
Recreating the migration route 
of the proto Polynesians
Anticipating the Lapita Voyage

This is the first of two papers, delivered by James Wharram at the Early Man & the Ocean conference,
held at the Norwegian Maritime Museum & Kontiki Museum, Oslo, in April 2008.

In a few weeks I will be 80 years old. As a young man, dreaming of 
sea adventure, I was inspired by Thor Heyerdahl and his 1947 Kon-tiki 
voyage. We must never forget, with his Kon-tiki voyage, Heyerdahl 
revolutionized the approach to marine archaeology. With this voyage 
he established the basic premises of Experimental Marine Archaeology, 
which continue to this day.

Heyerdahl had addressed himself to this problem: How had Pacific 
Ocean man arrived across thousands of miles of ocean in the central 
Pacific islands?

He had studied an abundance of data from South America, which 
led him to believe that the settlement of the central Pacific islands came 
from the South American Pacific coast.

Writing about this collected data, Heyerdahl could have had a secure 
academic life. What Heyerdahl did 60 years ago was to risk his life and 
those of his friends to sail a small (the size of a medium sized modern 
yacht) historic Peruvian coastal balsa raft across the Pacific.

He proved that such a simple craft was seaworthy in gales, that it 
could carry food and water for 6 men for several months. The lyrical 
passages in his best selling book, The Kon-Tiki Voyage, showed that not 
all was hardship and suffering on this voyage but a lot of the time there 
was a feeling of companionship, of beauty, of oneness with the ocean. 
This special feeling, voyaging on an ancient craft, is an unstudied aspect 
of migration psychology.

As a young man I was also inspired by a second hero, Eric de 
Bisschop, the Frenchman who, in 1937, built a 38 ft version of a Pacific 
double canoe in Hawaii and, with a companion, sailed it back across 
three oceans to France. His theory was that the ancient Pacific people 
sailed out of Asia into the Pacific on canoe craft. At that time the 
canoe craft of Asia and the Pacific were considered by academics as 
unseaworthy.

I agreed with de Bisschop’s west-east theory and that the Polynesian 
double canoe was a seaworthy craft. I wished to emulate the spirit of the 

voyages of Heyerdahl and de Bisschop and to prove the seaworthiness of 
the double canoe.

To this end I studied in British museums and libraries and found, in 
the South Kensington Science Museum in London, this model of a 21 
ft Tahitian reef canoe. For shelter from cold northern seas I distorted the 
hull lines for comfort so I could sit up in the hulls and, between 1954 

Voyages of Fou Po II and Kaimiloa.

Tahitian reef canoe model.

The 23’ 6” Tangaroa.
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Eric De Bisschop’s double canoe Kaimiloa.


