
On the rat track
Polynesian rat helped the scientists in explaining the mystery concerning the 
origins of Polynesians

Wooden sculpture depicting an inhabitant of Polynesia with rats dancing on top of his head

The Lapita people - sailors and travelers – 
which came from New Guinea among 
other places, appeared 3.5 thousand years 
ago in the western Paci�c. They settled on 
the Solomon islands, Fiji, Tonga and 
western Polynesia. Finally, they arrived on 
the atolls of Micronesia. The settlers, who 
travelled through Oceania, brought with 
them not only the famous pottery, but 
also many species of animals and plants. 
Among them was the Polynesian rat 
(Rattus exulans) which was an important 
food source on the islands, almost empty 
of mammals. 
Because the Polynesian rat cannot swim, 
the rodents traveled between the islands 
onboard human boats. Some of them 
were lucky enough not to be eaten by the 
sailors and can be now tested by 
scientists, who analyze the DNA from their 
remains and compare it to the DNA of the 
modern Polynesian rats. This method 
helped Elizabeth Matisoo-Smith from the 
University of Auckland (New Zealand) 
track the migrations of people in Oceania.
Third time’s the charm
The settling of the western Paci�c islands, 
especially Polynesia, has been debated by 
scientists for almost two hundred years. 
There are several theories concerning the 
subject. One of the more popular ones 
states that the colonization process was 
rapid. The supporters of this theory talk 
about an “express” traveling from 
Southeast Asia to Polynesia, without any 
stops on the way. It is assumed that during 
this migration people rarely came in 
contact with the indigenous people. 
According to another, contrary, hypothesis 
there was no external migration to 
Polynesia, and the culture of this region 
was created by the indigenous peoples of 
unknown origin. The researchers try to �t 
other possibilities between the two 
theories. Some think that there were two 
stages of migration: �rst, the part of 
Oceania next to Indonesia was settled, and 
then people came aboard the “express” 
which quickly carried them east.
The analysis Matisoo-Smith and her team 
performed on rats (today, the results have 
been published by PNAS), has shown that 
the two polar-opposite theories need to 
be rejected. The scientists con�rmed that 
when they analyzed the genetic material 
from 113 bone samples. Some of them 
were from 1921-1963, the rest came from 
the archaeological digs and caves on the 
islands of western Paci�c. The contempo-
rary DNA was collected from rats in New 
Guinea and Thailand.

One rat is not like the others

The genetic analyses revealed that the 
Polynesian rats are divided into three 
groups, with small genetic di�erences 
between them. The �rst one lives in the 
Southeast Asia (the Philippines, Borneo, 
Sulawesi) and does not mingle with their 
brethren in Oceania. The scientists link 
their presence with the people  who 
colonized the eastern reaches of Asia and 
did not travel farther across the Paci�c.
The people who gradually settled in the 
Paci�c region, which is called Near 
Oceania (with the Solomon islands as its 
eastern border), were more eager to travel. 

The accompanying rats comprise the 
second group, that can be found in 
Southeast Asia and Oceania. “The fact 
that these animals live in both regions 
proves that the migration, of humans and 
rats, was a slow process and did not result 
in cutting the ties between Asia and 
Oceania,” says Matisoo-Smith.
Finally, the third group of rats which 
inhabit only so-called Remote Oceania 
(the part of the Paci�c region east of the 
Solomon islands). They cannot be found 
in Southeast Asia, which the researchers 
take as a sign that they accompanied 
those of the Lapita people that quickly 
traveled thousands of kilometers to the 
distant Polynesia and lost contact with 
their homeland. “One thing is de�nitive – 
the Polynesians are not the descendants 
of the indigenous people. They came to 
the islands from the west,” says 
Matisoo-Smith.

Where did the 
Polynesians come 
from? The 
scientists have 
debated the issue 
for almost two 
hundred years. 
Some claim that 
they traveled from 
the east, others 
that they are an 
indigenous people 
who always lived 
in the Paci�c 
region. “Thanks to 
the bones of rats 
they ate, we know 
now that they 
came from Asia,” 
says geneticist 
Elizabeth 
Matisoo-Smith 
from the Universi-
ty of Auckland.

Shaken, not stirred

The Polynesian rat which accompa-
nied people in their travels turned 
out to be a great research subject, 
because its remains can be found in 
all the places people have visited. 
The Lapita people brought with 
them other animal species, like dogs 
or pigs, but they cannot be used in 
this detailed research because the 
same species have also been 
brought there by the Europeans. The 
Europeans had been discovering and 
conquering Oceania form the 
beginning of the sixteenth century. 
The animals they traveled with had 
mingled with the species present on 
the islands.
Rats were di�erent. It is true that 
they came onboard European ships, 
but these were the black rats and 
brown rats. The indigenous Polyne-
sian rat had no interest in breeding 
with them and in many places was 
eliminated by them.


