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Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard Are sweeter
— ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, John Keats (1819)
It will be found desirable to use a strong lens when reading the signs.
— ‘The Hieroglyphics of Easter Island’, J. Park Harrison (1874)


[image: A simple greyscale map of the Pacific Ocean, showing landmasses in white. Australia and part of Asia are visible on the left while the Americas are visible on the right. Islands such as Taiwan, Philippines, New Guinea, Guam, Manus, Solomons, Vanuatu, Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, Tahiti, Enderby, Aotearoa New Zealand, Cooks, Tongareva, Marquesas, Mataiva, Societies Touamotus, Mangareva, Raivavae, Rapa, Pitcairn, Rapa Nui, Salas y Gomez, Galapagos, and Juan Fernandez, are all indicated from roughly east to west, with an inset running along the bottom of the map showing distances between Taihiti and Rapa Nui with a key of 500km and 400 miles. The larger map has a key that indicates 2000km and 1500 miles. In the top left there is a small illustration of a twin-hulled vessel called the Höküle’a that has triangular sails and at the bottom left there is a small illustration of a twin-masted European sailing vessel named Mana. Regions indicated include Micronesia in the vicinity of New Guinea, the Philippines; Melanesia around the Solomon Isles to the north east of Australia; West Polynesia around Tonga and Cooks, north of Aotearoa New Zealand; and then East Polynesia that encompasses the islands such as Rapa Nui, Pitcairn and others. Indicated on the map are the routes taken by the Mana Expedition, from 1913–1915, that saw the vessel travel south down the east coast of South America then through the Magellan Strait into the Pacivic past Hale Cove. The route looped around between Rapa Nui and Juan Vernandez a few times before continuing east from Rapa Nui to Pitcairn, Rapa, Tahiti, Mataiva and then north and east to Hawai’i before heading east to San Francisco. The expedition then travels down the North American west coast until it goes through the Panama canal then travels north west into the Atlantic past Jamaica.]Figure 1The islands and island groups (in italics) named in the text, with the route of the Routledges’ first Pacific expedition. Inset maps to the same enlarged scale show islands around Tahiti and Rapa Nui. The one adjacent island to Rapa Nui is Salas y Gómez, two uninhabited rocks.
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Preface

Long ago, it feels, when skies were blue and seas were calm, I sat on a rock listening to two men. We were three archaeologists, surrounded by stone – sand, rubble, great boulders of varied colours and textures. Many of the pieces, now scattered and distant from where they had once been, were carved. In an explosive parody of Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’, broken heads with noses longer than we were tall lolled everywhere in the hot dust.1 This was Easter Island in 1994. By chance, my unplanned visit, with backpack and mountain bike, came when a four-year-long project to rebuild Ahu Tongariki, its greatest monument, was in full swing. Fifteen of the island’s famous statues had stood there in a row on a massive, long platform of paved black rubble. The tallest was nine metres (thirty feet) high. When first seen by Europeans, all fifteen lay face down, like a row of fallen bowling pins. In 1960 the entire scene, thousands of tons of walling, statues and debris – and the remains of many people who had been buried there – was swept inland by a tsunami that cast fish, octopus and lobsters among the ruins and went on to wreak havoc as far away as Hawai‘i and Japan.2

Now Tongariki was being put back together by a Japanese crane company, working with local archaeologists. It is the largest of more than 150 similar monuments around the shore of this small island, which boasts nearly a thousand statues. Who, I thought to myself, would not want to know more?

My companions told me about the restoration. They told me about Easter Island – or, to give it its modern Pacific name, Rapa Nui – its Polynesian people and its ancient remains. But nothing caught my curiosity as much as the story of an English couple who had been there on the day the First World War began. Though I had never heard of Katherine and Scoresby Routledge, their visit was well known on the island, where it was said they had conducted the best statue survey and collected important histories. But none of this, I was told, had ever been published. At first it had been thought that all of Katherine’s records had been destroyed in a fire in Jamaica. Then, when they were found – thousands of pages of notes and diaries – no one could read her handwriting. That was when I decided to write this book.

Who was Katherine Routledge? My quest brought ever more surprises as I leafed through piles of rarely seen manuscripts in archives across England. Progress was slow. I edited a magazine for twenty years. I wrote other books. It became clear that my subject was not just an unknown amateur anthropologist and her overlooked husband, Scoresby. It was Rapa Nui. Why had the life work of this woman, who seemed to have understood the place like no other outsider, vanished? The loss of this perspective mattered because, I realised, the story being told of the island’s ancient past, even today, is profoundly wrong.

That story had been fuelled by prejudice that grew on the back of a shocking history of European cultural destruction, by slavery, murder, introduced diseases and interfering missionaries, to the point where a population of thousands had all but disappeared. The final indignity was the island’s takeover by a British overseas business that forced survivors into a walled ghetto to protect the Company sheep. The wall came down in 1966 (only twenty-three years before the Berlin Wall fell, which had been up for less than half the time). By then it had been reinforced with barbed wire, and Islanders needed a written pass from the Chilean navy to leave its gates, which were locked at night.3

It seemed to me that had Katherine Routledge’s research become fully public, the false narratives would never have been born. And the reason her work had not been made available itself turned out to have a shocking twist. The book in your hands is my attempt to expose these events and offer an alternative history of the early Islanders’ extraordinary achievements as well as their eventual downfall.

There is no shortage of disingenuous nonsense about the ancient past, from pointy hills in Bosnia claimed to be giant pyramids, to Black Africans said to have settled in Mexico millennia before the arrival of Europeans. In 2024 a Netflix series proposed Rapa Nui’s statues had been raised 12,000 years ago by a global civilisation that was wiped out by a cataclysmic flood. When I talk of the island’s false narratives, I do not mean such demonstrable claptrap. I mean a dominant theory of history that has had the support of many academics, writers and podcasters, and could well have been true.

That theory argues that Islanders let their population outgrow their home’s capacity to support them. In the quest for food, they overfished the sea and destroyed soils, and in desperate religious turmoil they cut down all the trees to move statues. Society collapsed in a fit of war and cannibalism. When Europeans first saw Rapa Nui, it is said, they witnessed the result: a devastated land with few people, who could not have created the island’s spectacular archaeological legacy.

Though popular, this has always been a controversial idea. In presenting an alternative, I incorporate recent research which has probed the popular history and found it wanting. In addition, I combine this new research with my own, as well as with my general insights as an archaeologist, to construct a quite different story. In the process, however, I reveal something I believe to be of equal importance. The collapse theory is unwittingly the latest instance in a long saga of imperial colonial thinking about a small island community. What began as slavery and brutal exploitation of people remote from Europe and North America lives on in judgemental theories of cultural failure and self-destruction – to say nothing of the patronising silliness of lost civilisations, floods and aliens. It is time to move on, and it’s my hope that this book can become the start of a new discussion around the history of Rapa Nui. The big question should be not why did Islanders cut down all the trees? Not even how did they survive? It should be how did they do so well? 

In Part I (Prey), the book begins with the arrival in 1722 of the first Europeans to see Rapa Nui. The Dutch expedition was among four, from different countries, to visit in the eighteenth century and return with detailed reports. By then the island had been home to the communities that built the statues for over five centuries. These reports tell us the Rapanui people4 were farming with practices only then being explored in Enlightenment Europe. This is a special insight, because a century later, over a few crucial months in the 1860s, those living on the island had their world turned upside-down by slave traders. Murder and kidnapping initiated a precipitous population decline, accompanied by Islanders’ culture being suppressed and their land being taken from them. As a result, the first European and American scientific expeditions which soon followed the slavers saw great statues that, they imagined, could not have been created by the people who greeted them.

Part II (Post-mortem) opens with the Routledges preparing to set out in their private yacht on a three-year voyage to the Pacific, with a crew of English fishermen and a Royal Navy navigator. It became one of the great travel adventures of the time. Their stay in Rapa Nui was unexpectedly extended to sixteen months by a revolution and the arrival of the German Pacific war fleet. Katherine used the time to add unrepeatable interviews with the rapidly shrinking older generation of Indigenous Islanders to their surveys and excavations. She acquired a profound understanding of the island, but back in England, criticised by professional, male anthropologists, she adjusted her views. Seeking further evidence, she and Scoresby returned to the Pacific,5 obtaining more important material. By now she was starting to show signs of mental illness, and their marriage was failing. She died alone, unable to access her records or write her promised books. She provided for full publication in her will, however, and she hoped her priceless archives would go to the British Museum. That none of that happened is an untold scandal that deprived Pacific peoples of insights into their heritage. It has yet to be rectified.

Other expeditions went to the island bemoaning Katherine’s lost records. The nineteenth-century narrative of cannibalism and Indigenous wars continued unchecked. It was later exacerbated by a dominant theory with racist undertones, in which Rapa Nui was discovered not by Polynesians but by people coming from South America, which itself gave way to a new concept of ecocide – the false notion that Islanders had destroyed their own home.

The only way to escape these long-held misunderstandings, I argue, is to ignore island legends (which have nothing to do with ancient Rapa Nui, despite their frequent use for building histories); to take nothing on trust (much of the academic and popular writing to date is misleading); and to build a new narrative from the ground up. This means drawing on the most up-to-date archaeological and scientific evidence, inspired by Katherine Routledge’s vision, and using key information from her and Scoresby’s records. That is what I do in Part III (Life).


[image: A simple greyscale map of the Rapa Nui island that is triangular shaped with the elevations indicated around three volcanos – the larger Terevaka in the middle and Rano Kau on the western corner and Poike on the east. It is labelled “Rapa Nui: key places mentioned in text”. Elevations are indicated in a key in feet and metres, with elevations indicated 100m/330ft, 200m/660ft, 300m/980ft, and 400m/1310ft. Various monuments with statues are indicated with white circles all around the coast and at various points inland – although t majority are on the coast. Small icons of statues indicate large statues removed from island, and one near the north coast was removed in 1935 and sent to Paris; another in 1886 near Poike that was sent to Washington, and three removed from the vicinity of Cook’s Bay and Rano Kau and sent to Paris (1872), Brussels (1935) and London (1868), with two statues from unknown sites sent to Valparaiso (1950) and La Serena, Chile. Also indicated are beaches, cliffs, and company wall around Islanders’ land which is chiefly on the West Coast encompassing Cook’s Bay. Locations such as Mataveri and Hanga Roa are on the south West section of the island, with Vaihu on the south.]Figure 2Locations named in text, with sites and removal dates of statues more than 6 ft/1.75 m tall. Many smaller statues and other remains have been taken over the past century and a half. The Company wall, reserving most of the island for grazing sheep and cattle, was finally cancelled as recently as 1966.

I begin in the vastness of the Pacific. Introducing the wider world of Polynesian archaeology and history, I ask: who discovered Rapa Nui, how and when? What did the sailors bring with them, and what did they find? With new estimates for the size of the island’s population, I show how it was perfectly feasible for all the statues, and the many other stone monuments Islanders created, to have been carved and moved in only a few centuries, between discovery around 1200 CE – later than many have proposed – and the Dutch expedition in 1722. I set out new ideas about the statues, about how and when they were carved and raised, and what they meant to people in their daily lives, and in their ideas about themselves and their world. I attempt to convey something of the sheer scale and beauty of the enterprise, an astonishing, unique sculptural and engineering achievement.

Only five or six generations separated the first European ship from the first slaver. Yet in that time, I argue, occurred some of the most remarkable things ever seen on this remarkable island. With written records and Katherine Routledge’s interviews, we can see details of a kind out of reach in earlier centuries. Responding to unexpected visitors, Islanders reinvented their beliefs and rituals, and created something powerful and entirely new.

Rapa Nui is so remote that even Islanders were said to have named it Land’s End. In 1994 I reached it from Tahiti, where my money had been running out, flying eastwards six and a half hours from the centre of the South Pacific, crossing four time zones. Had I continued, it would have been another six hours further east to reach mainland Chile, which, in a fit of deluded aspiration, had announced in 1888 that it owned the place. Polynesian discovery was a triumph of determined ocean navigation unsurpassed by any other peoples.

For the settlers, finding the island was just the start. It’s small. I was able to bike across it and back in a day, bumping along a red, dusty track (and buckling a couple of spokes). Laid over New York, it would cover the Brooklyn Bridge at the south-west and Yankee Stadium at the north, and reach to the Cross Island Parkway in the east. In England, its triangular shape – it’s a little like Sicily turned upside down, but a twentieth of the size – would encompass the Thames winding from London Bridge to Hampton Court. Battered by subtropical seas south of the Equator, it was no paradise. Its soils were fragile, its land and marine life restricted, and there were no permanent freshwater streams. In fact, its only truly abundant resource was stone. Rapa Nui is the world’s greatest example of a people given lemons and making lemonade.

And as I will show, there really is no lemonade like Rapa Nui’s.
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1First Contact Extremely Fertile Due to Farming

This story about statues begins on Easter Sunday 1722, in sight of what was then the remotest inhabited island on Earth. This was the day the first European set eyes on Rapa Nui, and the start of the final century when Islanders were in control of their own world. It was the day when everything about the island began to change, so that within a few generations no one there could say what the statues meant or who made them.

That time, as incompletely documented as it is, is the closest we can get to an unwritten past through living people, rather than just the things they left behind: a past when statues were being carved and Islanders’ only contacts were with themselves; when the island was still owned by those who discovered and made it. Whatever had happened in previous centuries must somehow have led to what was seen and described in the eighteenth.

My second reason for starting here is that, again, the records set a baseline, only now looking forward, to help us get the measure of what followed. Perceptions of eighteenth-century Rapa Nui have influenced more recent attempts to understand the island. By looking at the actual accounts, we can hope to see what it was really like. The observations, of course, were not scientific, and academics have come up with reasons for questioning them, some of which we must take seriously. The records themselves are not easy to use; manuscripts are shelved around the world, and the texts, written in four different European languages, still have not been fully brought together in modern translations and analysis. Only in recent decades, for example, have manuscripts from the French expedition been relocated: its two ships sank on reefs in the western Pacific with the loss of all lives (Louis XVI was said to have asked about the missing crews before mounting the guillotine scaffold).1 A witness report from the English expedition turned up in a Polish library, and was published as recently as 2014.2

On the other hand, we hear almost nothing from Islanders. There is one documented case of a reverse visit. In 1811, a young Rapanui man, said to have been the son of a ‘king’, joined a ship back to Britain, where he was baptised Henry Easter in Rotherhithe, London. Press reports say he learned English at school, was handsome and well mannered, and had ‘every appearance of a satisfied mind’. We last see him as a crew member on a ship in Sydney, and no record is known of his thoughts, expressed by him or anyone else.3 The island’s early European visitors may have arrived ignorant of Rapanui ways and holding different, irreconcilable values, but they left priceless records. We would be remiss to ignore the quantity of information they contain.

Europe came late to Rapa Nui, two centuries after Ferdinand Magellan led a pioneering Spanish expedition across the Pacific in 1521. Many of the statues were probably carved in those eight generations. When ships finally arrived – eight in all between 1722 and 1786, from Holland, Spain, England and France, bringing a total of around 1,400 men – the visitors saw things they found hard to believe. There was a long tradition in Europe of representing named individuals realistically in stone, whether known persons or mythical beings or gods. The statues on the island were much larger, and far more numerous, than any standing at typical installations in Europe. And they seemed identical, anonymous, stylised and alien. From the Islanders’ point of view, the visitors were equally strange, as they appeared and vanished overnight, over sixty-four years all the men together spending a total of no more than a week ashore. We may imagine that Islanders found it hard to stop talking and thinking about what had happened. But there must have been many who never saw a European.

Such brief and intermittent encounters had profound consequences for the Islanders and for our understanding of their story, even now. It began on Easter Day 1722 when the Afrikaansche Galey signalled land.4 The Dutch West India Company had sponsored an expedition to search for a southern continent, which was thought necessary to balance all the land north of the Equator. Jacob Roggeveen, a lawyer-turned-explorer, had wandered about the Pacific with three ships and found nothing. His crews were beginning to lose faith when they spotted a turtle and floating vegetation, and birds overhead. There was great joy, Roggeveen wrote in his log: they were about to discover Southland. But the imagined continent soon revealed itself as no more than a low, flat island. Rising plumes of smoke showed it was inhabited. Weather marked the occasion: they waited at a distance for thunder, lightning, heavy rain and winds to clear.

The pioneer encounter occurred five kilometres (three miles) offshore. The Dutch spotted an old man approaching in a canoe and sent out a sloop to investigate. This casual meeting was the first contact between people whose ancestors had parted tens of millennia ago in Asia, and whose experiences, cultures and beliefs separately reflected that distance. It was an innocent event played out repeatedly around the world in various forms. A marker of unity. A harbinger of change and loss.

The naked man put up a good fight, but was overpowered and brought to the Arend, Roggeveen’s flagship. Curiosity trounced the Islander’s fears, and he seemed delighted by what he saw, taking a special interest in the ship – how it was made, the masts’ great height, the sails and the thickness of the ropes, and the guns, to which he gave particular attention. The sound of the ship’s bell and the sight of himself in a mirror scared him, and he appeared to be ashamed of his nudity. Offered a glass of liquor, he poured it down his face and tried to rub it out of his eyes. He put his arms and head on the table, and repeatedly raised them towards the sky, shouting loudly as he ‘addressed his gods’.

The whole performance might have been a traditional Polynesian welcome; or perhaps it was the simple question, who are you?5 The smiling man kept it up for half an hour. He jumped and sang. Sailors played the fiddle, and, surprised by the music, he danced with them. He had to be persuaded to leave, with gifts of trinkets and by the Arend sailing further out to sea.

After this, Roggeveen decided to send two sloops and three boats to shore and make friendly introductions. His main concerns were to find out what the Islanders looked like and how they could help out with supplies. But he took no risks. His 134 men were armed with musket, cartridge pouch and sword in case of a hostile encounter, and the Afrikaansche Galey lay close by with a couple of small cannon brought forward on the bow. They set out after breakfast on 10 April, as summer was turning to winter, five days after the first sighting.

We will never fully understand what happened. Even before the expedition reached land, Islanders had gone out to the ships, paddling canoes or reed bundles, or just swimming, unafraid and unarmed. They had swarmed over the decks, climbing in through a window, taking hats and caps off sailors’ heads, and seizing any timber they could find, from old brooms to firewood. Now, as sailors stepped out into the surf, a great crowd tried to take oars off the first sloop. The men were almost overwhelmed by Islanders proffering bare hands in welcome, apparently jumping for joy.

The visitors picked their way across the rocky coastline, waving at the Islanders to move back and make space. The ships’ commanders lined up their crews in three rows, guarded by soldiers. Then out of the blue, four or five musket-shots rang out, followed by shouts, and in an instant the sound of more than thirty further muskets being fired. Scared out of their wits, Islanders fled. But not all of them. Some were wounded. ‘Ten to twelve’ lay dead.

The confident welcome had unsettled the visitors. An Islander had tried to take a soldier’s musket by grabbing the muzzle, while another had pulled at a sailor’s coat. Others, it was said, watching their compatriots fail to obtain what they seemed to think was their right (or, we might feel, out of sheer panic), threatened to hurl stones. This apparently sparked the shooting, though the undermate insisted he had not ordered it. When tension broke, one side was equipped with steel swords, muskets and gunpowder. The other had pebbles.

After a time, Islanders returned. Cornelis Bouman, captain of Roggeveen’s ship the Thienhoven, identified a ‘chief’ who nervously tendered a chicken and a bunch of bananas and ran off. On seeing a favourable reception, he brought others with more gifts of food. It’s hard to avoid seeing this as a peace offering. The inexplicable, sudden death of a dozen men was not enough to still curiosity and an urge to show hospitality.

So it was that the outside world came to hear about the statues of Easter Island, or Paasch Eyland in the original coinage, in two Dutch paragraphs. At first the sailors were astonished: how could ‘stone images … fully 30 feet high [nine metres] and thick in proportion’, have been raised without ropes or timber? But they soon decided – incorrectly – that they were in fact not made of stone at all, but ‘clay or greasy earth’ into which had been stuck small stones to give the illusion of a great carving, in ‘the appearance of a human being’.

Others followed:6 Don Felipe González de Haedo in 1770, commissioned by Peru for Spain; James Cook, arriving for the British government in 1774; and Jean-François de La Pérouse for France in 1786. Like Roggeveen before them, González and Cook had been hoping for a continent. Louis XVI had asked La Pérouse to find a fabled North-West Passage through the Arctic Ocean. While they stocked up on food and water, Rapa Nui was merely a waystation for them. None of them viewed it as a destination or a place to revisit. They were on voyages of discovery, not interference or subjugation.

Europeans were used to finding people everywhere they went. Coming from a continent awash with ethnicities, languages and histories, they knew the world as a place of endless varieties of culture. It was quite the opposite for Islanders. Evidence suggests that soon after its original discovery, Rapa Nui remained
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