagoes that make up Polynesia, Micronesia and Melanesia, three broadly defined zones whose ethnic distinctiveness from one another was much exaggerated by nineteenth-century anthropologists. Some strings of islands, such as the Solomon Islands, are closely enough packed for the inhabitants to be able to see or in some other way detect the presence of close neighbours. Others, notably Easter Island (Rapa Nui), the Hawai’i islands and New Zealand (Aotearoa) are well out of sight of the nearest landfall, and in the last two cases some way removed from the main lines of Polynesian navigation.

Within this vast space, however, there are extraordinary signs of unity. Captain Cook and the natural historian Joseph Banks explored immense tracts of the Pacific in the years around 1770, and they were intrigued to find that the languages spoken in Hawai’i, Tahiti and New Zealand were mutually comprehensible and that what are now called ‘Oceanic’ languages were spoken across the whole north–south span of Polynesia. ‘It is extraordinary,’ Cook stated, ‘that the same Nation each having adopted some peculiar custom or habit etcetera never the less a carefull observer will soon see the Affinity each has to the other.’1 Indeed, later research showed that these languages were related to the language now spoken in Malaysia and Indonesia, and even to the Malagasy language of Madagascar, all forming a large ‘Austronesian’ group of languages. Polynesian vaka or waka, the term for a canoe, matches Malay wangka. Reconstruction of the ancestral Austronesian language, based on a remarkably rich common vocabulary concerned with ships and navigation, reveals that the distant ancestors of the Polynesians were maritime folk, who spoke of canoes commanded by captains with outriggers, platforms, masts, sails or paddles, and even carved prows and sterns.2 That said, the eerily beautiful languages of the Pacific had broken away from those of south-east Asia many millennia ago, suggesting a common linguistic origin among the early settlers in the Pacific. It is important to use the phrase ‘linguistic origin’, because language and ethnic origins may be at odds with one another.3

[image: ]
The Pacific was both the first area far from land to be settled by humans, tens of thousands of years ago, and the last. That statement needs to be qualified: a few small, uninhabited islands in the Atlantic and in the Indian Ocean were settled from the fifteenth century onwards, places such as Madeira, St Helena, Mauritius, that will be seen to have played a role out of all proportion to their size in the maritime networks that came into existence as the Portuguese, the Dutch and other rivals claimed dominion over the sea routes across the world; and Antarctica, with no permanent population, can be left out of account. But the last substantial territory to be colonized by humans was New Zealand, whose settlement is variously dated somewhere between AD 950 and 1350. Even though many of its original inhabitants, who were at first concentrated on the warmer North Island, lived in the interior away from the sea, stories about the arrival of the first canoes abounded; the Māoris and the Hawai’ians had no doubt that they were migrants. Once settled, the Māoris lost interest in large ocean-going seacraft and confined their navigation to boats better suited to coastal waters. They could say little about the place from which they had come, other than that it bore the all-too-common name Hawaiki, a name that conveyed a sense of ‘the place where our ancestors lived long ago’. Further north, among the chains of islands, movement across the sea generally remained the norm. These were people who treated the sea with the familiarity that Tuaregs might show to the Sahara desert or Incas to the mountains of the Andes: these were all obstacles that could be overcome, with precise knowledge, determination and confidence.

Over several millennia an extraordinary maritime culture had come into being, out in the middle of the ocean, lacking long shorelines, great ports and access to long rivers bringing produce down from the inner parts of massive continents. Instead, it was a largely interconnected world consisting of atolls, coral reefs and volcanic islands: a very diverse world, offering very different opportunities to those who settled, and thereby providing a great stimulus to local and even long-distance exchange.4 These Polynesians lacked the elaborate tools available to navigators, most importantly the art of writing. Their knowledge was passed down orally, and yet it was extremely detailed, very accurate and in many respects superior to the instruments of the western navigators, such as Magellan and Cook, for whom the Pacific was a sea of constant surprises and uncertainty. There is a simple point that sums up the mastery over the seas accomplished by the Polynesian navigators: apart from a northern route across the Atlantic, managed for several centuries by the Vikings and their descendants, western European sailors did not venture deep into their neighbourhood ocean until the end of the Middle Ages.

It is difficult to reconstruct the process of settlement. Did it occur from west to east across the islands of the Pacific, or should we think instead of a series of spirals that gradually encompassed the islands, creating several distinct networks of settlement? When did the pioneers arrive? If we cannot even date their arrival in the last territory, New Zealand, with confidence, it is all the more difficult to do so on small islands where archaeological research has been spasmodic, based as much on serendipity as carefully constructed programmes of excavation. What sort of boats did the first navigators employ? Across the Pacific there developed different types of boat, with different shapes of sail (lateen, square, claw and the upside-down triangles known as sprit sails). But the most challenging problem of all is why the navigators went looking for more islands. The question is rendered more difficult by the fact that there were phases of expansion and phases when expansion ceased. It is also complicated by the often fiery disputes between the experts, some of whom have tried to prove their point by getting on board and sailing the seas in reconstructed Polynesian ships.

In this account of the settlement of the Pacific islands some substantial territories are largely missing: Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, the islands of Indonesia. They maintained a close relationship to the Asian mainland and formed the outer edges of what might be described as little Mediterraneans, the Japan Sea and Yellow Sea in the north, and the South China Sea (which has often been compared to the Mediterranean) in the south. Another territory, the Australian continent, was inhabited by people some of whom used the sea as a source of food, and who greatly respected the sea, but made no known attempts to venture across the waves once they had settled in their arid continent. The main concern here is with the open ocean, with communities scattered over Polynesia, Micronesia and Melanesia who inhabited small islands, New Zealand apart, and whose remoteness was generally no barrier to lively interaction across hundreds and even thousands of miles.

II

The antiquity of navigation across the Pacific is demonstrated by the arrival of humans in Australia. The distances involved were smaller than nowadays, because sea levels were much lower between 140,000 and 18,000 years ago, while much water was locked in northern ice floes and glaciers. At one extreme, the sea level stood 100 metres lower than present levels, but within that time frame it rose and fell, so at some points it was only about twenty metres lower than nowadays.5 During this era, the Pleistocene, the Australian continent encompassed the whole of New Guinea and Tasmania; but it remained isolated from continental Asia (which included Java) by stretches of open sea dotted with islands that have been given the name Wallacea, after Darwin’s illustrious contemporary. This separation, which took place 40,000,000 years ago, ensured that animal species unique to Australia continued to flourish there, especially marsupial mammals. There was a sort of island bridge linking south-east Asia (named Sunda by the geologists) to Sahul (Australia and New Guinea), and it included the small island of Flores. Here we encounter the first great enigma. In 2003 archaeologists excavating a cave shelter on Flores discovered the remains of several early humans, dating very roughly to the second half of the low-water period and possibly several centuries later; more recent discoveries suggest that other early hominids reached as far as the Philippines.6 These people were very small, a little over a metre in height, and their brain capacity was no greater than that of a chimpanzee. However, other physical features make it clear that they were an early form of human. Their small size was most probably the result of adaptation to the restricted diet of the island, similar to the dwarfism found in other species across the world that have lived in challenging environments. If that is so (and that is only one if) they probably descended from earlier, taller hominids who had managed to reach Flores before about 100,000 BC; but since then, and ever after, the island has been isolated from ‘Sunda’ and the Asian mainland by a stretch of sea. Setting aside the speculations of nineteenth-century theorists that the inhabitants of the Pacific were a separate creation of mankind by God, we are left with evidence that early humans crossed the sea, by whatever means we can only guess. It has also been suggested that the Flores humans (unkindly nicknamed ‘hobbits’ by the press) co-existed with modern humans on the island around 12,000 BC, and that memories of these little people survive in folk tales; but such folk tales are so widespread in every human society that it is hard to believe they are credible. The evidence is further complicated by the contemporary survival on Flores and in parts of the Philippines of stegodons (animals related to elephants) which seem to have reached these places by swimming across the sea. Flores remains a mystery.

That modern humans (Homo sapiens sapiens) reached further still more than 60,000 years ago is clear from discoveries right across New Guinea, Australia and Tasmania (then joined to Australia). There are finds of axes from northern New Guinea that can be shown to be 40,000–60,000 years old.7 In 2017 Australian archaeologists announced the discovery of a rock shelter in northern Australia that contained implements dating back to 65,000 years ago, and wondered whether there was interaction between what seem to be the first Australian members of Homo sapiens and other types of human who could still be found in east Asia, notably the mysterious Denisovans, who are thought to have been similar to but different from the European Neanderthals.8 There is therefore no doubt that the original Aborigines (very possibly the ancestors of the modern ones) arrived on the continent more than 60,000 years ago; and they must have done so by crossing spaces of over a hundred miles of open sea, often finding themselves out of sight of land.9 Archaeologists sometimes express surprise and puzzlement at the idea that early humans of the sapiens type could have turned into sailors. But it is not at all surprising; as humans, of various types, moved out of Africa to colonize much of the world by land they had to cross rivers, and used the skills learned on rivers to cross lakes; and having learned about lakes seas were a challenge, but one that could be met. Short sea journeys taken by the first humans to move eastwards on the route out of Africa may well have included a crossing of the Red Sea near Aden and a crossing of the Persian Gulf near Hormuz. These early humans had plenty of mental equipment, which they turned to good use in establishing that extraordinary mastery over nature that the Australian Aborigines still possess. It makes more sense to insist on that ability than to speculate about the types of boats these travellers might have used; bamboo, logs, bark boats, reed boats and much else have been suggested, but no archaeological evidence has been found, which is hardly surprising; if any remains survive from the very earliest journeys they lie on the long-submerged coast of the Sahul continent.10 So the best answer is that in 65,000 years of travel boat designs must have changed, and that in any case boats would have been adapted to appropriate conditions; sails might have been developed where wind was a vital factor in reaching a place, but not when inter-island navigation was possible in calm waters within sight of land.11

When looking at the relationship between the original inhabitants of Australia and the sea several considerations have to be borne in mind. One is that exploitation of the coastline for food, whether that involves fishing from boats or foraging on beaches, does not provide proof of longer-distance travel across the sea and of the making of connections with other communities, either elsewhere in Australia or on islands beyond its shores. Another is that the use of modern evidence, such as Aboriginal opinions about the nature of the sea, though unavoidable, is very problematic. Tribes have moved around; physical conditions have changed; Aboriginal technology has also changed, as the people of the land have adapted themselves to local conditions, and as contact with Europeans has radically (and often disastrously) transformed daily life, inherited knowledge and social attitudes.

At various times the Australian interior was more hospitable to life than it is now, and the earliest settlers headed inland, looking for fresh water; Aboriginal tribes began to colonize the coastlines rather later, about 30,000 years ago at most, judging from current archaeological evidence; no site older than around 33,000 BC has been found on the coast. The continent remained very lightly populated; there was apparently no pressure to occupy coastal land, because food was readily available elsewhere. Shells found at cave sites a little way into the interior show how links were forged between coastal settlements and the population of inner Australia; but these shells almost certainly came as ornaments rather than food, and early sites close to the coast often reveal a diet based as much, or much more, on local fauna such as wallabies, rather than fish.12 But the interior became increasingly arid, and living on the coast became more attractive; stone fish traps found in the Kimberley region, on the north coast of Western Australia, have been dated to a maximum of 3,500 years ago, but there is every reason to argue that these are the lineal descendants of earlier fish traps that were widely used along the Australian coast.13

These fish traps were a common feature of life in the Torres Strait Islands, the chain of islands between Australia and New Guinea. Nowadays it is standard usage in Australia to speak of ‘the Aboriginal peoples and the Torres Strait islanders’, recognizing the distinct status, origin and culture of the people of these islands, whose technology has long been more advanced than that of the Australian Aborigines: more Neolithic than Old Stone Age. Ethnically, they are closer to the peoples of Papua New Guinea and Melanesia, and in recent times at least cultural influences from New Guinea have been profound, including myths, rituals and technology. In the Torres Strait, groups of people could be found who operated very different economies: some who depended on small-scale agriculture, and others who were ‘saltwater people’, making extensive use of the sea, including voyages back and forth between islands and to the coasts of both New Guinea and Australia, setting out in dugout canoes with outriggers and sails.14 Some of these influences from the north were then transmitted along the north-east coast of Australia to Aboriginal peoples living by the sea: masks and headdresses of types familiar from Papua New Guinea were being used along the shoreline when the first Europeans explored what is now known as Queensland, and other borrowings may have included types of harpoon and fish hook. In modern times, fish and sea creatures such as turtles and dugongs completely dominate the diet of the Torres Strait islanders, supplying about two thirds of a kilo per day, on average. Saltwater people using bark boats went out into the open sea to catch pelagic fish, that is, fish that live near the surface of the sea. They developed trading links with their neighbours, which can be traced back with certainty to around AD 1650 when Indonesian merchants from Macassar became regular visitors; however, all the signs are that this was a much more ancient connection, and that as a result of wider contacts some Aboriginal peoples such as the Yolŋu (roughly pronounced Yol-ngu) knew a little about the world beyond their coastline.15

In the Torres Strait, on the island of Mer – which, according to one legend, was a giant dugong who lay down in the middle of the sea and became land – evidence abounds that this area had become a trading station at the centre of a lively network of maritime trade, certainly 2,000 years ago but almost certainly in the much more distant past as well.16 The bones of dogs, rats, dugongs, turtles and of many types of fish provide part of the proof that the rich resources of the sea were fully exploited, but a bone pipe dating to around AD 1 indicates wider trading links. The islanders appear to have developed outrigger canoes that made contact across the sea safe and regular. Their style of boat influenced the design of canoes along the coast of Queensland.17 The islands of the Torres Strait, then, and their sea-based population, formed a sea bridge between the cultures of prehistoric Melanesia and those of northern Australia which, thanks to the sea, were not as isolated from the outside world as is easily assumed. The Torres Strait islanders were venturesome sailors, but others were much more cautious in their dealings with the open sea. One Aboriginal people in Australia insist that the sea is alive and that it has angry moods during which it is likely to kill people: ‘when you are on the sea you mustn’t say anything bad about it. Not criticise it. Because the sea is alive, like a person. So you must respect it.’18 On Croker Island, not far from Darwin in the Northern Territory, the Aborigines claim that the great Rainbow Serpent inhabits the seabed and has to be placated through special rituals, because the serpent will use the sea to kill and maim. In the same region, the Yanyuwa people describe themselves as ‘people who originate in the sea’,19 and their boats, like the sea, became animate. Humans could impregnate their boats with magical power by singing ‘power songs’ that would calm the sea and that would stay inside the boat, as if it possessed its own soul.20

It was to the north of New Guinea that really striking changes would occur, with the colonization of the Pacific islands. Some islands off the north coast of New Guinea were colonized 35,000 years ago. The Solomon Islands were being visited 29,000 years ago, and raiders from New Guinea remained a threat to Solomon islanders over the centuries.21 The Admiralty Islands were settled 13,000 years ago, if not earlier, and these involved a sea journey of nearly 100 miles, including navigation out of sight of land. One site, on Buka in the Solomon Islands, yielded evidence that the diet of the settlers around 26,000 BC included fish and shellfish as well as mammals and lizards.22 But man cannot live by fish alone, and the availability of one vital necessity was counterbalanced by the lack of other necessities. Sometimes there was no hard stone suitable for cutting. In that case it was necessary to obtain obsidian or another prime cutting stone from further afield. Although the distance is not great, obsidian from New Britain has been found on New Ireland, both in the vicinity of New Guinea, and assigned a date of 20,000 BP (‘Before the Present’). There are plenty of doubters, however. It has been suggested that times of low sea levels are precisely the times when there is no incentive to cross the sea, because there is more land to colonize. When the sea level rises, the land shrinks and people go in search of new land.23 But all this is speculation. We simply do not know.

III

The name given to the culture that spread across vast tracts of the prehistoric Pacific is ‘Lapita’. Amid all the speculation it is no surprise to find that this is not the name any people gave to themselves, but the name of the archaeological site where their distinctive culture was first identified. An extraordinary feature of Lapita culture is its spread. No other prehistoric culture embraces such a large geographical area, in this case including both the Solomon Islands, which had been settled very early, and islands as remote as Fiji and Samoa.24 The vast majority of the islands where Lapita settlers arrived were virgin territory, far beyond the range of the earliest Austronesian navigators. That is not to say that the Lapita navigators were the descendants of the earliest Austronesian settlers who had ventured beyond New Guinea millennia earlier. The genetic identity of the Lapita people remains uncertain, and the best answer is that they consisted of a mix of peoples of various origins who gave rise to the varied populations of Polynesia and much of Melanesia; the uniformity of their culture was not necessarily backed by uniformity in their appearance, and woolly-haired Melanesians and straight-haired Polynesians (those are already generalizations taken too far) participated in a single culture. Rather, this culture seems to have had an initial focal point in the western Pacific, probably in Taiwan, where the language of the indigenous population is related to those spoken across Oceania; and later on it was disseminated outwards from newer focal points deeper in the Pacific, notably Samoa. Taiwan was itself home to a lively prehistoric culture in the third millennium BC, and pottery found in the northern Moluccas is strikingly similar to that of the Polynesian Lapita, suggesting
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