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Ecological Catastrophe, Collapse, and the Myth

of "Ecocide" on Rapa Nui (E,aster Island)

Terry L. Hunt ancl Carl P. Lipo-

Easter Islandl The narne is svnonl 'mous rvith ntystery zrr-rd thc intr igrre

of archaeologl ' .  The htrnclrcds of siant stntnes - n.oai - locaterl  orr

a relnote rvinclslr,ept and treeless lanclscape practical lv clernan<l that

archaeologists ans\vcr thc question of rvhat happer.rccl thele. Eastcr

Islancl,  or Rapa Nui as i t  is knor,r 'n to the isl :rnd's nirt i r ,e Polynesians,

has also becorne thc "postel clr i lc l" for l ,h:rt  happcns lvhen socie-

t ies sqr.rancler their- rcsorlrces ancl dcstt-ot,  their cnr, ironntent. In his

book Colkt l trr ,  . ]arcd l) iarnotrd clescribes an ecolosical cat:rstrophc

brousht on by thc isl i rncl 's inhabitants th:rt  led to thcir ou'n clestnrc-

t ion . '  D ianronr l  ca l l s  i t  "ecoc idc" :  the  cho icc  t ( )  ( ( )ns tn lc t  g i r tn t  s t l l t -

ues led to thc islancl 's ecr) losical cler,ast:rt iorr nrrcl thc col lapse of

the ancient cir, i l izat ion. Hc ancl othel reseirrc' l rcrs of lcr- thc ccocicle

storv as a parable f irr  our txvn potenti i r l  clcstruct ir in of thc gkrbul

enviror-rntcnt. Brrt is thc stolv tol<l lbr Eastcr 's human-inducccl enr- i-

ronmental chitntrer col- l-ect, p: lr t icul i l rh, i l 'hat 's been s:r icl  :rbout the

causes and conscquences? \Ve c<insicler neu'eviclerrcc 1'rorn Rapu Nui
in  l igh t  o { ' recent  c l i scor .c r - i cs  f rom the  Hau,a i ian  ls lands  anc l  o f fe r
some perspectives I irr  thc island's ecological tr- ir trsf i trr tr ir t i<tn ancl thcr
conseqllctnces.

Frorn our ol 'n archaerolclgical r-esealch orr Rapa Nui r,re sholr,
that a nrttch latel sctt lcment for the isl irncl than h:rs been prcviouslv
recogn izer l  ca l l s  in to  ( l l l ( s t i ( ) l l  i l l l l ) ( ) r tan t  z rspec ts  Of  i t s  eco log ic i r l
h is to ry . '  \Vhen \ve  takc  u  c loscr  look  a t  the  pa l i t co-env i ro r r rncn ta l
and archi lcolcigical eviclence u.c f irrr l  :r  corlplex historv of ccological

L-



l r( ;LrR!. 2.r Cl ialr( stonc statucs (noai.) i t t  Ahu Tonprirr iki ,  Rap;r Ntr i .  ( l 'hotc>

bv Terrv Hunt)

change lbr the island, t tot a single cause btl t  a \ ' : rr iet-v of irnpacts

that occurred in combination rvith one anothcr-. This histor-y is cluitc

cl i t ferent t l -onr the n(l t ion of ecocide iu n'hich rcckless Poll 'nesians

or,erexploited their ettvironment. I t  is essential to disentangle envi-

ronlrental cl t i rnses i tr  Rapa Nrri  f i 'or lr  :r  populat iol) col lapse that

rcsultecl fronr Europe:rn col l tact. Strch col l tact brousht. Old \A'orlcl

diseases and sl iu'c trading. ( lr>ntr:rr) '  to todat"s popular l larr i l t ives.

ancicnt dc'fbrestat iorl  $'as ,?o/ the cause of pt-rpul:rt ion col lapse. I f

wc are to applv a moclert l  ter ln to the tragedy of Rapa Ntri ,  i t  is not

c c o c i r l t ' .  l r t t t  g e n , r <  i d c .

Rap:,r Nrri  is snral l  (r( i1 srl trare ki lometers) and isolatcd in the

rcrnote southe:rstertr Par: i f ic. Except fcrr the Pol1'nesi ir-n islands of

Pitc:r irn, l)ucie, and Heu<lers(ln, thenlsehes srnal l ,  rel)rote, ancl rel-

at ir ,elv inrpove:r ishccl,  Rapa Ntt i 's tre:trt :st neighbors are more than

r3,,ooo ki lonrotcrs l l \{a\ ' .  Vovagirrg f l-orn the central islands ol 'eastern

f 'olvnesia rvciulcl  have normallv gonc asainst the prevai l ing tracle

n' incls, u' i th the islancl fblrning only a srn:r l l  t2trget, although westcrlv

rvincls uss,ciatt-cl  rvi th periocl ic El Nino condit ions r.r.rav havc carl icr l

Polvnesian colonists on a dolrr l i rrd wrvage to the islancl.

SoGf,PeOqd

Fl( ;uRt.  z. :  R:r1ta Nrt i  ancl  sotr thei tstcr .n pa<: i f ic .

Rnpa Nui :rlso has a l inrited nuurber of native plants ancl anirnals
reflecting its loung eeological ase, snr:rl l  sizc, :rr.rcl great isolation -
quite apart frorn its losses in reccnt ccological historv. ooncerning
thc islancl's bioloey []. Skottsber.s \\,rorc that..there is in the pacific
ocean no island of' the size, scol()gv ancl alt ittrcrc of Easter Islar.rcl
lvith srrch an extremclv p()()r ' f lora ... nor is there :in islancl as isolatecl
as th is  . . .  [T]he cr .c lus ion [ is ]  that  p() \ re l ' r ' is  a rest rk  of  is ' la t io ' -

j:*)

Anakena
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even if man is responsible for clisappearance of part of the flora,

IRapa Nui] cannot har,e been r ich.":r Trrr lay biologists c()unt onlv forty-

eisht "native" plants. Fourteen of these, inclucl ing s\\ , 'eet pot,rto and

the other cult igens, were ancient Polynesian introductions. However,

strrcl ies of pol len found in lake-f loor secl iments ancl iclerrt i f icat iorls of

wood charcoal fiom ancient cooking ovens suggest malty other rvoody

plants once covered Rapa Nui.

The island has few, i l  any, incl isenous terrestr ial vertebrat()s. Two

lizard species rnav be native to the islancl,  but biologists are not cer-

tain. The only lancl bircls founcl on the islancl today irre recent intro-

drrct ions, but archneological discoveries shorv that. the island once

supported t l ,entl- f iys species of .seabirds an(l on present evidence

perhaps about six land bird species. A f-ew seabirds sun'ive today,

but the orieinal lancl birds became extinct. Since ther-e is a lack of

extensive reefs, the nurnber of f ish is srnal l  rvhen conrparcd to other

islancls of the Paci{ ic. Sea rnamnrals and turt les are knolvn from Rapa

Nui. Or-r prcsent archaeological eviden<:e, thc onlv anirnals bnrug;ht

in the canoes of the irncicnt Poll,nesians werc rats (Rattu.s exu,ktns)

and chicken. The intro(luct ion of the l i rrmer dccisivelr '  :r f I-ectccl l i fe

on Rapa Nui.

Unlike the luxuriant isl :rnds typical of Polvnesia, Rapa Nrri  cloes

not enjov abundant lesular rainfai l  ancl a tropical cl irnate. There

al.c no pef[)anel]t  strealns. At tr ,r 'enty-seven clegrees soulh, Rapa Nui

is. just outside the tropi( 's, whcre important Polvnesi irn foocl crops

strch as coconut an(l  brc; ldf irr i t  rvcirr ld not l tave sun' ived. Rainfal l

(onl l '  about r,zr,o rni l l iDreters 2lnnuall ; ' )  can f luctuate dramatical lv.

Nlost of the isl i rncl 's soi ls:rre exccssively rvel l  <lrainecl.  and devastzrt-

ine clroughts are comnl()n. The islancl is also often plaguccl bl 'strong

rvinds l i th salt  spr-ay that d:rtnage - sotneti t t tes evel) destrcx - the

l irorl  crops that Poh,ncsians ctt l t ivatccl.  Rap:r Nui rvzrs not a Polvnesian

Put-arl isc. L)rotrghts, u' inds, poor soi l ,  ancl uo perm2rnent streal ls cer-

tainl l 'nteant problerns l i r l  the i t t tcient thrmers on this isolatecl spcck

at thc fart l-rest rcacltes of polt ,rrt ,sia.

. I 'H I. ]  I , ]( ]OI,OC].Ic A I,  } 'A R A BI,F]

Spccu lu t ions  o f  e< :o loq ica l  r t r i t t  on  Rapa Nu i  began rv i th  one o f ' the

isl lrncl 's carl l 'Fl trrrpean visi tors. From a sinele cla_v's visi t  in Apr. i l  r786,

French explorer  La Perouse speculated that  at  some t ime in the past
Rapa Nui 's  inhabi tants had tho,ght le.sslv cut  dou,n al l  the t rees.  He

wrote that  loss of the forest

has exposccl  their  soi l  tc> thc burning arc lor  of  the srrr r ,  and l ra.s dcpr iyed
thern of  ravine s,  brooks,  : rncl  spr- ings.  

- f  
hev rver-e ignor. : tnt  that  in these smal l

is lancls,  in the rn idst  of  an imnrense occAn, the coolness <>f  the earth colerccl
wi th t rees cat t  a lonc c leta in and condcnse the cknds,  and bv that  nrcans
keep up an al rnost  cont inr ta l  ra in upon the nrountains,  r , r ,h ich c lescencls i1
spr inq5 and brooks to the di f fc lcnt  quartcrs.  The is l : rncls lvhich are depr ivecl
of  t l - r is  advir r t tage,  a le recl t tced to t t re l l r ( )st  c l reacl f r r l  ar ic l i t l .  u,h ic6,  eraclual l l .
destroying thc plants und scr-ubs,  r 'enders thenr a l rnost  r rn i lhabi table.  Mr.  de
l ,angle as rvel l  as mlsel l 'had ro do,br  that  th is pe.ple * ,ere i r - rc lebted to the
impt ' t tc lence of  thci l  i t r lcestol 's  For their  present unl i r r . t r r l2te s i t r rat ion.+

Todar, the idea of the " impr- 'clence ol ' their ancestors, '  is taken tr1.r
byJarecl Diurrnond as a rnoral lbr our t inre: "In j trst a ferv centurics,
the people of 'Easter Island 'vipcd out their lbrest, dror,e their plants
anc l  an i rna ls  t ( )  cx t inc t ion .  anc l  sarv  the i r .cornp lex  soc ien .sp i ra l  in to
chaos and czrnnibal isrn. Are lvc about to t tr l lor,v the,ir  leacl?" Dizrmond
conti l tues:

Eventuir l lv Ezister 's p:rorving p.ptr lat io'  u'u.s crrt t i 'g t l -rc l i rrest rn.re rapidlv
than lhc l i i rest n.as r. t-gcnerating. T' l tc l tcople rrsccl lancl l i rr .rEarrlcrrs arrcl
woocl for f i rel.  canoes, and hotrses - ancl t>f course, f<rr lrrgging st i i tues. As fbr-
est disappcarecl,  t l ie islardcrs fa. o.t .{ ' t imbi 'r . :r 'd rr>pc to transport.ncl
erect t l leir  statues. I . i le becarrte tnt i le lrnr:omfirr-t lbl t ' -  spr- ings arrt l  strearrrs
dried trp, zrnd n.oocl \ \ i ls n() longcr.avai lablc fbr f i res. . . .  As ne tr_v to irnagirrc
the decl ine of E,:rster 's civi l izat ion, . ' ,e ask olrrs(- l \ ,es, "\ \ 'hv cl icln' t  they hok
arottud, real izcr l 'hat (hcv n'ele cloirrc. uncl stop bcfirr.e i t  wus too latci \ \ ,hat
were they thinking l 'hen the,v cut do\vl l  the last paltn tree?. ' . ;

Diam..cl bcl ie'es Rapa Ntri  is "the crcarest exa.r1-r lc ' f  i r  socieLv that
destroyed i tself  b,v o'erexploit i .g i ts olvn .es,.rces" ancl t l rat the crn-
sequenccs  o f 'de fores ta t io l l  "s ta r t  rv i th  s tan 'a t ion ,  i r  popu la t ion  c rash ,
ancl a clescerrt into caltnibal isrn.", i

Sorne archae.losists h:r 'c arguecl that o'  Rapa Ntri  the e{ ' fbrts
required t() carve nncl tr-anspc)rt the giarrt  statues cventtral ly lccl the
populat ion to cleplctc their olvn ni l tr l ral resol lrces and plunge intcr
a dou,nrvard spiral inclrrcccl by ovcr-Poprrl i r t ion arrd cnvir-onlncntal
destrrrct io..  ln othe. lvo.cls, pcople rvi l l i rrelv destrovecl the isla.cl
and, in turn, clcstrovecl thcnrseh,es. EcocidcJ

J >-.



Did human recklessness, overexploitat ion, and overpopulat ion
lead to deforestat ion and ecological catastrophe? Dicl a col lapse of

ancient populat ion and culture result frorn an ecological catastrophe

before Europcan contact in rTzz r; .r : , .?

.TH I. ] ,  F]COI,OGIC]AI, EVIDEN(]E

Early Observations

The earl iest European visi tors did not leave us with many detai ls

about Rapa Nui 's environment, and the earl iest accounts are contra-

dictory. For example, the Dutch expedit ion led byJacob Rogeeveen

in t7zz, expecting to relocate a " low and sandy island" sishted earl ier

by Captain Wil l iam Dampier, reported:

The reason rvhy, at first, whcn at a farther distance off, rve had regarded

the said Easter Islancl as be ing of a sandy nature is that we mistook the

parched-up grass, and hay or other scorched arrd charred brtrshu'ood fbr a

soil of that arid nature, because frorn its out'ward appearance it suggested no

other idea than that of an extraordinari ly sparse and meage r vegetation.

But fbl lowing their stay on the islancl,  the Dutchman wrote:

\A/e fbuncl it not onlv not sandl'but to the contrary exceedinely fruitful, pro-

ducing bananas, potatocs, sugar-cane of remalkable thickness, and manv

other kincls of the fnri ts of the earth, although desti tute of largc trccs and

domestic animals, except poultrv. This place, irs Iar as i ts r ich soi l  and good

cl imate are concerned, is such that i t  might be made into an earthl) '  Paradise,

if it rvere properlv rvorked irnd cultir,atecl; rvhich is now onlv done in so firr as

the Inhabitants are obl iged to for the maitrtenance of l i le.;

Defore stat ion

The f irst clear evidence fbr deforestat ion on Rapa Nui came from

pollen stucl ies bvJohn Flenley and his col leasues.s Secl iments of the

lake f loor of Rano Kao c()ntainecl rnicroscopic pol len grains from a

giant palm tree similar in size ancl fbrm to the native of mainland

Ch1le, Jubaeu chiLiertsis, that once dorninated the island's forest. Tl're

pollen cviclence shorvs th:rt the forest clisappeared and was rcplacecl by

the grassland we sec today. Datine.just when the clramatic vegetatiol.r

r tcuRE 2.3 Nl i r t r r rc. lu lnea rh i l icnr i . r  pral rns at  La Oampnr i i r  Nat i< inal  I 'ark
(3z ' r , , t 'S) ,  mainlancl  ( ih i lc ' .  (Photo t r r , ' I 'e l r r '  [ {unt)

l ' I ( ;LIRI  2.4 ( i lassl i rnds ot  Rzrpa Nrr i  toc lar ' .  ( I 'hoto bv Tcrrv Hrrnl )



changes occurred, and even how fast clefbrestat ion proceeded, has

not becn easy. But careful f ield work by Daniel Manne and his col-

leaeues, Andreas Mieth'" and his tearn frorn Gerrnany, and French

researchers led by Catherine Orl iac" and our own excavations"

have shon,n that the forest disappearecl over a period of about 4oo
years, f iom around l25o to r66<' l  u.E. The palm trees in part icular

left behind nuts that u,ere burnt or gnawed by the rats that people

broughtr,vi th them in their misrat ion in about l2oo u.E. This clear

associat ion of radiocarbon-dated palm nuts rvith people and rats

tel ls us when the lbrest grew and disappeared. From accounts of what

early visi tors reported, some native forcst may have survived unti l  the

late eightecnth ancl nineteenth centuries.

Unti l  recent discovcrie s calne to l isht, ' :r  nrost archaeologists

bel ieved that Rapa Nui lvas f irst sett lcd circa 4oo cl.E. or a f 'en cen-

turies later, about 8oo c;.r i .  With the f irst signs of human impacts on

the forest only after rz5o cr.E., researchers rvere forced to imagine an

early, largelv invisible, human presence on the island rvith farmers

rvl.ro practicecl undetectable farming. In this scenario a srnal l  found-

ing populat ion rvith a remarkably slorv populat ion srowth had few,

if  an1',  visible ecological irnpacts. Inclecd, Polvncsian colonizers on

Rapa Nui, in this storv, n'oulcl have rem:rined zrrchaeological l l '  and

environmcntal ly invisible f trr rnanl '  centuries. Thus, i t  was not slrr-

prising that some scholars irnasined, f i rst,  a period when people

rvere ecologically alvare, and, then, a period lvhen the,v decided to

nrin their paraclise. But norv, because tr,e knolv that the early dates

of rnigrat ion are snspect, the earlv pcriocl of supposed lorv-impact

ecological manasement probablv cl idn't  exist.

Mult iple l ines of cr. idencc fbm archacological and palaeo-

environmental researclr on R:rpa Nui shon' that f iom the f irst t i rne

thztt nrigrants l i rnclecl on Rap:r Nui, their prcsence meant impacts to

the environmcnt. These events arc casi ly visible to archaeolosists.

Our exc:rvations in the cleep, strat i f ied sancl dune at Anakena Beach,

rvith more thirn a clozen radiocarbon dates, provide a chronolog; '

beginning 21bout r 2o() r; .e. Otrr oldcst racl ioczrrbon sarnples from the

deepcst l tryers o{ 'orlr  (- 'xcavation contain the f irst art i facts, charcoal,

and botrcs f<rund cl irect l-v abol 'e the undisturbed clay deposits that

arc l idcl lecl u' i th the root nrolcls of primeval palms. The oldcst lav-

ers in our- Arrakerna excavati t ins also reveal the bones fronr the f irst

rtcuRr 2.r, ,  Excar,at ions:r1 Anakenn f)une, Rapa Nui. University of Harv:r i ' i
archaeological f ielcl  school, :oo:r.  ( l 'hoto bv Tcrrv Hunt)

introduction of the Polvnesian r ir t ,  zrs n'cl l  as the remirins of the earl iest
hurnan meals, ' lvhich includecl sca rnammals, bircls, ancl f ish. 'r

The relat ivelv lzrte dates fcrr f i rst colonizirt ion canre as a slrr-
prise. \{re, l ike our col leagrres, had bel ievccl in a lonser c}rronoloey.

In questioning olrr orvn f indings, \ve returned to t l-rer radiocarbon

dates published f}om prer, ious studies on Rapir Nui ancl found that

those fal l ing belbrc l2()() c.u. lr ,ere trnrel iablc. Sorne ol ' these clates

appeared to predatc thirt  ycar, but rvhern ccirrected by modcrn stan-

dards, their truet age t lrrncd out to bc centuries youn{Jer. The large

body of 'clates f irr  the island fel1 completel l 'n ' i thin 2t ran5ie that besins

after r zoo.,:

Our discoverl '  f i ts perfect lv lvi th the chronolog,v fbr- init ial  human
impacts ancl defbrestat ion after t2oo c.t i .  I f 'people arr ivccl . lvel l

befcrrc the f irst signs of 'r-csular f i rcs and changes in thc vegetation,
then lvc woulcl have to i tssunte that hurnirn and rat populat ion grorvth
was incrcdiblv slou' ancl hacl no visiblc irnpirct fbr 4oo to 8oo years.
This woulcl bc unlikely fi-om rvlt:rt rve knorv fi-om mzrny other Pircific
Islancls. Pcrhaps pcople cotr lcl  har,e srrrvivcd n, i th cxceecl inslv srnal l
populat ions rvith low,gr-on'th rates, l trr t  i t  is cl i l ' f icult  to ar.gue that rats
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fcccl ing on palm lruts from an estinlated r6 rni l l ion trees would l imit

their ntrmbcrs and leave the islarrcl 's vcgetation untouched. We wil l

return to this issuc belorv.

Like Rapa Nui, the carefr.r l  scrut iny of exist ing radiocarbon chro-

nologies ar-rd "reclat ing" of the oldest deposits on other islands across

Polynesia have consistently shif ted island colonization centuries later

than researcher-s had original ly thousht. The mistakenlv long chro-

nolosies in pl:rces such as Hawai' i ,  the I\ ' Iarque sas, ( look Islands, and

New Ze:r l :rnd have nor,v been corrected lvi th better research and more

advanced tcchnological tnethods. Today the earl iest clates for the

eastern Pacif ic show that archipelagos such as the Clooks, Societ ies,

Marquesas, and Halvai ' i  were f irst colonizecl between 8oo <;. l- .  and

rooo. Colonization of the islands of the southeastern margins of

Polvnesia as u,el l  as New Zealancl occulrccl a ferv centrtt  ies later, about

l roo- r2oo ( ; .L . " j  Sc l  a  da te  o f  rzoo  < ; .1 , .  tb r  Rap: r  Nt r i  f i t s  rve l l  u ' i th in

the broarl prrt tern for the sett lemcnt of Polvncsia.

F IA\ \A I IAN RESEARC]T{

Recent arc:haeological and palaeo-environrnental f icl t l  research { iom

the 
'Erva Pluirr on thc sortthrvcsterl) corner of the isl i rnd of O'ahu,

in the Harr 'ai ian Islancls, proviclt 's f incl ings t l t i r t  are reler,.atrt  for ottr

undcrst ir trding o{ '  Rapa Nui. Ft 'clrn extensive archaeological excava-

t ions and :rnalysis of lakc-core sccl iments, Steve Athens :rnd his col-

leagnes discovercd that bel irre arr ival of Pol l 'nesians, the lorvlands of

O'ahu (and other Hal,.ai iatr islands) tvcre covered in a lbrest ofnative

p2rlrn trees ( l)r i lc l ta.rdia spp.). ;  Tlren, around ro()() ( i . l i . ,  the Hau':r i ian

pa l rn  lb res ts  besar r  to  d isappenr  r -a1> i r l l r ' .  Wi th in . jus t  I  ( )o  to  2 ( ) ( )  yc : l rs ,

the t irr-est harl  crashecl pr-ecipitotrslv. Whereas tnauv archaeologists

hird bl irnred Poll 'nesians {br r-ecklessly using f ire to clear lancl fnr agri-

culturc, nerrv eviclcnce fiom thc 'Erva 
Plain shor'ved that the palms

on this porl ion o{ the islancl vanishecl, but rvi thout any trace of local

f ircs. In the sanre zirea excavations in dozens of l inrcstonc sinkholes,

excel lcnt se<lirrent traps that caPt.ure local environrnental changes

()\ 'cr t inlc. shon'cd t l t l t t  also i trott t td l()()o thc intro<lrrccd Polr.ne.siatr

rat \ \ ' i rs t 'x l l locl ing in nrtrnbet 's. . \ t  thc same t ir-ne native birds as rvel l

2rs the forcst suflcrecl clrarnzrt ic decl ine, lvi th sonte species lost to

exti lcrr i()n. In thc local lake-core sediments lrom nearby Orcly Poncl,

0 5 r 0 2 0 3 0 q
- K o m e t e r s

5O0m Contour lntervais

l ' IcuRr i  r . ( i  Harvai ian Is lancls sh<l l . ins the 
'Ervzr  

l r la in on O'ahu Is lancl  ancl
C)hi 'api lo Pond on Moloka' i  Is land.

l I ( ;uRr.r  2.7 Pr i tchardi . r . r  palnts,  Nir t ional  Tropical  Botani<:al  ( larc lcn,  Katra ' i ,
Harvai ian Is lands.  ( l 'hoto bv Terr lv  Hunt)
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where the palm pollen witnesses the late of the native forest, minute
charcoal particles from local frres make lheir f irst appearance, but
only after the native forest had all but vanished. Fires did not destroy
the palrn forest on the 'Eu,a Plain on O'ahu.

Arcl-raeolosical studies rer,eal that Hawaiians first settled on the
'Erva Plain, a dry reuion with poor soil, some 4oo years after exten-

sive defbrestation had already occurred. Polynesian colonists had

not used fire or chopped down the palms with stone tools to plant

their crops. By the time Hawaiians settled this less-desirable part of

the island, it had alreadv lost its native ftrrest and witnessed major

ecoloqical changes. The demise of the forest had meant loss of habi-

tat for many birds and othcr native species. Their rapid extinction

followed.

Eviclence from elseu,here in the Hawaiian Islands records a similar

pattern. From 'Ohi'apilo Pond on Moloka'i. sediment cores show that

pollen ti-om the n:rtive palrns cleclinecl sharpl1,, but cltarcoal from

loc:rl f ires appears l:rter. The timing rvas the same; the palms van-

ished around a thousand years ago, but f ire r,vas not to blame. What

happenecl to the lorvlancl {brests of the Harvaiian Islands?

Atlrens hypothesized that the introdrrced Pacific rat, I lattus exulans,

was an irlmediate and serious destnrctive agent that plal 'ed a huge

role in the rapid loss of the native lonl:rnd forest. Rats arrived on the

first canoes of colonizers in the Harvzriian Islands and encountered

few, if any, predators or competition from native birds for plant foods.

The Pacific rat is an agile climber sometimes described as arboreal.

Fielcl ccologists rcport thousands of rats l iving in the coconut tree

canopies of'Pacific :rtolls rvhere thev rnove on palm frond nrnwavs

froru tree to tree. Sclnre rats, oppctrtunistic omnivores, are colrtent

never even to visit the ground. Unlike birds, rats can consume harcl,

thick seed cases (everr coconutsl), and they clestroy the reproductive

potential of nearly all the secds they consume. As rats del,oured the

secds of'the ncxt gcncration of native plants, forest regeneration was

stc'rppccl in its tracks. Old trees clied ancl fbwer yotrr-ru ones repiaced
thern. Rats tvere the first invasive species in the frasile islands of the
renlote Pacific, and their impact was (:rnd is) devastating.

II-rats playecl a major role in deforestation in the Hawzriian Islancls,
we can predict patterDs in today's veqetation: First, in islaDcls fiee ot
rats both no'lv ancl in the past, native forest should survive. This is the

I'IGURL, 2.8 Pritdutrdia n notapalms still srtr\\-ins rin Nihoa Islurncl, northrvest
Hawaiian Islands. Nihoa Island hirs not strstained impact fronr introcluced
rats. (Photo bv Terrv Hunt)

case for Nihoa Isl :rnd in t l te northwestern Harvai ian chain. This snral l
is land has no rats an<l ncvcr cl icl .  Dcnsc stands of the enclernic palnr,
Pritchardia rernota, pcrsist on Nihoa despite intensive Hiru'zriian occtr-

pation in prehistoric t intes, the use of f i r 'e, and sneet potat() gardcns
that were cult ivated over rntrch of the islarrd.

\Ate see a secotrd expectat iorl  i r t  t l te Han';r i ian Isl irncls n'he r-et r-r i i t ivc
vegetation is morc colt lnlon at hip;her elevations (abor,e al)out 1,5oo
meters). f 'his coincides rvith rhe range fbr the Pacif ic rat,  which
is l imited bv the abserrce o{ ' I ' rui t-proclucins trecs at hieher elcva-
t ions. The nativc forcsts lve f ind toclal,  in the rnountains of Har,vai ' i
may owe their survival to the lor,r4anrl habirar of the Pacif ic r ir t .  The
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relat ionship bctnecn r-ats :rncl changes in vesetation is not a simple

one. Isl :rnds vart '  bv bicieeroeraphv, ercoloey, and history, and so rvi l l

the in'rpacts of inv:rsive specics l ike rats.

RATS AND RAPA NUI

Thc palae o-environmental record for Rapa Nui revcals :rncicnt vcg-

etat ion once dominated by mil l ions of Jubaeu paln'r trees. The pol len

record shorvs that the palms have been establ ished on thc islar-rcl tor

tens of thousands of years (going back at least 37,clott  ve21rs), and

they sun' ivecl and adapted to signihcant cl imate changes and ttatrr-

ral catastrophes such zrs droughts. Other rvoodl '  plants nolv ext inct

or prescnt only in srnal l  numbers on Rapa Nui lvere sirni l :r t '  to the

kincls of vegctat ion for-rnd on Pacif ic islands to thc wcst. R:rpa Ntr i 's

native biota ref lccts a classic case of island biogeograpl-rv lvhcre

thc forces of evolut ion in isolat ion result in a sirnple communit-v, zr

small  nunrber of plants and animals, unique adaptations, and ferl

i f  anv prcdators. Tcrgether these featurcs m:rke islancl ecos)'stems

especial lv r,ulncrable to ir l ien invasions, as ecolosists workins in the

region knorv al l  too rvel l .

Around r2oo fr.E. Polvnesian voYaging canoes arr ivecl on Rapa

Nrri ,  perhaps from thc souttrern islands of eastern Pol,vncsia, strch as

the Arrstrals or Mang:irerr,a-Pitcairn group. Rats were almost ccrtainly

on Lroirr-d. Introrlucecl accidcntal lv or ol l  purpose, the consequcnces

r,voulcl ber the s2lme: rats rcached an island rvith no native predatclrs

and nn esscntial lv rn'r l imitcr l  high-quali t l ' foocl supph' provicled bl '

nr i l l ions of palrn t lees, car:h prodrrcirte Inore than zr l tundrecl ki lo-

grarns of nuts e\:cr\ ' \ 'eal-.  [ , ] trclcr these icleal concl i t ions r ir ts could ancl

cl icl  r-cprodrrce r1t st2rggct- i trs rates, cnpable of dotrbl ins thcir ntrmbers

ever) '  fort)-ser,en clavs. For t :xzrmplc, as laboratory studies sugEiest, a

sinsle rnatine pair of rats l  i th these kincls of ' tur l imited resorlrces cal l

bccorne a  popu l l r t io r r  o { ' t re ra t - l v  r7  n r i l l i on  in  about  r , rz8  davs ,  o r . j r rs t

over three vt: :rrsl

\ {e  ro r r t i r reh 's ( 'e r  fhcse  k i r r< ls  o f ' cxp los ions  -  b io los is ts  re fe r  to

thcnr as in'rrpt ions - rvhctt rats enio,v an irbundance of 'r-esour-ccs. At

a lat i trrdc sirni lul  to l lap:r Nrri ,  but rvi th ir  lorver abunclatrce of fbod

resoulccs. Krr lc Atol l  ( :18 z4'N) in t l ' re north\\rcst Hanaiian Islancls

supp()rts Polvttcsian rat clcr lsi t ics averaginq fort1.6u., per :rcre, \ \ ' i t5

FrcuRlr z.r; Prchistoric rat-gnal'cd .luhaea nuts 1r'om

lect ions at  the P.  Scbast i : rn Englel t  Anthropoloeical
(Photo by Terry Hunt)

Rapa Nui (frorn col-
Museum, Rapa Nui).

FI(;uRu z.ro Closc-rrpvie$,o{ 'pr-ehistoric lacgrra$,ed./ ir lneanuls l ionr Rapa
Nui (front col lect ions at ther P. Sebastian EnglcltAnthropolouicir l  X{useum,
Rapa Nrri) .  (PIrot<> bv Tr:r 'n I  Iunt)

rnaxintum recorclecl dcnsities reaching scr,cnty-fir,e. At onlv litrtv-fir,e

rats per acre, Rapa Nui rvorr ld havc had a r:rt  poptr lat ion over r.c1

mil l ion. At ser,entl- f i \ :c pcr acre, a reasonablc dcnsitv eiven the palrrr

nuts and other fbrcst resoLlrces, the rat populat ion of Rapa Nui coulcl

have reachecl rnore than 3.r rrr i l l iorr.  Srrch clocurrrerrtcd populat ion
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gl 'o\rth l 'ate s and r-at r letrsi t ies on Pac:i f ic lslands susgest that Rapa Nui

could have easi lv supported a huse nultber of r ir ts sool l  after people

f irst arr ived. An init ial  peak rat populat ion woulcl be sustained r"rnt i l

resources cl iminishecl and rat numbers { i : l l .

I f  rats alone decimated the Pritcharrl ia palm forest ol1 the 'E$'a

Plain of () 'ahu, as u,c'  have describecl,  then this provides a l ikcly eco-

logical paral lel  for Rapa Nui. The Harvai ian research dcrnonstrates

that rats rvere capable, on their own, of defbresting lzrrse lo\'vland

coastal areas in about 2oo years or less. Rats, once introduced tcr

Rapa Nui. would ccrtainlv har. 'e had a prolbund ancl irrrmcdiate

impact on the island's forest that was ( l() lninated bv the nucl leirr in{.r

Ju,baea palrns. Sirni lar- to the impacts on Pritchrtni ia palnrs of Hau'ai ' i ,

rats cor)surnedJubaea palrn rtuts zrnd see<ll ings, greatly iDhibit ing for-

est rescneration. In thct, hundrecls of 'palr l  nuts preserved in caves

around the island shon' the tel l t i r le signs of rat gnarving and seecl

destruction. The olcler est irbl isl .red palnrs irnd other forest plants

plr-x ide<l J)lentv of fborl lirr rats, bu1 l-eu, nerv sccdlings u'orrlcl sprout

and sru-r ' ive. Eventual lr ,  the oldest trees t l ied, and a stror.rs force in

de{brestzrt ion fol lorved as ,vounger trees cotr ld not replacc thern. The

siant palms r 'r ,ere also urrdoubtedly lost to f ire as people clcared l :rnd

lor agricultnre. '8 Importantlv, rats and pc()ple's use o{ f i rc nrust have

botl-r t i rken their tol ls in defbrestir t ior.r.  but there is no cvidence lor-

massi le, reckless fel l ing; of trees. ' !)

The idea that rats r lav have plal 'ed zr signif icant role in Rapa

Nr.r i 's r lelbrestat ion is not neu'.  John Flcnley and his col leasucs

hvpothes ize  d :

Tlrc t-f Iects of introclucecl roclcnts otr thr- biota o1'oceanic islancls alr knorvrr

fr-cqucntlv to have been r l isastr<it ts, ancl i t  st-t ' rns that Easter Islarrd rnar. 'have

bccn nc> exception. \ \rhetlrcl  thc c-xt inct ion ol thc- palr l  orves lnofc t() the

prerr,ernt ion o{ rc-gcner-:rt ion bY rodents, ()r to thc eating ol the f l tr i ts bl ' rn:rn,

o r t o t l r r l t ' l l i n g o f t h c ' t r : t t t l l (  t l ' c e s , , ? / / i r 1 l , 1 \ r t r t t t l t r t t L q u e s l i o r t . " '

RI] ' I 'Ft I  N K I N (]  I tA I 'A N T I I 'S EC]OI,O(;I(, . \  I ,  (J A'I 'AS'I '  ROPTI B

By the l i r te c: ighteerrth t 'cntttry ' ,  lvhcn Errropcan r, isi ts to the isl irncl

incrcirsecl,  i t  scerns the clefbrestat ion of Rapa Nui tvas cornpletc, or

near lyconrp lc tc .A f<r rc :s t t l l i l t res t in ra tec l  r ( in r i l l i onpa lnr t rccsunc lmot 'e

t l)a)r twelty orhcr.uoodv trces ancl shr-ubs had ai i  brrt  cl isappearccl.

Perhaps six species of lancl birds, several seabirds, and an unknown

number of othcr nati \ ,e species had become extinct. Much of this loss

occurred before the final devastatins blow ofthe European introduc-

t ion of thousands of grazing sheep in t l-re late nineteerlth century.

Certainlv from an ecological and biocl iversity perspective, Rapa Nui

has experienced au cnrt ironmental catirstrophe.

Once rats arr ived on Rapa Nui t l reir numbers exploded and

reached a populat ion of mil l ions within just a ferv ye:rrs. At this his-

toric instance, rat consttmption of palnr nuts, other seeds, and seed-

l ings more or less halted fbrest regeneration. Nearlv al l  the plants lost

to extinct ion or1 Rirpa Nui were or) thc rnentl  as the fnvorite foods of

rats.'' The exception provcs the rule. Sophora toromiro, a native woocly

shrub, was one of the ferv plants that survived into historic t imes.

Field studies of related plants frorn New Zealand shorv that rats darn-

age the seed casinss, btrt  in this instancc such damage appears to

encouraq-.er sced germinatiol l ."  Rats inadvertentlv help cl isperse the

plant, rather than destroy i ts chanccs for reproduction.

Polynesians succeeded in sett l ing the vast P:rcif ic in a remarkably

short t ime . I- ike the Bounty rnutineers lvho escaped to Pitcairn Island,

small  groups of people' colonizins unpopulated islands can sustain

growth r:rtes of rnor-e than ? pcrcent, at least fbr short periods of

t irne. Rapicl populir t ion growth indced rvort lcl  be essenti ir l  to success-

ful colonization of ren'rote islancls. Evcn st lal l  numbers of ini t ial  colo-

nizers, sav, about fifty, rvith a ? pcrccnt grorvtl-r rate, rvould restrlt in

populat ions that lvoulcl r ise dramatical l t 'ar-rd reach nrorc' than 2,oocl

(alreadv a density of over ten pcoplc per squl lre ki lorneter on Rapa

Ntri)  in just over a centur-r 'after peoplc sct foot on t l ie island. People

using f ire, pzlrt icularh. irs the populat ion grelr ' ,  had an irrtpact on the

island, and this must be added to the continuine impacts of rats.

The eviclence for Rapa Nui shorvs that cle{brestat ion took at least

4oo years (frorn aborrt r2i1o to 165o c.t.) .  This rneans thztt the nunr-

ber of people grelv rvhilc fclr-cst resotrrces (leclinecl over 4()() to ri()o

|ears. r\  maximtrm popr-r lat ion for Rapir Nr.r i ,  prorvins l l -om an init ial

colonization of about frf ty indivicluals, was pcrhaps eJ,ooo to .5,,ooo

by about r3bo-l37o cr.e. This maximum populat ion would f luctu-

ate sl iehtly, but probablv remained in close balance with the island's

resour( 'es and the inel i t :rble trncertaint ies. given the tralclships of

periodic clroughts or- salt- laclen lvinds.



As the fblest disappearccl,  soi l  erosion br 'crustrt  problerns as we l l .

Dc fores t : r t ion  uou id  ruake dr - t> r rqh t ,  r . v ind ,  and so i l  worse  as  the

cover of t .rees decl ined (x'er +()()- ioo ycars. Reccnt studies sholv

that Rap;r Nui soi ls u'ere probably never vcry fcrt i le, ' r t  and poor soi l

explains why early Rapa Nui agricultural ists resorted to usins stone

mulch ancl creating thousands of stone enclosul 'es fbr the ctr l t iva-

t ion  o f  c rops .

There is no rel iable evidence th:rt  Rzrpa Nui poptr l i t t ion evcr

gre$ ' to  a  la rge ,  unsus ta inab lc  max imum such as  l i ) ,o ( ) ( )  o r  rno l -e ' l

and then crashed fr-oln detbrestat. ion and resource loss. The large

populat ior-r numbers, r6,ooo or even qo,ooo, often cited for pre-

historic Rapa Nui are baseless. They have been positecl rnainly to

dramatizc the putat i \ .e "ecocicle" ir .r  rvhich populat ions plurnmcted.

In a short essa\ ' ,?i  Diamoncl ci tes tr recent archaeoloqicir l  studV that

repor ts  h r rndre< ls  (1122 to  be  p lec ise)  o f  hab i ta t io l l  s t l ' L tc t t l res  on

Rapa Nu i . ' ' j  and  these are  r l i r te r l  bv  a  techn iq t te  k t to rv r t  as  obs id ia r t

h,vdration. These habitat ior.rs provicle :r kincl of incl irect census of

populat ion, not so much in rcal numbcrs, but as an index for thcr

r ise and fal l  of populat iorr.  Diamond arsues that the populat ion

grerv ancl then collapsed beJinr Europeans arrivecl. Hor,r'ever, dur-

ins  the  per iod  o f  de fores ta t ion  ( : rbout  rz8 t i  to  r0 ; r t l  c : .1 : . ,  based on

rn'.rnr mcliocarbon r lates), the island's popul:rt iotr grew e\ren thottgh

thc  fc r res t  dec l ined.  T l - re  I i rs t  and o t r l v  s ign  o f  s t ts ta i r te r l  c lec l ine  i r t

thc popul:rt ion, so vital t .o the "ecocicle" thesis, ctrtr te f l 'otn r75o to

r8oo c.r, . ,  after thc zrrr ir ,al of the f irst European visi tors. On R:rpa

Nr.r i ,  l ike so rnanv other places irr thc Nel '  \{orlcl  and thc Pacif ic,

Errrope:rn { ler lns clccirr iatecl t l rc rtat ir . 'c poprrlat iorr that had onl l '

l im i te r< [  i rn rnr rn i t l  to  O lc l  \ \ ' o r l< l  r l i se r tscs .  I ron ica l l r ' ,  th is  i s  exac t lv

rvhat Diun.rortd snt 's h:rppt 'rred ir-r the Ncu' \ \ 'ot- ld irr  his t :elebraterl

Ouns, Orrms, nnrl  Stecl.";

Whereas Rapa Nui srrf l 'ercd att ccological catastrophc, thcre is no

eviderrce that thc islancl r-cpresel l ts i l  case of "ecocide " tvhere a large

poptr lat ion cl irshcd f l-otn cnvit ' t tntnental rtr in befbre Errropeirns

arrivecl.  Instea<I. the real atrcl r locttnrcntccl populat ion col lapse for

Rapa Nrri  begirn orr Eastet Stttrclar ' ,  t7:: : .  n4rcn L)rrtch exlt lolers inirtr-

slr ir tcr l  tht- '  reul tragecl l '  o1'Rapa Nui. As the ethnosnrphcr Alf ied

Mctraux dcscribccl i t  lons aso, what happened oD Rapa Nui rvas

"one o{ ' tht,  rrrost ir icleorrs t l tr()ci t ies comrnitted bv rvhitc mcn in thc

Years AD

FrcuRE z.rr Distr ibution of habitat ion sites clated ( in intcn'als) by the
technique of obsidian hvdration. The f ir-st sust:r ined clccl ine in habitzrt ions
occurs onlv after Etrropean contact.

South Seas" ancl i t .  was "the Lratastrophe that rviped out Easter Island's

civi l izat ion." 's As the iclea of '"cr:oc: ide" has gainecl currency, the vic-

t ims of crr l tural ancl phvsical cxtcrmination have bcen turned into

the perpetrators of ' their orvn clemiscl

The ecological catastrophe of Rapa Nui hacl a cornplex history

that cannot be recluced to psvc:hological speculat ions aborrt thc moti-

vations of people rvho crrt  clorvn the last tree. Inrleecl,  thc " last tree"

may sirnply hirvc cl ied, and r-:rts rnay have sirnpl l  catcn the last seeds.

What'rvere the rats thinking?

The lessons of Rapa Nui pl ir inly are of the ef ' fccts crf in1'n5i1'6 5p61-

cies and the irnpact of people and their portable econornies on fraq-

i le ecosysterns in the remote islancls of thc P:rcif ic.

On this trul ikely islancl,  Polvtresiart cir, i l izat ion thriverl  in isolzrt ion

for more than :rct<t \ .cars. Despitct ctxt lertrelv l imitecl lesoulces, n fen,

thousancl isl i rr-rclcrs can,ed i tnd transportcd rnore t l tan 8,ooo tons of

massive st()ne sculpture across a rtreged lanclscapc. T]rese enormous

monoli ths ernbocl iecl the spir i ts of porverf ir l  ancestors wl.ro, frorn their
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l lc;uRu z.r? ( lontcn)porarl  Rirpanui (nativt '  Polvnesians who l ir ,e rx
the islancl today) terke zr ble:rk on thei l  horsc. Despite cclmmon ntis-
conccptions, descendants oI thc anccstral people thrir ,e on Rapa Nui
today.

P E O P I - E  O } -  R A P A N U I  I ' O D A Y

Nntivc Rapar.mi Islzrnclers, Enrique Pate Encina and his rvife

Francisca Haoa He,v, rvere born and raised on Easter Islancl.
Er-rrique, 'n4ro is knou,n b-v his nickname Pota, r,vorks at the
Padre Sebastian Er.rglert Museum of'Anthropoloey helping with
:r vzrrietv of things. He has lorkecl rvith oul archaeological tealn
cloing fielrlrvork on tlrt- islancl, btrt Pot:r spends most of his spare
tirne taking carc of his horses, raisins their three childrerr,

Vaiaratea, Ener-ike Or.oi, and Tehitumana, and playing music

lvith othcr local musiciirns in his bancl Ohiro Reka. Askecl about

his ctrltural hcritage ns ir native Rapanui, Pota says, "It is some-

thing that \\ 'e crlrrv in thc blood; our coltltecticln to our herit:rge
is imrrrecliatc, direct, all around us on the islzrnd, alrr ' irvs there.
Our heritage (:onles to us frorn the past, but we lvil l  pass it along
to oul' children in Rapanui language and culture. First we are
Raoanrri; secolrd, \\ 'c al 'e Chile:rn."

venerate( l  p lat fcrrms, natched over the is lanclers '  f rasi le existence iD

isolat ion.  The real  sto l r '  here is  one of  hurnan ingenui f t '  and succcss

that  lasted more than 5oo ycars on otre of  the rvor ld 's  r l lost  remote

human outposts.

Notes

* lbn\  L.  Htot t :  NI_v intcrcst  in ant .hropologv anr l  archac-ologl  iu part icular
beg:rn 'whcn I  r ' r 'as f i f teen.  I  h: rc l  zrn intense interest  in aucient  l i fe in

Hawai ' i ,  but  I  four-rc l  thc h istor l  books lere s lantecl  to\ \ ' iu 'd a cul ture

alreadv grei r th '  chalrgt-d br  L,r t ropcarr  c() l l tact .  When I  f i r .s t  p ickecl  up
a techrt ical  r t -pot  t  i t r  archaeokrgl  shorv ing ancient  horrsc fotrndat ions.

ar t i lacts,  ancl  detai ls  of  l 'hat  peoplc h i r r t  cr t ten,  I  real ized I  rvas heaclecl
for  l  career in ar t 'haeologv.  I  completecl  rn l  B.A.  c legr-ee at  t .he Uni lcr-s i ty
of  Hi lv i r i ' i -Hi lo,  thcn wcnt to Nen'  Zealancl  to lcarn rnore about Paci f ic
Is land ant .hropologv and prehistot ' \ 'a t  t l )e Univers i t r  of  Arrcklancl ,  where
I  ear-necl  n i l '  M.A. c legr-ee.  From Ncrv Zcnl i rncl  I  r -eturner l  t ( )  t l )e Uni ted
St:r tes : r r rd r l id  nn'  Ph.D. l 'o lk  : r t  t l r t  [ ' r r i rc ls i t r  oI '  \ \ 'ashinetorr .  I . jo inecl
the facul t r 'of  the L-rn ivc ls i tv  of 'Han'a i ' i  ut  N{anoa, l 'here I  have taught
s i nce  rq88 .

()r'er thc past thit tv-Iive \.e:lrs I ltirr,C Lrcen lil-tunate to do arch:reo-
logical  f ie ld research in t l ' rc  I Iarv:r i ian ls luncls,  Ncrv Zezr larrc l ,  F i j i ,  Sanroa,
Paprra Nelr '  Cir inea,  ancl  Rapir  Ntr i  ( I i i rs te l  ls land).  N{v intcr .cst  in Rirpa
Nui  g lew f l 'orn thc r luest iorr  < i f  l rorv and rvhv pcoplc:  i l t \ .ested in suclr
g re t r t  m ( )numen ta l i t v  i n  s t a tucs ,  u r - c  l r i t e c t t r r e .  anc l  o t l r e r '  l r r t i s t i c  cxp l . c s -
s i< l t ts  on th is remote ancl  resorrrce- i rnpor '<r l ishccl  is land.  In goo<i  I  v is i tcc l
Rapa Nui  ancl  rnct  : r  l i  iencl  ancl  l i r rmer student,  Seruio Raptr  Haoa, rvho
had become the f i r 's t  nat ivc Rap: lnui  govc-r 'nol  of  lhc is lzrnd.  Sergio:rncl
Clarrd io Clotnez,  then the di rector  of  t l re local  n l l rseunl  (Pirc l re Sc|ast ian
Englel t  Nl t tset t t t r  o i  Anthr 'opologr) ,  suggestet l  I  cornc- 1o thc is l : rncl  to c lo
rese: t r -ch.

ln zoot  I  beean f ic lc l  lcscalch 1rs J) : r r t  of  an arc l rzreological  f ic ld
school .  Ot i r  te: rm has cornpleled scvcn f i t ' lc l  seasons,  inc l t rc l i r rg cxtcnsive
sur ' \ 'evs,  cxcar,at ions,  i rnci  analvsis of  mrrsetrm col lect ions.  C)rrr  rvork inte-
grales st t tdctr t  t la in i r tg.  c l iverse l ines of  resear-ch,  ancl  r rat ivc colr l lnul t i lv-
based at 'chacologv i rnt l  hcr i tzrgc preservat i ( ) r ) .  ( )ur  leseir lc l t  on Rirpa Nur
has brorrght  somc st t r 'p l is t -s ancl  a lc i r l izat iot r  thnt  thc '  is l i rnc l 's  prehistor  y

rr 'z ts tx) t  as l 'e l l  knorvn:rs rn l l l tv  o l  t rs  h i t< i  i tsstut tcc l .
( 'ur lP.  [ , i l to :Mvinterest  in nrchaeokrg-\ 's(crr ]sf i 'orn rnr ,schoolbovfascina-

t lot r  \ \ ' i t l l  the prehisto l ic  ef f igt 'ntorrnds (rnouncls in thc shirpct  of  anirnals)
that are scattererl in ancl arouncl m\, hometorvn of Nl:rclison, \Visconsin.
This interest  tesl t l tec l  in mv stu<l ies i r r  u lchae<i logv as an t r r rc lcrgnclgate
anr l  g ladulr te st l ldenf  1 l t  the LJnivers i t r ,  o l  \^ '  .consin.  I  ex l tandccl  rnv hor. i -
zot ts l rorn \Visconsin ancl  < l i r i  a lc l raeological  rcsearcl r  in ( } -eecc,  India,
and Pukist : rn.  Sul tseqrrent lv  I  recet ivcr t  r r r r .  Ph.D. I i -om the Univers i t r .  of



\Vashinqton; mv dissertation, cornplctecl in 2ooo, f<rcusecl on the enrer-
gence of social complexity :rmone latc prchistoric populations in thc
ccntral Mississippi River valley,. My enduring intcrests lic in the stucl,v of cr_rl-
tur-al transmission and (he proccss of nirtural sclc-ction in cr-rltural systcms.

I started teaching at C:r l i fornia State Univcrsity l-ons I leach in zooz
and began h'orkins in an area thrnous f irr  i ts rccord o{ 'r 'ast historical
change, Rapa Nui. In col laboration r,vi th Terrv Hunt oI ' the Universit l 'of
Hawai ' i ,  lve have been documentin€i the uniquc series of cultural events
on this remarkzrble island that we rep()rt  in this chapter.

r .  D iamond zoo5.
2. Hunt zoo6; Hunt zooT; Hunt and Lipo zoo6.

3. Skottsberg rq5,( i .

4 .  La  P6rousc  rTqq:  3 r8-3rq .
r , .  D iamond r9o5:  63 ,  68 .
6. Diarloncl 20o6,: rrB.

7. Ruiz:Tagler 2oob: 2q-2:1.
f l .  Flenley ct al.  rr-;qr; Dransfield ct al.  r(184.
(1. Mirnn et al.  2oo8.

ro. Mieth and Bork zoo4, zoob.
r r .  Or l iac  zooo.
12. Hunt and Lipo zoo6; Hr.rnt zoct7.
13 .  Hunt  anc l  l . ipo  zoo6,  zoo8.
14 .  Hu l ) t  2 ( )o7 .
t, ; , .  Hunt and Lip() zoo6, zoo8.
r6. Wilmsl ' trrst ct al.  2oo8.
r7. Athens et al.  zooz; Atl-rens in press.
r lJ. Mieth and Bork 2oo,+; 2oob.
rq. Some trccs w'ere certainlv choppc(l clo\\'ll ltv people . Florvever, despite rvidc-

spread clainrs, there is no eviclence that thc plrlms tlees rvcre usecl as rollet's
or other deYices to tl'ansport rDulti-ton statltes (zrorzl). Also, Orrr archiieo-
logical sun'evs on ser.elal aleas of Rapa Nui shorv that st()ne tools suit:rble
for cuttine clowl palm trees, plir ticularlv in src:rt numbcls, ar e l:rcking; nor'
clo u'e find anv abunrlancc of fiagnrents of stone tools frorn such acti\-ities.

zo .  F len lev  e t  a l .  rqc l r :  r< l4  (enrphas is  ac lc led) .
z r .  Hunt  zooT:  tab le  r .
zu .  Car lber l l  and  A lk inson zooz .
: . : .1 .  Lo t t t rae ie  e l  a l .  : : r , , ' ( ' r .
24. I) iarnoncl 2()oi):  ()o-gl.

z , .  Dianroncl :oo7.
zl ' i .  \ralg:rs et al.  zoo(j.
27 .  D iamond r ( )q7 .
28. Metr:tr tx lq:)7: 38.
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Did the Medieval
Really Fail?

Joel Berglund"

Norse Society in Greenland

The most fnr-t-rorrs "archaeologist" of our t ime, Indiana . lones, sai( l

i t  succin<:t ly: "I f  you ale searching for tnrt l t .  \ ,ol l  lnust consult the

Departrnent of Philosophy; in Archaeolosy we de:rl in facts." prob:rblv

unintentionalll', the filrn's script \\'riter sinsled out the central issue in

al l  research. Reali t ies are rnanifest in archaeologiczrl  cl ies, for example,

but responsible interpretations of these discor,eries rlepencl on the filte rs

they must pass throueh. Oner strch filter is thc knor.vledge i1t the archae-

ologist 's currelt t  dispos:r l ,  nor t l le least of 'n' l r ich are the scienti f ic tools

available. It rnust be clear-lr, unclerstood that :rrcl.rzrcolog,v and historr,'

are continuolrs processcs, constantl l ' revised as new inFormation comes

in. Except for the {act thirt lve shall all die sornetinre, rhere are I'ew ulti-

mate certainties in tl.re rvorld, inclucling in archaeokr5lv and history.

COLI ,APSI . ]  IN  THE PAS' I '  ANI )  PRESE,NT

This esszry r 'r ' i l l  focr-rs on ar-chucologv and histolr. ,  on f indins a grancl

design in detai ls, on thc relevance of usins thc past to clrarv conchl-
sions inter-rded for our olvn t inre, orr hum:rn responses to envit-onrnen-
tal chal lenecs, and on the pcissibi l i t t  that rhese resl>onses mav lcad to
enviror-uut-trtal and social change. In considerins these questions, rve
need to keep irt  rnind that rnalor contorlrs or thenres ar-e macle up of '
manv small  factors, and that ovcrsimpli f ,ving those c:onncctions and
factors n' i l l  inevitably product: results that at best are inaclequate and
at worst wrong and rnisleadirrg.
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