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a rising tide
Planning the future of a sinking island

By Andrew Marantz

Maatia toafa, the prime minis-
ter of tuvalu, kicked off his leather 
sandals and crossed his bare feet on 
the carpet. He wore gold-rimmed 
glasses with tinted lenses—not the 
opaque tint of an African dictator but 
the lighter shading of a florida 
retiree— and cream-colored chinos 
with a sharp crease. on his desk, a 
tiny tuvaluan f lag waved in the 
breeze of an oscillating fan. It was his 
third day in office, and I asked how 
his administration would be different 
from the previous one. He would in-
crease government revenue, he said.

“How do you plan to increase rev-
enue?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he said, folding his hands 
over his prodigious belly, “I think we 
need to increase revenue. Because 
we don’t have much in the way of 
economic development operations in 
the country.” 

less than a third of tuvalu’s 10,000 
citizens are formally employed, many 
of them by the government. the rest 
live on a combination of remittances 
and subsistence fishing. 

“How will you do it?” I asked again.
“We have to look to our donors.” 

toafa speaks in a soothing baritone. 
“What’s the best way to attract 

foreign donors?”
“I think, Andrew, it’s simply to do 

the right thing. Just do the right 

thing. that’s it. Whatever assis-
tance they are giving us, we have to 
put to effective and proper use.” He 
gave the example of the travel and 
subsistence allowances that had 
been set by the previous govern-
ment. “Ministers traveling to the 
u.S. get over eight hundred dollars 
per day,” he said, raising his eye-
brows and chuckling.

“Wow,” I said. 
“It’s a lot of money for shopping, 

Andrew. these are the kinds of issues 
that need to be addressed immediately.”

“So have you changed the per 
diem rate?”

“We are looking into it.” 
like most tuvaluans, toafa is a 

Christian. I asked him if he sub-
scribed to the view that God had 
made a covenant with Noah not to 
send any more floods.

“Religiously, yes, I believe in that,” 
he said. “But then again, God says, 
‘If you don’t do the right thing, then 
I will punish you.’ If an issue crops up 
which is becoming a challenge, then 
we have to come up with a solution 
to it.” 

I asked what solutions he proposed 
to the issue that his entire country 
might be underwater in fifty years. 

He sa id he would consider 
“bringing in some mountains from 
somewhere, so we can have a high-
er elevation.”

“Mountains?” I asked.
“Sure,” he said.

“Where would the mountains 
come from?”

 “Well,” he said, “we’ll  
 ask around.”tuvalu is the world’s fourth-
smallest country, comprising nine 
coral atolls spread across nearly 
400,000 square miles in the central 
Pacific, just south of the equator and 
west of the international date line. 
the country has no buildings taller 
than three stories; no traffic lights; 
one prison with seven inmates and 
no fence; and two Internet cafés, at 
least one of which, Coconut Wire-
less, has no wireless. When I first ex-
ited the one-room funafuti Interna-
tional Airport, I was met by a man 
who introduced himself as “the driv-
er” and asked whether I would be 
staying at “the hotel.” I nodded, and 
he flung my suitcase onto the bed of 
his pickup, put the truck in reverse, 
made a three-point turn, and drove 
200 feet to the vaiaku lagi Hotel. A 
sixteen-room motor lodge on con-
crete blocks, the hotel had no hot 
water, but like most other buildings 
on the island it offered postcard- 
worthy views of the lagoon.

the main island of funafuti, tu-
valu’s capital atoll, is shaped like a 
garter snake digesting a pear. It is so 
narrow that at most points a strong 
person standing in the ocean could 
throw a rock clear across to the la-
goon. only in the fat part of the island 
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does one escape the sound of surf slap-
ping on coral. Off the eastern shore, 
the ocean is choppy and slate-blue, but 
the lagoon to the west is as warm as 
the air and as clear as glass. The shore-
line is pocked with pigsties, and scien-
tists have expressed concern about the 
lagoon’s E. coli levels. But women 
wade in at twilight to bathe and chat; 
children splash and dive; men spear 
red snapper and eat them raw, head 
first, dipping the still-flopping fish into 
the salt water for seasoning. 

Tuvalu first came to the attention of 
the rest of the world in the early Nine-
ties, when climatologists announced 
that it would be the first country to 
drown. According to some projections, 
Tuvalu would be uninhabitable by 2050 
and totally submerged by 2100. Disturb-
ing news, but Tuvalu was soon in a 
relatively strong position to act. In 

1998, it sold its Internet suffix—which 
happened to be .tv—to a Canadian 
entrepreneur. Buoyed by newfound 
wealth, it joined the United Nations 
and established a permanent mission 
in New York City. The prime minister 
at the time, Koloa Talake, vowed to sue 
the United States and Australia in in-
ternational court for failing to ratify the 
Kyoto Protocol. Such a lawsuit might 
have won Tuvalu enough money to 
dredge up some new land from the la-
goon, or at least to draft a credible 
evacuation plan. A judge’s injunction, 
whether it was heeded or not, would 
have set a new precedent in environ-
mental law.

But the lawsuit never even got filed. 
Talake lost his bid for reelection to the 
Tuvaluan parliament in 2002. Perhaps 
voters meant to rebuke his anti-carbon 
litigiousness, or perhaps he was an in-

nocent victim of Tu-
valu’s fickle political 
system, in which elec-
tions can be swayed by 
the whims of a few 
dozen voters. Frustrat-
ed, Talake moved to 
New Zealand, where 
he died six years later. 
His successor, Saufatu 
Sopoanga, abandoned 
the lawsuit and pur-
sued economic devel-
opment, giving tax 
breaks to the private 
sector, installing diesel 
generators on Tuvalu’s 
remote outer atolls, in-
creasing pay for gov-
ernment workers, and 
paving the road that 
runs the length of the 
main island. 

Record keeping is 
not Tuvalu’s strong 
suit, but things seem 
to have changed dra-
matically since then. 
Today, nearly every 
family on the main 
island owns a motor-
cycle, and govern-
ment officials drive 
SUVs. The road that 
was paved with Inter-
net money, the one 
people call “the main 
road,” stretches almost 

seven miles, from an unlined dump at 
the north end to a new snack bar at 
the south. Along the part of the road 
people call “town,” a few “Chinese 
shops,” established in the past decade 
by Chinese immigrants, sell over-
priced batteries and potato chips and 
chocolate. As people on the island 
walk less and eat more packaged food, 
doctors at Tuvalu’s hospital have noted 
a spike in obesity and diabetes. Cars 
break down quickly in the salty air, 
and since Tuvalu has no way to export 
its trash, Funafuti has become littered 
with rusting chassis. Some resourceful 
homeowners stack automobile skele-
tons outside their doors as seawalls for 
protection against the next cyclone. 

More than a thousand have left for 
New Zealand, some settling there il-
legally, others requesting asylum as 
climate refugees. Those who have 

Young Tuvaluan men cycle along the narrowest part of the island, 
in North Fogafale, Funafuti. © Jocelyn Carlin/Panos
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remained go to church, putter around 
on motorbikes, eat snacks, and down-
load music, seemingly content to live 
out their days in relative comfort as 
the waters swell around them.

The country feels like a small 
town. Doors don’t lock; windows 
don’t close; people go by their first 
names. Adolescent males express 
their boredom through outlandish 
hairstyles: fauxhawks, dreadlocks, 
rattails, curls bleached and sprayed 
into implausible geometries. On Sat-
urday nights they cruise up and 
down the main road two to a motor-
bike, honking in greeting as they 
pass and clustering to debate which 
of the two nightclubs they should pa-
tronize. Pier One near the wharf is 
small and sweaty, a good place to get 
into a fight. Matagali Bar has club 
music and a black light and is the 
best place to meet girls, but it closes 
before midnight on Saturdays so  
 everyone can be well rest- 
 ed for church. In the lobby of the three-story gov-
ernment building across from the air-
strip, men and women pad across the 
floor, their bare feet leaving prints in 
a film of dust. James Conway, the only 
dual citizen of Tuvalu and the United 
States, works on the third floor, be-
hind a door marked vip room. When 
I met him, he was sipping from a 
thermos of ice water and wearing the 
uniform of the white guy in the Pacif-
ic Islands: open-collared shirt, cargo 
shorts, two days’ hoary beard, decades 
of sunburn. “That’s my daughter’s pic-
ture,” he said of the half-Tuvaluan 
thirteen-year-old grinning from the 
screen of his laptop. “Just didn’t want 
you to think I was some kind of per-
vert or something.” 

Conway grew up in San Mateo, 
California, and studied energy eco-
nomics at Berkeley and Penn. When 
he applied to the Peace Corps in 1990 
and was assigned to a solar-power proj-
ect in Tuvalu, he’d never heard of the 
place, but he signed on anyway, hop-
ing for an adventure. He has lived in 
Tuvalu, on and off, ever since. He was 
on Funafuti when the atoll was wired 
for the Internet in 1999, when the road 
was paved in 2002, and when satellite 
television finally came in 2006. He is 
now an economic adviser to the gov-

ernment. “In my next life—and I’ve 
said this many times before—I want 
to be reborn as a small island state,” 
Conway said, “because the money just 
rains down.” 

For most of the twentieth century, the 
islands of Tuvalu were one of the most 
obscure outposts of the British Empire, 
supplying laborers for phosphate mines 
in nearby Kiribati. In 1978, with the 
mines running low, the British pulled 
out, leaving behind a few tattered build-
ings, about $60,000, and a boat. Inde-
pendence did nothing to improve Tu-
valu’s physical lot. Few crops grow in the 
nitrogen-poor soil; even if Tuvalu devel-
oped the means to export its goods, it 
would have nothing to export. 

But, Conway said, joining the com-
munity of nation-states was the most 
lucrative decision Tuvalu ever made. 
“There are things sovereign nations 
can do that colonies and protectorates 
can’t. Literally and figuratively, you 
have a license to print money.” 

Among the types who perk up at the 
birth of a new country are collectors of 
stamps and coins. One of the first acts 
of the Tuvaluan government was to 
establish the Philatelic Bureau. In 1980 
and 1981, international stamp sales 
accounted for 20 percent of govern-
ment revenue. When philatelists lost 
interest, Tuvalu did begin minting 
money—a Tuvaluan dollar coin, deco-
rated with a sea turtle—though the 
nation’s main currency was, and re-
mains, the Australian dollar. The coin 
is still in circulation domestically, but 
it never sold well overseas. 

In 1995, Conway received a fax 
from an entrepreneur in New Jersey 
asking what Tuvalu was planning to 
do with its country code top-level do-
main, or ccTLD. “Not only did I not 
know what a ccTLD was,” Conway 
said, “I didn’t know what the Internet 
was, or not really. Nobody here did.” 
Country codes are allotted more or 
less arbitrarily by a non- governmental 
board in Geneva. Tuvalu’s most fa-
mous asset, .tv, was a fluke. At the 
height of Internet speculation, the 
entrepreneurs landing on Funafuti’s 
airstrip with competing proposals were 
promising the government as much as 
$50 million up front for a .tv deal. By 
the time a deal was struck, the Web 
bubble was starting to burst, and Tu-
valu ended up with $12 million at 
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signing and $2 million a year—not an 
oil fortune, but significant in a country 
with an annual budget of $19 million.

Tuvalu also has the right to all re-
sources found within its swath of the 
Pacific, and commercial fishing licens-
es net an additional $5 or $6 million 
each year. But since independence, 
the majority of Tuvalu’s funding has 
come from foreign aid. This was sov-
ereignty’s biggest perk: a colony, by 
definition, has one primary source of 
support, but an independent country 
can solicit aid from everywhere. Japan 
built Tuvalu’s hospital. An Australian 
boat patrols the lagoon looking for 
vessels fishing illegally. The Govern-
ment Building itself was a gift from 
Taiwan “in commemoration of the 
long-standing friendship between the 
two nations,” according to a plaque 
mounted on a rock out front. Taiwan 
is Tuvalu’s most zealous donor. Its 
generosity is repaid in New York City, 
where Tuvalu’s U.N. ambassador 
works into almost every speech his 
fervent belief that Taiwan should be 
granted a seat in the General Assem-
bly. The only gift the United States 
ever gave Tuvalu was its airstrip, dug 
and tar-sealed by the Navy during 
World War II, whence Tuvaluan min-
isters now fly to conferences in Ka-
zakhstan and Copenhagen and Can-
cún, spend their $800 per diem money, 
and ask rich countries for more aid.

I asked Conway whether the aver-
age Tuvaluan was gravely worried that 
the end was near. “Maybe not,” he 
said. “But I would argue it’s a bit like 
that anywhere. Your daily lives go on. 
I’ve had any number of journalists like 
yourself come through here wondering 
why Tuvalu is building roads. ‘Dooms-
day is approaching, why are you wast-
ing all this money?’ Well, life goes on.”

“Or not,” I said.
Conway smiled effortfully. “Yeah. 

I mean, you know. The world moves 
forward. If all of this is underwater 
twenty years from now, or thirty 
years or forty years from now, well  
 then, so be it. That will be  
 then. This is now.”I knew that the government was 
happy to provide visiting journalists 
with scenes of devastation. There 
were eroded coasts, and bleached 
coral, and crops felled by salination. 

There was Tepuka Savilivili, once a 
desert island with a cluster of palm 
trees, now an empty rock barely 
gasping above the waves. The gov-
ernment clerks agreed that someone 
should guide me on a Global Warm-
ing Apocalypse Tour—but the De-
partment of Environment office was 
empty. A secretary suggested I try 
“the Met”—the Tuvalu Meteorologi-
cal Service. The staff there offered 
me tea and Oreos, but they couldn’t 
help either.

I found the minister of natural re-
sources in his office. Vete Sakaio 
gamely turned his attention away from 
his Facebook account and, with a bril-
liant equine smile, waved me toward 
an armchair. His every motion was 
calculated to communicate that there 
was no need to worry, which made me 
a bit uneasy. He understood what I 
wanted to see, but he was not the man 
to show me. “I am not much for the 
environment,” he told me, lifting his 
hands in an apologetic half shrug. 

Then he lowered his voice con-
spiratorially. “I’m sure what you write 
will be—beneficial to our people, na?” 
Unsure what he meant, I asked him to 
clarify. “It has to be totally factual, of 
course,” he said. “And then we have to 
see how we can use those facts to our 
mutual benefit. It’s like a win-win, na?”

The basic facts are these: Tuvalu’s 
average elevation is about three feet 
above sea level, and water expands as 
it gets warmer. If current global- 
warming trends continue, the Nation-
al Research Council predicts, the sea 
will rise by at least two feet in the next 
ninety years. Even if industrialized 
countries drastically reduce carbon 
emissions in the near future—and 
there is little reason to think they 
will—Tuvalu is in serious trouble.

This is the story Tuvaluan officials 
like to tell. But as with any scientific 
story, even where there is broad con-
sensus, the details are debatable. Glob-
al sea levels are rising, but not homo-
geneously. The fluid dynamics are too 
complex to model, but it’s theoreti-
cally possible that, as in a sloshing 
bathtub, some parts of the Pacific will 
rise sharply while others will fall. And 
even where waters do rise, some scien-
tists think islands will adapt and ac-
crete. In fact, the only study to mea-
sure Funafuti’s shoreline over time, 
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published in June 2010, found that the 
atoll’s area has grown, not shrunk, 
over the past twenty years. Even the 
environmentalists who sounded the 
alarm—Tuvalu will sink in fifty years!—
admit that fifty is, at best, a guess. 

Finally, I met the director of the 
Department of Environment, Mataio 
Tekinene. I told him I was looking 
for a boat and a guide. He was polite 
but wary. 

“We have seen so many journalists 
coming,” he said. “They just come, 
collect their data, and go back with 
their reports. The data is helpful to 
them, and we use it in making our 
case. But still I haven’t seen something 
concrete from them here, in terms of 
assistance. So I’m not sure I have 
the—incentive.”

My first impulse was to explain why 
it would be unethical to pay for a tour. 
My second impulse was to ask him 
what he wanted.

“Oh, not much,” he said. “Just some 
small token to show appreciation. For 
the staff, not me.”

Two hours later I returned with 
four packs of Gauloises that I’d 
picked up duty-free in Fiji. I dumped 
them on Mataio’s desk and avoided 
eye contact. He didn’t seem im- 
 pressed, but he agreed to 
 arrange a boat for me.Funafuti’s broken coral beaches 
hold no appeal for tourists. The whole 
country attracts only a couple hun-
dred each year. I met two, Sasha and 
Nico van den Boogaart, as they wan-
dered aimlessly on the main road. 
“We have been to over one hundred 
countries,” said Nico, a retired Dutch 
trader, “and we’ve never seen a place 
like this. When we first got to the ho-
tel, we say, ‘Do you have a map?’ No. 
Other Pacific places—Tonga, Palau, 
Vanuatu—even they have something 
in the hotel, some postcards.” Nico 
was a born businessman, and he hat-
ed to see wasted opportunities. 

At the Tuvalu National Library and 
Archives, a small room lined with 
dusty paperbacks, I met Darius, a Dal-
las native with a loose, sweaty beard. 
He had been in Tuvalu for three 
months and planned to stay two more. 
“I’m writing plays about each of the 
planets,” he told me. “I’m on Saturn 
now.” He hunched over his spiral-

bound notebook, deep in thought, 
occasionally popping his head up to 
ask me, “Can you think of any famous 
Japanese prisons?” and “What’s an-
other word for bondage?”

Almost all the foreigners who pass 
through Tuvalu are scientists, journal-
ists, or consultants from aid organiza-
tions. At the hotel I met three Western-
ers, halfway through a dinner of canned 
beans and already on their third round 
of SolBrew beer. Nicki Wrighton, a New 
Zealander wearing a jeweled nose stud, 
and David Abbott, a stooped Briton 
with the white hair of a mad scientist, 
help administer the Tuvalu Trust Fund, 
established in 1987 with investments by 
the United Kingdom, New Zealand, and 
Australia. The third dinner partner, an 
American living in New Zealand, called 
himself a freelance economic consul-
tant; he handed me a business card with 
no job title and asked that I not use his 
name. They all knew Tuvalu well. Ab-
bott had visited dozens of times, starting 
at independence.

I asked them whether they thought 
global warming posed an imminent 
threat, and Abbott made a sour face. 
“Don’t ask me that,” he said. “I’m not 
going to give you the answer you’re 
looking for.”

“He’s a skeptic about that stuff,” 
Wrighton explained. “Me, I think 
global warming is real, but I do be-
lieve you can find science to support 
either side. And if you’re one of 
these tiny countries, and this is the 
one issue that can get you traction 
internationally—‘We’re vulnerable, 
we’re sinking’—wouldn’t you use 
that to your advantage?”

“I agree with that,” Abbott said, “in 
the sense that it’s in the self-interest of 
Tuvalu to seem as pathetic as possible.”

“But isn’t there a contradiction?” I 
asked. “If you’re asking for money to 
build a new school, yet the claim is 
that your land will be submerged in 
fifty years—”

“You can’t have it both ways,” the 
American consultant agreed.

“What’s wrong with hedging your 
bets?” Wrighton asked him. “They 
need hospitals, they need schools. 
They don’t know for certain they’re 
going to drown, so they’re planning for 
both outcomes.”

The consultant, shaking his head, 
insisted, “If you really believe you’re 

gonna sink, you start a slow, deliberate 
policy of depopulating the island. If you 
say, ‘We’re gonna be gone in fifty years,’ 
you can’t come back and say, ‘Oh, and 
give us aid for infrastructure.’ It’s like 
those guys in Times Square going, ‘The 
end is near; invest in my hedge fund.’ ”

Most development consultants I 
spoke to sounded comparably cyni-
cal. Why shouldn’t the Tuvaluan gov-
ernment be complacent? Donors re-
warded them for drawing attention 
to problems, not for finding solu-
tions. Never mind that Tuvalu was 
staking its economic future on the 
claim that it had no future, or that 
Tuvaluans themselves did not seem 
truly convinced they were sinking. 
International aid was a marketing 
competition, and with sea-level  
 rise, Tuvalu had found  
 its niche. As I walked toward town on 
the main road one morning, a 
doughy man with a white beard of-
fered me a lift on his motorbike. 
“This is not New York,” he said when 
I hesitated. “You can trust people 
here who act friendly.”

I got on. He introduced himself as 
Nakala. On our left we passed tin 
houses, graves arrayed with plastic 
flowers, a heap of bald tires, a stack 
of refrigerator boxes near the wharf, 
and, behind all this, a rocky crest 
and then the ocean. On our right, 
the road’s shoulder ran straight into 
the lagoon. 

Over the whipping wind, I asked Na-
kala what he thought of global warming.

“It is a serious problem,” he said. 
“The sea is rising. You see it clearly 
everywhere. It is a real threat to us.”

“Do you, personally, worry for Tu-
valu’s future?”

“Me? No.” He laughed, it seemed to 
me, brusquely. “I believe that we will 
find a way. God will find a way for us, 
that’s what I believe.” He mentioned 
Genesis 8:21, the covenant with Noah: 
“Never again will I destroy all living 
creatures, as I have done.” 

“But didn’t you say global warming 
is a serious problem?” I asked.

“Of course. The world must wake 
up to it.”

“Yet it doesn’t worry you?”
“It worries me, of course. I 

wonder —what if all this is happening 
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naturally, with no input from man-
made activities? Perhaps the scien-
tists are using fake data to popularize 
their field!” His laugh this time was 
louder, almost caustic. Either he was 
amplifying it to fight the noise of the 
wind, or he and I had different un-
derstandings of what a laugh was 
supposed to convey.

I asked him if he thought his 
grandchildren would grow up in Tu-
valu. “Of course they will,” he said. 
“This is their home.”

“How long before Tuvalu becomes 
uninhabitable?” I asked.

No one can know the hour or the 
day, he reminded me. Then, after a 
pause: “Within fifty years—maybe 
even less—this will all be gone.”

“If Tuvalu will be gone in fifty 
years,” I said, “how do you expect 
your grandchildren to live here?”

“Of course that is not for me to 
know,” he said. “Only they can tell 
that.” This time the laugh caught in 
his throat and the bike swerved as he 
had a small coughing fit.

Maybe, I thought, he was just un-
informed. I couldn’t expect every 
man on the street to be an expert on 
global warming. Maybe we were run-
ning up against linguistic or cultural 
barriers. Maybe he was joking, or 
saving face, or saying what he 
thought I wanted to hear. Maybe he 
was truly alarmed but didn’t want to 
sound alarmist, or maybe he believed 
that the beneficence of God would 
triumph over the prophecies of sci-
ence. Maybe he assumed I was from 
an aid-giving agency and wanted his 
country to seem, in David Abbott’s 
words, “as pathetic as possible.”

“See you around,” Nakala said as 
we dismounted in town. When I 
asked if we could set up a time to 
meet again, he looked at me quizzi-
cally. “See you around,” he repeated. 

He was right. Tuvalu is an exceed-
ingly small place. During my remain-
ing days on Funafuti atoll I bumped 
into Nakala Nia a dozen more times. 
I came to learn that he was not sim-
ply a man on the street but the di-
rector of the National Adaptation 
Programme of Action, the largest 
climate -change task force in the 
country, with a long-term project 
budget of $3.3 million last year. In 
Tuvalu, “adaptation” always implies 

“climate-change adaptation.” It 
seems to have replaced the older en-
vironmental buzzword “mitigation.” 

In one of our later conversations, I 
asked Nakala how he was putting his 
relatively huge budget to use. “Aware-
ness programs,” he answered, declin-
ing to elaborate. I asked whether he 
liked this job better than his last one, 
with the Chamber of Commerce.  
 “Sure,” he said. “Much bet- 
 ter travel opportunities.”One Saturday, I went to church. 
I’d like to say I was drawn to the 
Seventh- Day Adventists because their 
Levitical traditions—Sabbath on Sat-
urdays, no pork—reminded me of my 
Jewish upbringing; but the truth was 
that I was fishing for some Christian 
charity. I craved an authentic Tuvalu-
an meal, maybe even a free place to 
stay, and I went to the Adventists so 
that if I struck out on Saturday I 
could try another church on Sunday.

The one-room chapel was set off 
from the main road by a patch of dry 
dirt. Inside, the congregants sang En-
glish hymns wrapped in gauzy Polyne-
sian harmonies. Ceiling fans wobbled 
overhead. The preacher had a hyp-
notic mix of feminine and masculine 
features: almond-shaped eyes with 
long, thick lashes and a square John 
Wayne jaw. He wore a starched white 
shirt and a black sulu, the traditional 
men’s skirt. As he preached in Tu-
valuan, a slide show was projected 
behind him on the chapel wall. 

The first slide featured a strapping 
Nordic Jesus with a crown of thorns 
spewing psychedelic light. 

The next slide quoted from 
Revelation— Apocalypse, in Greek—
which was written, I vaguely re-
called, by a man in exile on a small, 
hot island. 

“After 14 years of studying the 
Bible,” the next slide read, “William 
Miller became convinced that 
Christ would return in 1843. When 
Miller announced April 3 as the 
day, some disciples went to moun-
taintops, hoping for a head start to 
heaven. Others were in graveyards, 
planning to ascend in reunion with 
their departed loved ones. When 
April 4 dawned as usual the Miller-
ites were disillusioned, but they 
took heart.”

I happened to know the rest of the 
story. After two more dates were set 
and Christ still failed to materialize, in 
what came to be known as the Great 
Disappointment, William Miller re-
treated to upstate New York and re-
tired from public prophecy. But his fol-
lowers, the Millerites, clung ever more 
firmly to his doctrines, including that 
of Christ’s imminent return. Shrewdly, 
they no longer predicted specific dates, 
citing a verse from Matthew: “No one 
knows when that day or hour will 
come. . . . Just as it was in the days of 
Noah, so it will be when the Son of 
Man comes.” A sect of Millerites went 
on to found the Seventh-Day Adven-
tists, who now have missions in more 
than 200 countries, including Tuvalu. 

After the service, I asked the 
preacher what William Miller’s story 
meant to him. “No one can know the 
hour,” he counseled me. “I wanted to 
share today how those people did not 
get discouraged, even when the spe-
cific prediction was wrong. They still 
had that eagerness and that hope in 
the Second Coming.” He beamed at 
me in the way pious Christians do 
when they think you might disagree 
but they love you just the same. 

After church, I got the Christian 
charity I wanted. I was hustled onto 
the back of a motorbike and driven 
halfway up the main road, where a 
gabled tin roof glinted harshly in the 
sun. The two-story house stood on 
thick concrete pillars directly above a 
large crater of the sort I’d noticed all 
over the island. These were called 
“borrow pits,” I had learned, because 
during World War II the American 
Navy had “borrowed” soil with their 
earthmovers and carted it to the wide 
part of the island to make the run-
way; they never came back to fill in 
the resulting pits.1 This pit was about 
thirty feet long and twenty feet wide 
and was lined with rocks. Inside the 
pit, plastic bags, two-by-fours, coconut 
husks, and an old CRT computer 
monitor floated in a gray sludge.2 Tila-
pia churned beneath the surface. A 

1 One of these earthmovers still sits near Fu-
nafuti’s wharf, rusting, keys in the ignition.
2 The sludge is mostly seawater. Funafuti, 
being made of coral, is porous. This is one 
reason seawalls alone will not save Tuvalu: 
as the sea rises, it will simply percolate up 
from below.
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handmade rock causeway led across 
the pit to the ridge overlooking the 
ocean. There, something like an ur-
ban slum had formed: Masonite 
shacks, plywood outhouses, barefoot 
children playing tag in the rubble, 
the odors of raw sewage and sea-
foam colliding with those of bub-
bling stoves.

My hostess Tonga (“like the 
country”) was a mother of four, 
with the sturdy build of a North 
Dakota farmer’s wife. She invited 
me up to the second-story concrete 
patio and introduced me to a crowd 
of cousins and neighbors and ba-
bies. The patio was strewn with the 
detritus of homemaking: heavy 
rocks for doorstops, a medieval-
looking iron tripod for husking co-
conuts, an outboard motor, a maze 
of clotheslines. A PVC pipe ran 
from a rainwater-collection tank to 
the inside of the house. 

Tonga served a pot of chicken 
curry and we all ate with our fin-
gers, spitting the bones onto our 
plates. An agreeable breeze passed 
across the patio, rustling the laun-
dry. Everyone periodically forgot I 
was there and slipped into Tuvalu-
an, then remembered and switched 
politely back to English. When we 
were finished, we held our plates 
over the rail and sloughed the 
scraps into the pit, and the fish 
swarmed after the bones. Tonga 
served a tub of ice cream and I de-
clined, explaining that I was aller-
gic to dairy. “I wish I was allergic to 
ice cream!” she cried with an unin-
hibited laugh. She sat cross-legged 
on the floor of her living room, eat-
ing a sugar cone with one hand and 
breast-feeding with the other. When 
her baby lifted up his head from her 
breast to cry, she gave him the ice 
cream instead. She had an extra 
room in the house, she said, now 
that her husband was at a university 
in Fiji and her children were staying 
with relatives. “You are welcome 
here!” she told me.

I moved in the next day. With 
the Sabbath over, the TV became a 
constant drone: neighborhood kids 
dropped in to watch rugby, Ameri-
ca’s Next Top Model, and comedies 
starring the Rock. Tonga worked 
during the day. At night she lay on 

the floor in front of an electric fan, 
fussing with the baby. For dinner 
we fried whole mackerel and drank 
coconut toddy. The family across 
the borrow pit burned plastic bot-
tles as cooking fuel, releasing toxic 
fumes that helped deter the mos-
quitoes breeding in the stagnant 
water below. 

At night I sat on the patio, 
watching the moon ripple on the la-
goon and hearing the ocean roil. 
When the tide came in, the waves 
crashed against the ridge and the 
lagoon crept toward the road and 
the gray sludge surged to the top of 
the borrow pit, but it never over-
f lowed. It was possible to believe 
that the water had a covenant with  
 the land: only this far,  
 no further.On the day of my scheduled boat 
tour, Mataio from the Department of 
Environment met me at the jetty 
along with our fellow passengers, 
three ecotourists from Japan. An 
hour later, four men—the crew— 
arrived with ropes but no boat. 

“Don’t worry,” one of the crew 
said. “The boat is with the driver.”

“Where is the driver?” I asked.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “We know 

where he is. He is at home drinking.” 
The driver finally arrived, carry-

ing a box of wine under his arm. He 
wore a faux-suede rancher hat and a 
T-shirt that said good morning 
vietnam, and he had the bushiest, 
most lustrous nose hair I have ever 
seen. I imagined him grooming it 
with a tiny fine-toothed comb. 

We shoved off. After gazing at the 
lagoon each day and hearing its su-
surrations each night, to find myself 
in the middle of it felt like being sus-
pended in midair. I tilted my head at 
various angles and the water, through 
my polarized sunglasses, turned differ-
ent shades of brilliant blue. The driv-
er’s nose hair pulsed in the wind. 

We reached Funafala, a nearby is-
let. Once the site of a major village, 
Funafala now had only ten inhabit-
ants. It was pristine as only an is-
land with a population under a doz-
en can be, with a lush palm forest 
and wide sand beaches. It looked 
like what I once imagined all of Tu-
valu would look like.

We sat under a sort of lean-to in 
the sand where a local man was 
rolling pipe tobacco in a pandanus 
leaf. The man was shirtless and his 
long hair was tied with a strip of 
fishnet. The crew passed around the 
box of wine. It tasted like hot vine-
gar and corn syrup. 

“According to him the high tide 
is now coming even higher,” Mataio 
translated, though the local man 
did not seem to be speaking. “Ac-
cording to him the beach was wider, 
and that sandbar really huge, and 
now the water is coming up over it.”

The local man looked up and 
pointed with his cigarette toward 
the sandbar. “Finish,” he said. He 
gestured down to the beach, where 
the tide was high. “Finish,” he said.

After a few more stops we moored 
on an uninhabited islet for a picnic 
of barbecued fish and coconuts and 
the last of the wine. At the other 
end of the beach a Fijian crew was 
making a documentary about water 
scarcity. They filmed some local kids 
swinging from a tree branch into the 
water, then scampering back up the 
tree, again and again until the 
branch broke. In this deeper part of 
the lagoon the water was an even 
more mind-bending shade of blue. 
The sun had moved from one part of 
the sky to another but showed no 
sign of setting. The strange thing 
about the future is that it never 
seems to arrive. Every day you wake 
up and it’s still the present.

But the future does come. Just 
three months after our meeting, Maa-
tia Toafa was forced out of office by a 
no-confidence vote—retribution, he 
says, for “personal, trivial matters.” 
Willy Telavi, a political rival and the 
country’s former police commissioner, 
took his place. Speaking to the U.N. 
General Assembly in September, 
Telavi condemned terrorism, en-
dorsed world peace, and recommend-
ed Taiwan for U.N. membership be-
fore turning his attention to climate 
change, “a security issue which 
threatens our survival.” He asked for 
limits on carbon emissions, further 
climate research, and more foreign 
aid. Telavi then flew back to Funafuti 
to deal with a more pressing problem. 
After six months without rain, Tuvalu 
was running out of drinking water. n
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