
MoaiSearching out 
the secrets 
of Easter Island

Tim Johnson
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The mysterious Moai statues
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Rapa Nui—a super-isolated slab of black, volcanic rock more than 3,700 kilometres from the South American 

mainland, and almost 2,000 kilometres from the closest island of any sort—has baffled Westerners since 

the first Dutch explorers came ashore on Easter Sunday, 1722. After naming the island for that auspicious 

day, their first discovery was the almost 900 moai—those now-famous ancient, monolithic stone heads—

scattered everywhere. The vast majority of the statues had been toppled, their platforms (known as ahu) 

destroyed. Found nowhere else on earth, their creation, transportation, and subsequent abandonment left 

the men befuddled. This confusion has persisted, to some extent, through much archaeological debate, to 

this very day. During my first few hours here, the mystery cast a spell on me too. I couldn’t help but wonder 

what had happened here as I gazed around: down at the fallen moai by the roadside, then inland at the 

sloping volcanoes, and out at the endless dark waters stretching to the far horizon. 

Everyone seems to agree on one thing: that 
isolation had a lot to do with it. While there 
are many similarities among the statuary of 
other Polynesian islands like Hawaii, Tahiti, 
and the Marquesas—places whose people 
interacted a great deal with one another, 
travelling back and forth in wooden boats
on the high seas—nobody else ever built 
anything like the moai. Essentially cut off 
from the rest of the Polynesian world soon 
after their arrival, nobody truly knows the 
provenance of Rapa Nui’s settlers, nor for 
that matter, their exact arrival time (esti-
mates vary by hundreds of years). But it’s 
clear that Rapa Nui is essentially a needle in 

I wandered round a corner and captured my 
first glimpse of the mighty Ahu-Tongariki, fif-
teen iconic heads lined up, all in a row. From 
that moment forward, I considered my trip 
to Easter Island a journey of discovery. A tiny 
place—it’s possible to drive from tip to tip in 
less than half an hour—Rapa Nui nonethe-
less holds its secrets firmly. Everyone from 
renowned archaeologists to garden-variety 
kooks have weighed in on the mystery of the 
maoi, but I was here to see them for myself, 
chat with local people, and get as close as 
possible to the true story of how a stone-age 
people carved, transported, and venerated a 
series of amazing, giant heads.
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RanoKau

The inwards-facing Moai of Ahu Tongariki

28 • Ensemble Vacations Winter 2013

Winter 2013 Vacations.indd   28 05/11/13   1:38 PM



a week late on VHS, Atan’s family has 
worked with archaeologists since his grand-
father and great-grandfather toiled along-
side Heyerdahl to resurrect Ahu-Anakena 
(which still stand next to a white, palm-lined 
beach)—back in ’56. 

Observers have posited various theories 
about their creation (including one that in-
volves aliens and lasers) and even more about 
how these hulking masses were transported 
great distances. Atan snickered about theor-
ies that these ancient people used Asian ele-
phants to haul them (the animals, according 
to this story, then mysteriously disappeared) 
or waited for tsunamis to stand them up-
right. He explained that they were carved 
using stone tools, and once erected (how 
they were moved across the island remains 
a matter of hot debate), the bones of great 
men were buried at their base, and their 
mana protected the villagers. “People think 
mana is about power and energy, like Jedi and 
The Force,” Atan observed. “But for them, it 
was about knowledge, fertility, wisdom, and 
supernatural power.”  

On my final day on the island, I went back to 
the beginning: to Rano Raraku, an extinct vol-
cano commonly known as The Quarry. Part 
of the island’s national park, this place served 
as the source of almost all the moai. As I wan-
dered among the 397 statues that remain 
set in stone on the mountainside, forever 
unfinished, I chatted with a ranger named 
Julio, who noted that his dream is to move to 
Canada and become a Mountie. I asked him 
the dumbest thing he’d seen visitors do, and 
he said people routinely climb on a particular 
moai that’s bent over on a peculiar angle. “It’s 
a beautiful picture,” he laughed. Then one of 
two middle-aged Chilean women I’d passed 
on the path tried to climb over a small fence 
and pose with a statue. “Senora!” Julio called 
out, trotting away. He turned his head, calling 
back to me, over his shoulder, “Every single 
day of the week, man!”

Left alone and feeling contemplative, I wan-
dered Rano Raraku’s, many paths. This part 
of the park, with its moai planted directly 
into the steep, green slopes of the volcano, 
is probably the most picturesque spot on the 
island. Then and there, I decided that some 
mysteries are best left unsolved. Sometimes, 
we can know a lot, but we can never know 
everything. And as long as places like Rapa 
Nui exist, we can marvel at the things left 
unknown—the expansiveness of the cos-
mos, a unified theory of physics, and, yes, 
the mystery of the moai.
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Pukao Quarry, Easter Island

Anakena Beach

a haystack—an exceedingly small speck no-
where near the ocean currents that usually 
carried indigenous explorers to remote lo-
cations. Yet it was here, despite the odds, a 
fascinating culture developed in complete 
isolation. 

“As you know, they were expert sailors,” ex-
plains Nune Huke, an indigenous Rapa Nui, 
and my guide for the day. “They navigated 
using the clouds and constellations, and 
their dreams.” Huke was taking me on a hike 
down the coast, skirting along vertiginous 
cliffs, and stopping off to explore remark-
able lava tubes that, she explained, served 
the local villagers as shelter from the sun 
and rain. Although much is known about the 
lives of the original settlers of Rapa Nui, the 
end of the age of the moai is still a mystery. 
Most people seem to agree that an environ-
mental crisis caused by deforestation led to 
a civil war in the 15th century, and the sub-
sequent destruction of the statues. “During 
the war,” Huke continued, “people used 
these caves as a place of refuge,” as I climbed 
down into the tube’s murky, but surprisingly 
roomy, depths. 

Many of the moai on Rapa Nui remain in 
their toppled state, but, beginning with 
the arrival of Norwegian explorer and ar-
chaeologist Thor Heyerdahl in 1956, island-
ers and researchers began resurrecting the 
statues, reassembling their ahu and pulling 
the moai back atop them. I visited the most 
spectacular of these—the fifteen heads at 
Ahu-Tongariki, on the oldest part of Easter 
Island, near the first of the three volcanoes 
whose fiery magma formed this place. I also 
visited the seaside moai at Ahu-Tahai, near 

Hanga Roa, the island’s only town, and the 
seven heads of Ahu-Akivi. “This was one of 
the last platforms built, around 1500,” Huke 
explained about the latter. “It honours the 
seven original explorers to arrive on the is-
land around the year 400.” As I gazed into 
their now-empty eye sockets, I could feel 
the power that these monoliths must have 
cast on that ancient society, their blazing red 
coral eyes casting their mana over villages 
across Rapa Nui.

“The whole idea of the ahu was to preserve 
the mana,” Beno Atan tells me. Chief guide 
at the famous Explora Lodge—my home for 
the duration of my time on Easter Island, 
Atan, a thoughtful young man with a beard 
and lengthy dreadlocks, is another native 
Rapa Nui, and he sought to explain the mys-
teries of this island to me. Born and raised on 
the island during a time, just twenty years, 
ago, when shipments of fuel and flour only 
came twice a year and the news was watched 
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