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There are 10 sorts of people, so
the old computer programming
joke goes: those who understand
binary and those who don’t.

Now computer scientists will
have to expand the scope of the
first category to include a pre-
industrialised Polynesian
civilisation. Long before the
world’s financial centres traded
wealth across continents using
ones and zeros, it seems Pacific
Islanders were doing likewise —-
but with canoes rather than
fibre-optic cables. _

Researchers have found that
before the arrival of Europeans,
settlers on Mangareva Island
developed a counting system, a
hybrid of decimal and binary, to
keep track of trade routes that
spanned the tropics, from
Hawaii in the north to Pitcairn

Island in the south.
Binary is the system of ones

and zeros that computers use for
calculations and memory
storage. Envisaged by Gottfried
Wilhelm Leibniz in the 18th
century, binary differs from
decimal counting in that instead
of each “column” representing a
different power of ten (in the
number 1273 the first column
represents one lot of a thousand,
the second two of a hundred, the
third seven of ten and so on),
each column represents a
different power of two (2, 4, 8, 16,
32 and so on). So 21s 0010, 4 is
0100, 8 is 1000 and 14 is 1110(=8
+ 4 + 2). The advantage is that
calculations are simpler and, for
a computer, can be represented
by a series of on and off switches
each corresponding toaoneora
zero. The disadvantage is that
numbers can get very long.

For instance, 1024, which is 2
to the power of 10 or, in

esian society kept tally
refined number system

computing, a kilobyte, is
10000000000.

Norwegian scientists studied
the records of European
explorers in Polynesia and
found they documented a
number system that combined
the best of binary and decimal.

If Mangarevans wanted to
record the number of coconuts
sent to Tahiti or octopuses
presented in tribute to their
king, the first 10 digits would be
decimal. After that, instead of
having 10, 20, 30, 40, they had 10,
20, 40, 80 — called takau (K), paua
(P), tataua (T) and varu (V).

So 113 would be VPK3, and 76
would be TPK6.

“Oceanic-speaking societies
are renowned for their ancestral
interest in numbers,” the
authors write in the journal
Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences. The Times
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