Travels to South America
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When I consider all the travels of local people I was flattered when Jan asked me to write an article on our Easter Island, Antarctic and South American trip.

Plans Like many Australian travellers I invested in a Lonely Planet travel guide, surfed the net, read travellers' tales, and asked my friends and work companions for advice. Some beginners lessons in Spanish were undertaken. I booked parts of our trip and a general plan was made of visiting Easter Island, Antarctic (for Julie), the Pampas (for John) then crossing the Andes many times through Terra de Fuego and Patagonia. We donned our, or more particularly our children's backpacks and hiking boots, and armed with a few words of Spanish, credit cards, some US dollars, plenty of warm clothing and our Lonely Planet guide we set off in mid January from Canberra Railway Station. We began our travels in the good weather that was to bless us for the whole trip. The train chugged along the Molonglo Gorge where we spied not only a beautiful gorge but plenty of serrated tussock. The afternoon was spent at the NSW Art Gallery viewing the Michelangelo to Matisse, Drawing the Figure Exhibition. It was a delight to see the drawings of the masters all collected together. Sydney is a lovely city on a sunny holiday afternoon. Our accommodation, at the YHA directly opposite Central Railway Station, provided us with a bedroom, a well equipped kitchen to cook our dinner and a place to chat with fellow backpackers. The presence of some people in our age group was encouraging. Early next morning the airport bus took us, others and lots of bags directly to the international airport. Then it was through customs onto the plane, off to Christchurch, to Papeete for an hour's stop and onto a place I never in my wildest dreams thought I would visit, Easter Island (Rapa Nui).

Easter Island, a necessary refuelling stop, is the furthest place from anywhere. It is about half way between the Marquesas Islands and Santiago de Chile. As we approached our destination we could see the south east swell crossed by the reflected swell form the island. Some years ago we had read that Polynesians used the diagonal of those square patterns to lead them to their island destinations. It was fascinating and lucky to see those patterns through a break in the clouds. Easter Island is a small grass covered, weathered volcanic island that reminded me of the kikuya grassed basalt country in northern NSW. Its area is only 117 square kilometres, about the size of the Molonglo Plain. Scattered over the island were pushed down, quickly eroding large statues. Their faces ignominiously in the mud. A few statues had been re‑erected in recent times. Surprisingly there were also stands of eucalypts. We were later to learn eucalypts are very important wood supply throughout Chile and Argentina. The population of about 3000, clustered around the town centre of Hanga Roa, is a mixture of Polynesians and Europeans. People seemed to us to live happily in each day, enjoying what they could. As we got to know them better we realised that the apparent easy going life hid the quickly fluctuating fortunes of individuals and families. A turbulent history of recent and passed times touched everyone.

The statues ( moais ) We had been lured to Easter Island by a fascination of a people who had managed to settle at such a distant place and erect the statues. Current academic opinion seems to favour an Asiatic origin for the Polynesian people who constructed the statues. These people first arrived on Easter Island in about 400AD. As we sat among statues, remnants of low stone houses and hen houses, we leant of waves of Polynesian settlers and invaders. A society developed where occupation determined status. Position in family determined occupation. Occupations included priests, statue makers, statue carters, gardeners, warriors, fishermen. Wonderful soil and afternoon

rain allowed the development of gardens without irrigation. Towers were built to line up the seasonal position of stars to assist with planting. The disappearance of a particular star would tell the priests that extra rain was about. The statues were status indicators and survey markers. A family or tribal area was extended as far as the eyes of the statue could be seen. Warriors from opposing tribes rendered their enemies landless by toppling each others statues. The heads of the families received power from their fore fathers through the statues. Statues lost power over the generations so new statues had to be commissioned. Once the trees were used up people could not build migration boats. By the 15th centaury the population is believed to have reached its peak of about 20,000. Serious trouble erupted when there was not enough food to pay the statue carters. The carters withdrew labour and the warrior class seized power. It is believed that the statue production ceased within a 3 week period. We stood at the now peaceful statue quarry and looked down to the sea to where about 10 statues had been authentically restored. We could imagine the human activity and intrigue. The statue material was weathered (soft) basalt. The surface of the statues hardened when exposed to air. Once the hardened surface is broken the statues erode quickly.

The Birdman Cult The new military order, which is now called, The Birdman Cult, was still based on power inherited from ancestors. However the ascendant tribe changed each year after an amazing physical competition of the strongest athletes from each tribe. Oral tradition, sadly supported by archaeological studies, tells of a reduction of population by raids and cannibalism. The ascendant tribe revenged the losses of past years. It is believed the population was reduced to approximately 6,000 by the time of first European contact in the Easter of 1722. Fading rock carvings of the Birdman Cult still exist today. One of our guides had spent some years of his life tracing those carvings in order to keep a record for the future. To me, the Easter Island experience surely is a frightening and sad warning to the world of what will happen as we use up our the Earth's resources.

European contact Contact with Europeans brought diseases and slave trading. It is believed the population was further reduced to only 140. Locals today dispute this low number. Easter Island was invaded by Chile in the 1880s. It was leased for sheep wool production. The remaining Polynesians intermarried with migrant workers. The wool industry failed when the navy was put in charge of wool production in the 1970s. The introduction of a money culture bought the population to the brink of disaster when the supply ship did not arrive. People had let their gardens lapse. Our guides told us of surviving on wild fruit and tobacco for two months. Now, everyone keeps some sort of food garden.

Claiming the future Since 1996 some land has been returned to islanders but most of the land remains in government hands. People must be of Polynesian decent to be allotted land. People are no longer restricted to the town area or by the 8pm curfew which was imposed despite a 3 or 4 hour daylight saving regime. The intelligentsia, returning after the overthrow of the Pinochet Government, are concerned with such matters as presenting an accurate account of history and preventing the underground water from being contaminated. When locals want to go on holiday they occupy a cave and put up an independence flag to establish a land claim. They gather wild food and their friends and family come to visit with bundles of food and drink. The locals are reclaiming their island. There are serious land claims. Tourism is the industry. One of my enduring memories of Rapa Nui is of carefree young people riding horses up the grassy slope of a volcanic caldaria.

To be continued.

