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Press release


Challenging but successful: the Lapita Voyage

(May 7th, 2009) – Mid-March the Lapita Voyage, the first sailing expedition on the migration route of the Polynesians, reached its destination islands Tikopia and Anuta after a voyage of almost five months. The journey from the Philippines to the remote islands in the Pacific Ocean was arduous. In retrospect, however, the journey was worth all the strain and was a great success. Both nautical and scientific evidence has been provided of the historic migration route.

In 1989 Klaus Hympendahl visited the island of Tikopia for the first time in the course of his circumnavigation. ‘It was said that the people there were still wearing loincloth and were tattooed and that they decorated their big earlobe holes with flowers or whistles. I instantly knew that I had to go there’, Hympendahl reported. In 1997 he returned to the island for several months. Afterwards contact was made with Hanneke Bohn and James Wharram who were, just like the man from Düsseldorf, fascinated by the design of the historic Polynesian double-hull boats. In 2002, after a heart surgery, Hanneke Boon, had the vision of presenting one Wharram catamaran designed according to the Polynesian model each to the inhabitants of Tikopia and to those of the small sister island of Anuata.

They lost their traditional boat-building skills in the course of colonisation. As a consequence Klaus Hympendahl generated the idea of the South Seas expedition Lapita Voyage.

Background
The expedition financed by donations and contributions made by accompanying sailors was to be the first to sail on the migration route of the Polynesians from Southeast Asia to the Pacific Ocean, thus proving that the Norwegian, Thor Heyerdahl, was mistaken in the mid-20th century: The Polynesians did not at all move from South America to the Pacific Ocean, but centuries ago they could already sail from Asia towards the East against the prevailing trade winds and ocean currents and could thus head with great precision for islands owing to their outstanding boat-building and navigation skills. Lapita Voyage, however, did not only provide evidence from the sailing but also from the scientific perspective. During shore leaves on the Bismarck Archipelago and on the Santa Cruz islands the accompanying scientists found ‘Lapita pottery’ proving that the ancestors of the Polynesians, i.e. the ‘Lapita people’, stopped here on their migration route thousands of years ago. DNA probes taken during the expedition which are currently being analysed in labs are likely to give further evidence.

A voyage against the weather

‘The months at sea were coined by bad weather: calms, rain with alternating unfavourable gusts and storms. Especially steady rainfalls were the raison why in the end only the sherry remained dry’, Klaus Hympendahl summed up. He himself went overboard once during freak weather, many of the accompanying sailors suffered from infections because even minimal skin injuries inflame very quickly in the humid and hot tropics. Weather and climate made the expedition naturally difficult, local authorities did the rest. Frequently high bribe payments had to be made and excessive demurrage fees for anchorages were charged.

Reaching the destination

Few days before reaching the destination islands the two boats which  have sailed the whole distance together separated in order to pay respects to both the inhabitants of Tikopia and Anuta. Hympendahl, skipper of the ‘Lapita Tikopia’ boat headed for Tikopia and was given a hearty welcome by his Polynesian friends. In a big ceremony presents were exchanged, speeches delivered, people danced and sang and the catamaran was christened. With this catamaran the Tikopians are now in a position again to take their invalids to hospital and their children to school which is 230 sm apart. They can visit their relatives on the neighbouring islands and go fishing in the open sea. Hympendahl:’ This certainty and the hearty welcome alone were worth the trouble of this voyage. But also the evidence provided of the migration route of the Polynesians and the experiences with a unique, brave crew make a complete success of the expedition.’
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