Ancient astronomy Part 11: Aboriginal Australian and Polynesian astronomy: great emus in the sky, and the greatest earthly navigators
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Aboriginal Australian astronomy

When the British first occupied Australia in 1788, the Aboriginal people they encountered probably knew the Southern sky better than the most accomplished British navigators. In fact, because the Australian Aboriginal culture is the oldest continuous culture in the world, it is possible that they might have been the world's first astronomers.

As in North America, there are many Aboriginal cultures in Australia, each with its own astronomy and beliefs.  However, there are also several common threads. Many have stories of a female Sun who warmed the land, and a male Moon who was once a young slim man (the waxing crescent Moon), but grew fat and lazy (the full Moon). He broke the law, and was attacked by his people, resulting in his death (the new Moon). After remaining dead for 3 days, he rose again to repeat the cycle.  These same characters are used to explain eclipses. A solar eclipse is the Sun-woman being hidden by the Moon-man as he makes love to her, while a lunar eclipse is caused when the Moon-man is pursued and threatened by the Sun-woman.

The constellations described by the Aboriginal differ from those named by Europeans, reflecting the environment in which they lived. A common constellation is the ‘great emu’.  It defined by dark nebulae visible against the Milky Way background, rather than by stars. The emu's head is the very dark Coalsack nebula, next to the Southern Cross and the body and legs are other dark clouds trailing out along the Milky Way towards Scorpius.
The skies were also the source of moral tales and death rituals.  The Yolongu people of northern Australia described the constellation of Orion as a canoe. They tell the story of two brothers who went fishing, and who caught and ate a fish that was forbidden under their law. Seeing this, the Sun sent a waterspout that carried the two brothers and their canoe up into the sky where you can still see them.  The three stars which form Orion's Belt in Western mythology, are the three brothers, the Orion Nebula above them the forbidden fish; and the bright stars Betelgeuse and Rigel the bow and stern of the canoe.

Also, when Yolongu people die, they are taken by a mystical canoe to the spirit-land in the sky, where their camp-fires can be seen burning along the edge of the great river of the Milky Way. The canoe is sent back to earth as a shooting star, letting their family on Earth know that they have arrived safely.  People gather after sunset to await the rising of the morning star Barnumbirr (Venus). As she approaches, in the early hours before dawn, she draws behind her a rope of light attached to Earth with which they are able to communicate with their dead loved ones.     

In addition to mythology and influences on human mores, Aboriginal people used the sky as a calendar to tell them when it is time to move to a new place and a new food supply. For example, for the Boorong people in Victoria, when the ‘Mallee-fowl’ constellation (Lyra) disappears in October, to ‘sit with the Sun’, it's time to start gathering her eggs on Earth. For others, when Orion first appears in the sky, the Dingo puppies are about to be born.     

Early Polynesian astronomy   Interest in the heavens goes far back in Polynesian culture. Many of the early Polynesian gods derived from or dwelt in the heavens, and many of the legendary exploits took place among the heavenly bodies. For example, the Hawaiian god Maui was known for snaring the Sun to slow its passage across the sky, and for fashioning a magical fishhook (the sting in Scorpius) to fish up the Hawaiian Islands out of the deep ocean.         
Ancient Polynesians recognised the planets and the fixed stars. Their calendar measured the movement of the stars across the sky with great accuracy. Like so many early cultures, the Pleiades cluster had great significance. For some, its first appearance in the evening sky marked the beginning of the year, while, for other groups, the new year began when Pleiades made its appearance in the morning sky       
However, it is their remarkable navigational skills which make the early Polynesians stand out. They were sea people who did not regard the ocean with the fear and mistrust shown by Europeans.  For almost two millennia, from the 9th century BCE to the 18th century CE when the Pacific islands were ‘discovered’ by Europeans, they sailed thousands of miles over open ocean between the Hawaiian Islands in the north, to Easter Island in the east and New Zealand in the southwest.   
Their ability to locate mostly tiny spots of land in the biggest ocean did not involve use of any instruments or charts.  They achieved this by using the Sun during the day and, at night, it was accomplished primarily through a thorough knowledge of the stars, their rising and setting points along the horizon, and their meridian passage as a function of latitude. The remainder of their navigational achievements was informed by knowledge of natural features in nature including the winds, the waves, the ocean swells, cloud formations, and birds and fish. To the early Polynesians, navigation was not merely a technique of getting from one island to another. It was a way of life, a combination of philosophy and religion, into which one was initiated. This wider view has been labelled wayfinding.   
In island culture, the outrigger canoe and its navigator were supreme.  Those in possession of the detailed knowledge and experience needed to be able to locate tiny, distant islands were powerful people, sometimes more so than tribal leaders. Navigation was a precise science, a learned art passed on verbally within secretive guilds, often in songs, from one navigator to another for countless generations.    
With the arrival of Captain Cook in 1778, and subsequent arrivals of foreign ships, the Polynesians were introduced to instruments like sextants and compasses, clocks, and navigation charts.  These soon crowded out the ancient and extensive knowledge of the sky and most of this ancient lore has been lost and forgotten.  Recent challenges to the ability of an illiterate people to navigate the Pacific have led to several voyages using these lost skills.  These have demonstrated that the Polynesians were the best navigational astronomers in the world.
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