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Oceanic Explorers
The Pacific Ocean is a huge body of water.  It covers nearly one-third 

of Earth’s surface.  It is so large that all the land in the world could fit into 

itsarea.

Within this large ocean there are more than 25,000 islands.  Hundreds 

of kilometers separate many of them.  Despite the vast distances, the 

people of this region—Oceania—sailed these waters for more than a 

thousand years.  They discovered every island and settled the major ones.

One group, the Polynesians, traveled the farthest.  They settled what 

we call Polynesia.  This triangle extends from the Hawaiian Islands in the 

north to New Zealand in the southwest.  The eastern point of the 

triangle was Rapa Nui(RAH-puh NOO-ee), or Easter Island.  

Some of the world’s most incredible mariners sailed within the 

triangular region’s boundaries.

You might ask: How did these ancient sailors travel such 

extreme distances?  How did they know where they were 

going?  Didn’t they have smartphones, satellites, or even 

magnetic compasses to guide them?

You are not the only person with those questions.  Early 

British explorers had questions as well.  When they first 

came in their large sailing ships to Hawai'i in the late 

1700s, they were amazed at what the Polynesians had 

accomplished.  You will be too!
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Journey Preparation
Before these ancient travelers could find their way, they had to have a 

reason to go.  They also needed a means of transportation and had to pack 

certain  for the long trip.provisions

A Mighty Migration
It began a few thousand years ago.  Ancient people of Southeast Asia 

began to take to the ocean.  In time, they moved down the nearby islands 

and developed new cultures and languages.  They did so for many reasons.

Some people left because their homes were getting overcrowded.  This 

meant they were using more and more of their natural resources, such as 

land, water, and food.  Some people left so they could settle new lands.  

And some people left just for the thrill of adventure.

It was not just men who journeyed.  Whole families, including babies 

and grandparents, made the trips.  Many passages took a day or two.  But 

some took weeks or months.  One of the greatest trips was to Hawai'i.  The 

ancient Polynesians traveled more than 3,700kilometers (2,300miles) 

from the Marquesas Islands to get there.  Whatever their reasons, once they 

decided to travel, they had to build seaworthy vessels.

There are more than 600 stone heads 
on Rapa Nui that stand about 4meters 
(13feet) tall and weigh 12.7 metric 
tons (14 tons).  No one knows how they 
were built, and some have full bodies 
buried under hundreds of years of dirt!
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