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INTRODUCTION TO EASTER ISLAND

A Rough Darkgray Statue

“Why Easter Island?” people ask.

The explanation is simple.

When I was a small boy forlornly attending an English preparatory school in the early years of this century, some kind person took me to the British Museum. There I saw a statue. This was a huge rough darkgray statue with a long sad darkgray face. As I remember it stood under some sort of arcade. I stopped in my tracks and stared at it through the sooty London drizzle. The statue stared back out of deepsunken eyes. What was it trying to say? To this day I can remember the feeling it gave me of savage brooding melancholy. When, some time later, I looked up the word enigma in a dictionary, a sort of afterimage of the Easter Island statue swam between me and the printed page. I was a great reader of Captain Cook’s Voyages. His accounts of the island’s ruined civilization finished the job. It was inevitable that, when a convenient opportunity arose, I should pick up and go.

When I began reading up for the trip I found myself in an archaeological hornets’ nest. That enterprising Norwegian Thor Heyerdahl had all the authorities by the ears. He claimed that the bearers of the high stoneage culture which produced the weird civilization of Easter Island had sailed west, during some period long before the Incas, on seagoing rafts from the coast of Peru. He went on to prove that such navigation was possible by safely crossing an immense expanse of open ocean on the seagoing raft Kon-Tiki, which ended up on a reef in the Low Archipelago a good thousand miles farther west than Easter Island. He capped that experiment by conducting a few years later about the most thorough archaeological rummaging of Rapa Nui, as Easter Island is now known, that anyone had ever accomplished. He assembled his conclusions in a copious series of reports. In American Indians of the Pacific he launched the theory that the later Polynesian immigrants were part of a wave of Polynesian navigators who entered the Pacific island world from the north through Hawaii.

The older authorities meanwhile insisted that this was rubbish. The Polynesian immigration had come from the west through Malaysia. Either theory had trouble accounting for the unique features of the Easter Island culture. The archaeologists’ and ethnographers’ story was that it had grown up spontaneously in this isolated outpost of the Polynesian peoples.

To a layman thumbing through the arguments is seemed that nobody had assembled quite enough data to prove his point, but that each side had managed to undermine its opponents’ hypothesis.

Enigma piled on enigma. Reason enough for a trip for anyone who has an ounce of curiosity in his veins.

Father Sebastian

The first living Easter Islander we met was Father Sebastian Englert. He had qualified for citizenship by thirty-three years as the island’s chief missionary and father-confessor. His name through the years had become almost synonymous with the Easter Island culture. We were luckier than we knew to find him in New York, in November of 1968.

It was a horribly cold northwest day in New York. We were waiting for him in a little French restaurant on Fifty-third Street in one of those rows of multilingual restaurants that could be found almost anywhere in the world. He came in shivering. All he had to keep him warm was a brown Capuchin habit; someone had thrown a black ecclesiastical overcoat over it.

We immediately ordered some hot soup. He held his hands over the steam like a child. While he was spooning it in he thawed out. It turns out that he’s a Bavarian. While spooning in the soup he brought out in thoroughly Teutonic form a curriculum vitae, which he had written out for Mrs. Hotchner, who was escorting him around New York. Born November 17, 1888, in Dillingen an der Donau, schooling the Eidstadt elementary school. Then nine years at the Gymnasium at Berghausen before he could be ordained a priest. His father was rector of the Gymnasium in Berghausen. After producing thirteen children the elder Englert was qualified for the priesthood by a special papal dispensation. The elder Englert taught Latin, Greek, French and history.

Sebastian’s mother died in 1922 and a few days later, having been ordained a priest, Sebastian left for Chile to accept a post as missionary to the Araucanian Indians.

From the first he treated the aborigines as equals. He showed tremendous respect for the natives of Easter Island because, so he told us, they valued modesty more than any other quality. One of the reasons they accepted him so wholeheartedly was that in spite of the medals and awards he received from European learned societies there was no change in his attitude toward the people.

He carried the Franciscan spirit so far that for one period he tried to live with the lepers in the leper colony, but his superiors in his church on the mainland told him he was doing more good outside.

We tried to get him to eat something more solid than soup but he claimed that he had had enough. He was obviously enjoying New York in spite of the cold. He glanced around with interest at the other people in the restaurant. While he finished his soup in little spoonfuls like a schoolboy on his good behavior we thought up topics connected with Easter Island. He was no lecturer—he answered questions freely and simply. There was so much, he kept saying, he didn’t know. He had come to New York and Washington to help with an exhibition of Easter Island art being prepared at the Pan American Union.

After lunch we took him in a cab to the Museum of Natural History. Mrs. Hotchner, a very able lady then doing publicity for Lindblad Travel, had paved the way for us with some telephone calls. We walked through the hall of habitat groups. Father Sebastian was looking from side to side with sharp curiosity. At eighty he was still mentally indexing everything he saw.

Mrs. Hotchner had arranged for us to see a famous anthropologist who took the first samples of blood types on the island. He turned out to be very much the established scholar. He detailed a young assistant to show us the Easter Island things. These were mostly articles of unknown origin donated by various collectors. Father Sebastian was particularly pleased with a ceremonial stone fishhook from an early period. We saw another later in his collection on the island at Hangaroa village. We stepped aside to let the famous anthropologist talk privately with Father Sebastian.

When we went back into the room they were arguing about Heyerdahl. “But what’s the use of a new theory?” the famous anthropologist was saying. “The old one is firmly established. The Polynesians moved east from the coast of China through Malaya, stopping off in the Melanesian islands on the way.”

Father Sebastian was smiling through his little beard and shaking his head gently from side to side. The anthropologist seemed to have no further wish to ask him questions or to prolong the interview. He did not seem to realize that he was talking to the man who, since Sir Percy Buck’s death, knew most about Pacific anthropology by direct experience. He seemed to have very little curiosity about any of the Easter Island problems. As a young man he had made the studies of blood samples which found Type B blood almost lacking on the island. Competent experts agreed with him, and that was that. We came away disappointed.

Mrs. Hotchner went home. My wife and I took Father Sebastian in a cab to his monastery, part of St. John’s Church, across from what was then the Pennsylvania Station. His steps faltered a little as he went across the pavement. The wind blew in icy gusts. It was with relief that we saw the tiny figure disappear into the shelter of the dimly lit hall.

Father Sebastian died in New Orleans in early January, of cancer, we were told when we arrived in Santiago de Chile later that month. It was a great disappointment. We had hoped to pester him with many questions during our stay on the island.

The Pascuenses

We had read so much of the degeneracy and mongrel blood of the Easter Islanders that it was a surprise to find the group gathered for goodbyes at the Cerrillos Airport in Santiago, from which the Pacific planes took off, distinctive in manners and appearance. Especially the men had the elongated bony structure in their faces we decided later produced the special “Easter Island look.” There was a quiet charm about them. There seemed to be a family relationship. Obviously none of them were rich but they were all decently dressed.

They crowded around the passengers with packages, explaining in low voices that sending them by hand was the only way they could get packages to their relatives. Air freight rates were prohibitive.

The bundles were all neatly tied up. We noticed a number of them weighed down with hams. For a while the steward asked us not to accept any bundles until he knew what the weights were going to be on the plane. The package my wife and I finally carried, for a Mrs. Beri Beri, had a dozen smaller packages inside, neatly wrapped in pink and green papers and all carefully labeled for various recipients on the island.

That night everyone was put out by the sudden announcement at about 3 A.M. that the flight had been postponed for twenty-four hours. Back to bed in the hotel. The next night the same cast of characters appeared as tactful as ever in the dingy dark. On that occasion the plane took off on time. We barely had time to notice how much more comfortable for the passengers the old prop plane was than modern jets before we fell asleep.
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