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Press Release

The Tikopian and Anutan Canoes
(25.09.2008) - The people of Tikopia and her sister island Anuta have built canoes of a very distinctive design for hundreds of years. This canoe design is probably the only Polynesian ocean going sailing hull design to have survived the total destruction of the Polynesian ocean voyaging culture. 

Due to Tikopia and Anuta’s isolation and position surrounded by 100s of miles of open ocean their canoes always had to be seaworthy, even the small ones. In 1828/9 Admiral Paris, an eminent and very knowledgeable French seaman, meticulously recorded some of the few surviving Polynesian canoe designs he found still in use in the Pacific. He recorded the Tikopian canoe shape in writing. His description of this canoe closely matches the still existing Tikopian canoes built between approx. 1880 and the 1970s.

As Tikopia had hardly been touched by Western man in the 1820s, it can be true to say their canoe design was also untouched by Western influence and is therefore a unique example of a seagoing canoe hull design that has its origins maybe as far back as the boats the present population arrived on in around 1200.

The Tikopians and Anutans have kept their canoe building tradition. Richard Feinberg, Professor of Anthropology at Kent State University, made a study of canoe building and navigation on Anuta in 1972/3, which he describes in detail in his book ‘Polynesian Seafaring and Navigation - Ocean Travel in Anutan Culture and Society ’. Canoes are still being built on Anuta and this small island with a population of just 250 has a fleet 70 canoes! They are regularly used for fishing, but being small they are not capable of safe longer ocean voyages.

When Tikopia officially adopted the Christian religion, the island owned a 9m ‘Sacred Canoe ~ Vaka Tapu’. At this point there was debate that this canoe should be destroyed as it represented the old religion, but fortunately the Great Grandfather of Chief Taumako chose to donate the Sacred Canoe to Bishop Woods of Auckland. This means that this beautiful canoe still exists and is displayed in the Auckland Imperial Museum since its donation in 1916.

In 1995 James Wharram and Hanneke Boon discovered this Sacred Canoe in Auckland Imperial Museum, where none in 80 years had realised its significance as a superb sailing hullshape, or its possible value to migration studies. Their studies of the hull design have resulted in the 11.5m Tama Moana design used for the Lapita Voyage.

Tama Moana (Child of the Sea)

The Tama Moana hulls are the traditional shape of the canoes of Tikopia and Anuta, with the same hull profile, Veed cross section, flare and stem & stern details. Instead of using one hull as an outrigger canoe, they are assembled as a double canoe. (This is a practice that was done in the past and also recently in Anuta when a very sick person had to be transported to hospital.)

The only changes are as follows:

The hulls are built in ‘strip planking’ instead of ‘dugout’ construction, to avoid the timber waste of adzing out a hullshape from a solid log. Logs of sufficient size are now very scarce, hence the lack of canoes large enough to make longer passages on Tikopia and Anuta. ‘Strip planking’ is becoming the accepted method for replicating logboats for the study of sea performance.

The hulls are fully decked to keep the interiors dry. As these boats will at the end of of the Lapita Voyage be used for regular voyaging in the open ocean, and will carry sick people to hospital, this is considered an acceptable modification to the original design, as it will not affect the sailing characteristics of the boats.

The rig is the traditional Polynesian ‘Crabclaw’ rig, with flexible bamboo spars. The sails contructed in traditional manner, though the fabric is modern (low cost woven plastic fabric as nowadays widely used for traditional rigs in Indonesia). We will be carrying out extensive studies into the performance and handling of this rig and may make modifications during the voyage.

Tama Moana is steered with steering paddles of traditional shape. We will be testing the use of these in two ways: 
1) As on the old Polynesian canoes, where the paddle was hand held. Using a steering paddle like this requires continuous effort by the helmsman, so will only be done for short periods for research purposes.
2) With the paddle attached to the hulls with a simple rope connection. Paddles were attached to canoe hulls in Micronesia, Indonesia and Sri Lanka, but there are no records of this ever having been developed in Polynesia.
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