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Press Release

Pacific Navigation – in tune with nature
(25.09.2008) - At the time of their migrations, the Pacific islanders had to navigate across hundreds, sometimes thousands miles of open ocean. This was only possible because they had two things, that no one for a long time believed they had: Seaworthy boats and the knowledge to navigate them over long distances – without the aid of Western navigational aids such as compass and sextant. The Pacific navigators relied instead on detailed knowledge and continuous observation of natural phenomena such as the stars, ocean currents, cloud formations and the behaviour of homing birds.
The crucial difference when compared with modern, technical navigation is that they did not use calculation, but observation. Hereby one determines ones location in relation to ones starting point and end point, not – as in our type of navigation – ones precise location at the current moment. At the same time the Pacific islanders had access to several other methods to detect unknown landmasses and were thus able to locate new islands. 

They often sailed in flotillas to obtain the largest circle of visibility. This increased the chances of finding known, and particularly so far unknown islands.
Star path navigation: Should one be sailing to a known destination, the navigator would look for the star that he knew would rise over the island of his destination. He would also know which star would set over his home island when viewed from the island of destination. He also knew which other stars would rise and set along the same paths. The navigator then has to position his ship in transit bearing to the known stars and steer towards his destination.
Zenith star navigation: The navigator knows which star lies directly in Zenith over his home island and which one over the island of destination. With these he can sail towards his island of destination and back to his home island.
Observation of the weather: Before a navigator would head out to sea, he would observe the weather situation. Long voyages were only undertaken during a storm free period. They would, for example, observe for days before the start of the voyage the starfish on the Eastern reef of the island. If they left their hideouts and coral fish were seen close to the seashore, then they could expect good weather for the next several days. Also the behaviour of crabs, ants and spiders were analysed. Of equal importance was the observation of clouds and the sky: a flickering of the stars in one sector of the night sky would indicate a wind change.
Bird flight paths: The Pacific islanders knew the behaviour of migratory birds and knew which birds flew where at which time of year. They also knew that the local sea birds would fly far out to sea to feed. In the evening these birds would fly in a straight line back to their home island and thereby indicate the direction even of hitherto undiscovered islands.

Wave observation: By observing wave patterns, which are affected by the proximity of an island, the Pacific navigators were able to discern the presence of an island, not visible to the naked eye, up to 30 miles distant.
Sea currents: The Pacific islanders hunted flying fish that were abundant in their waters. They knew from their observations that these, after a flight of up to 100m, would dive back into the sea in the opposite direction to the current.
The colour of the clouds: The Pacific islanders could recognise the presence of a ring reef (atoll), a danger to boats, by the discoloration of the clouds above the reef, long before they could actually see the reef itself. The trade wind clouds would reflect the turquoise colour of the shallow lagoon.
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