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It was 1947, and a Norwegian man named Thor Heyerdahl and his mates were about to set sail from the coast of Peru on a daring adventure that the whole world thought was impossible. Thor was about to test legend and myth to see if he could solve one of history’s greatest puzzles. Way, way out in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, that stretches for thousands of miles between South America and Asia, is a group of small islands, the Polynesian Islands. Although people had lived on these islands for hundreds of years, nobody was sure how the people first travelled there in the middle of the ocean, so far away from any other land.
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World experts believed that the islanders’ ancestors had travelled to Polynesia from the coasts of Asia on ancient sailboats. But Thor didn’t think this was the only possible answer. Two things made him think this. First, there were big stone statues on the islands that looked very similar to ones he had seen in South America. This was one of many traditions that the Polynesians and the South American Indians had in common. And secondly, the easterly wind blew straight from the coast of South America to the islands, creating perfect conditions for a sailboat to travel to the Polynesian Islands. Thor wondered, could the Polynesians have sailed from South America instead of from Asia?
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Thor and his five crew mates, Herman Watzinger, Erik Hesselberg, Knut Haugland, Bengt Danielsson and Torstein Raaby, decided to find out. They planned to build a raft like the one the ancient Polynesians would have used, and to sail it from the coast of South America to the Polynesian Islands. All the experts warned that it would be impossible, even life-threatening, to attempt this. The ocean was huge, with violent storms, and Thor’s raft would be flimsy and weak. But Thor knew if they could succeed and survive their journey across the ocean, they could prove that it was possible for the ancestors of the Polynesian islanders to have made the same journey.
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Thor and his crew built a boat out of nine of the biggest balsa tree logs they could find in the mountains of South America. They laid smaller logs across the giant logs, and built a deck out of bamboo, where the crew would work, live, and adventure. On their deck, they also built a small house for the crew to rest in. The crew connected all the pieces and parts of the boat using a very strong, sturdy rope of hemp. This is exactly how the ancient people of the islands would have built a raft before their ocean journey.
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In the end, more than 300 knots held the boat together. Not a single screw or nail was used. Experts warned the boat would break into pieces and sink once out at sea. Thor knew that the ancient Polynesians didn’t have any nails or screws hundreds of years ago. If the crew were going to prove that the Polynesians could have made this journey, then they had to build their boat with exactly the same materials available to the ancestors. They had to be brave and trust in the wisdom of the ancient Polynesians.
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Erik Hesselberg, a member of the crew, loved to draw and paint. When the balsa boat was finished, he painted a big face on the boat’s sail. This was the face of Kon-Tiki. According to the legend of the Polynesian Islanders, Kon-Tiki was the sun god who had first guided the ancient ancestors to their island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Hopefully, Kon-Tiki would do the same for Thor and the crew and guide them safely from the coast of Peru to the Polynesian Islands. Thus, the journey of the crew and their boat became known as the Kon-Tiki expedition. People all over the world knew about the expedition.
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On April 28, 1947, the crew of the Kon-Tiki expedition pushed their balsa boat off the coast of Peru and set sail over the ocean. The distance the crew would have to travel was huge, about as far as starting at Iceland and journeying all the way to Ethiopia, an African country. The crew would have to trust the prevailing wind to guide them safely through the dangerous ocean waters.
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The first day at sea posed many challenges for the crew. They had to learn how to guide the boat through the ocean waves in the direction they wanted to go. Soon, though, they learned how to adjust the sail and the rudder to navigate in the right direction, and they headed out into the open ocean, further and further away from land until no land was in sight. The Kon-Tiki expedition had begun!
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Onboard, it could be lonely sometimes as they drifted further and further from their families and the comforts of home. The whole time they were at sea, Thor and his raftmates never once saw another boat. Luckily for the crew, they always had entertainment onboard to keep them company. Lorita, a female parrot from the Americas, had joined the crew, and she kept the men in good spirits. She sang songs, did silly dances, and even spoke Spanish with a Norwegian accent, which always made Thor and his raftmates chuckle. With Lorita on board, life at sea wasn’t so bad.
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Being on the balsa boat took a lot of courage and bravery. Because the boat was the only vessel around, it attracted attention from ocean animals. Sometimes this was exciting, like when a family of dolphins swam alongside Kon-Tiki, jumping in and out of the water and riding along the waves. Other creatures were scarier. Kon-Tiki always attracted sharks, especially when the men were cooking or gutting fish for dinner. Even whales bigger than Kon-Tiki were curious about the expedition and swam right up to the boat to see what business these adventurers were up to. And although intrigued and certainly curious, the ocean creatures never harmed the crew or the Kon-Tiki.
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Herman Watzinger was the scientist onboard. He collected all kinds of measurements and data and charted their voyage, since very few people had ever journeyed through these waters before. To figure out how fast the Kon-Tiki was moving, Herman would throw a small piece of driftwood into the water from the front of the boat. Then he would count how long it took for the floating wood to travel from the front to the back of the boat. By doing this, he could calculate how fast the boat was moving. The most the Kon-Tiki ever travelled in one day was 130 kilometres. Using the information he collected, Herman was one day able to conclude that the expedition was halfway between South America and the Polynesian Islands after 45 days at sea. So far, so good!
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While at sea, the crew never had to work very hard to find food. Flying fish that live in the water but can jump out often jumped onboard. The crew’s chef, Bengt Daniellson, collected the fish that had stranded themselves on the deck and cooked them to make a tasty dinner. Besides flying fish, plenty of other ocean creatures were available. Edible shellfish gathered on the boat and the crew used them in a soup. During the nights, stormy ocean waves tossed all kinds of food onboard, from crabs to mackerel to plankton. Every morning, the men collected the stranded fish and seafood and cooked it for breakfast.
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After nearly three months at sea, the crew woke up one morning and spotted a welcome sight. In the distance, they saw frigate birds flying above the water, searching for fish to catch. This was very, very good news! Birds can never fly too far away from land, since they build their nests on land and always need to return home after a day of fishing at sea. This was the first time since leaving South America that the crew had seen a bird, which could mean only one thing: they were getting closer to land. Could the Kon-Tiki crew be nearing the end of their impossible journey?
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On the ninety-third day, it happened. The crew saw land! They could hardly believe it. They had sailed in an ancient balsa boat from Peru for thousands of miles across the Pacific Ocean, and the strong winds had carried them straight to the Polynesian Islands three months later. The bravery and love of adventure that Thor and his raftmates shared had helped them make a journey that the experts said was deadly and impossible. But the Kon-Tiki expedition had done it! Even the native Polynesians rowed out in canoes to greet the Kon-Tiki expedition and congratulate them.
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It took another eight days for the crew to safely land Kon-Tiki on the shores of an island. When they did, news of their successful journey spread all over the world. People talked about the impossible Kon-Tiki expedition in Norway, in the United States, in the United Kingdom, Sweden, France, Ethiopia … everywhere. Thor and his expedition had done what no one thought they could. The Kon-Tiki expedition would be remembered as the story of what can happen when you believe the impossible is actually possible.
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