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Abstract

This history of Likiep Atoll in the northern Ratak region of the Marshall Islands
explores the cultural, epistemological, and historical context of Paramount Chief
Jortoka’s sale of Likiep to A. Capelle & Co. employee and partner José Anton deBrum of
Portugal in 1877 and deBrum’s transfer of ownership to his employer ten months later.
The investigation applies an eclectic ethnographic approach to reveal historical and
cultural dynamics not reflected in surviving documents but that likely played a key role in
the momentous transaction. Factors considered include the physical condition of the land;
chiefly rivalries and the prevalence of land sales and leases as an alliance building
strategy; the pervasiveness of violence and epidemic disease; genealogies and
genealogical connections; and the flexible application of indigenous philosophies to land
use and tenure practices. Also featured are counternarratives employed following the sale
by particular sectors of Likiep society as part of a strategy to maintain their place within
the atoll’s cultural, historical, and genealogical landscape by calling the sale into question
and challenging the truth of history in the process.

The dissertation’s focused methodology and use of diverse cultural and historical
resources demonstrates the important contributions ethnography can make not just to
local interpretations of history, but also to ongoing academic discussions of translocal
themes such as colonialism and imperialism, islander agency, accommodation and
resistance, Christian conversions, indigenous knowledge and epistemology, land and
sovereignty, and the practice and construction of history itself. The narrative in turn
challenges the effectiveness of sweeping regional histories that, while significant for the

larger trends they elucidate, do not capture the multiplicity of situated events,
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experiences, and interpretations that make Oceania so diverse for its many pasts,
presents, and futures. Throughout, the project demonstrates that localized histories and
historiographies are key to understanding the vast and expanding region of Oceania and
to the ongoing dehegemonization of the discipline of Pacific History and Pacific studies

more generally.
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Kajin Aelon Kein: Marshallese Language Spelling and Pronunciation

Marshallese (kajin majel or kajin aeloni kein) is a complex language with
distinctive sounds and unique pronunciations. Since the arrival of missionaries in 1857
and the first translation of the Bible into Marshallese shortly thereafter, Marshallese
orthography has taken on a variety of forms, with spellings varying widely across
historical and contemporary written texts. Likiep Atoll, for example, is often spelled
Likieb, Legiep, and Legieb in German texts and Rikieppu To in documents from and
about the Japanese colonial era.

Today, Marshallese has two spelling systems that people use in different contexts.
The first was developed by missionaries in the mid-nineteenth century and has been used
in various translations of the Bible, which remains probably the most widely read
Marshallese language text accessible to many speakers and readers of Marshallese. Since
this system is also used, albeit inconsistently, in Marshallese language newspapers, on
signs, and in other popular media, many people prefer and continue to utilize this spelling
system, which is sometimes referred to as the “old” spelling.

In the early 1970s, the Committee on Spelling Marshallese met to address
inconsistencies and inaccuracies in the old system; the outcome was the development of a
“new” spelling system as published in the Marshallese-English Dictionary (MED)
compiled by Takaji Abo, Byron W. Bender, Alfred Capelle, and Tony deBrum.' This
system offers the benefits of consistency and spellings that more closely represent
Marshallese pronunciations including differentiations between the light and heavy 1/1,
m/m, and n/n.” Since several of these letters are difficult to reproduce in typed text,
however, people often set aside the new spellings in favor of the old spellings despite the
availability of the standardized orthography.

In 2009, Byron Bender and Steve Trussel developed the “Marshallese-English
Online Dictionary” (MOD),’ a revised and updated digital version of the MED that has

several advantages including search features, unified alphabetization, and a downloadable

' Abo et al., Marshallese-English Dictionary.
2 Rudiak-Gould, ‘“Practical Marshallese,” 6.
? Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
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Marshallese keyboard that allows users to type the letters A and a, L and 1, M and m, N
and n, N and i, O and ¢, O and 6, and U and @i, several of which (e.g., the <m-cedilla>)
could not be reproduced in type in their previous forms. Bender notes: “A dot has been
substituted for a cedilla beneath letters ... because the cedilla is not yet available in
Unicode for every letter needed. The recommendation of the original Committee on
Spelling Marshallese was that some mark (not necessarily a cedilla) should be placed
beneath heavy consonants to distinguish them from the light varieties, for example. Thus
a dot can serve this purpose equally well.”* Similarly, “a tilde is put above n and N [fi and
N], as the combination <n-macron> is not available as a single character in Unicode.”

For the sake of consistency and with Bender and Trussel’s updated orthography in
mind, I have elected to use the new Marshallese spellings as standardized by Abo,
Bender, Capelle, and deBrum in the Marshallese-English Dictionary and revised by
Trussel and Bender for the “Marshallese-English Online Dictionary.” When quoting
sources, I generally reproduce Marshallese words, phrases, and names as they appear in
the original text regardless of the spelling used, although I substitute dots for cedillas and
the i for <n-macron> when those words include special characters. When appropriate, |
substitute original spellings with bracketed new spellings.

As a quick overview of the Marshallese alphabet and Marshallese pronunciations,
I have adapted Figure 1 from Maggie Peter’s “Marshallese Alphabet,” Peter Rudiak-
Gould’s “Practical Marshallese,” Laurence Carucci’s “Typological Conventions for the
Spelling of Marshallese Words,” and Byron Bender and Steve Trussel’s MOD.°

Excepting personal and place names, Marshallese words appear in italics
throughout this manuscript; with the exception of frequently used terms, these words are
followed by their English equivalents which, to ease flow, are generally not in
parentheses. All this said, I take full responsibility for any orthographical or other errors

in this manuscript.

* Bender, “Special Characters for Producing Marshallese Text Available in New Unicode Fonts.”
5 .
Ibid.
® Peter, “Marshallese Alphabet”; Rudiak-Gould, “Practical Marshallese,” 7-8; Carucci, Nuclear Nativity,
XVii.
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Letter | Marshallese Word English Meaning English Sound approximation

Aa An Its/his/hers Like the ‘0’ in cot

A a Ane Land Like the ‘e’ in pet

Bb Bwin Smell Like ‘p’ at the end of words and ‘b’
everywhere else

Dd Di Bone Like a Spanish unrolled ‘r’ or the light
‘t’ in gotta

Ee Ek Fish A cross between the ‘e’ in pet and ‘i’
in pit

I'i Ij Iam Pronounced beat, bit, or yet depending
on the word and placement

Jj Jijet Sit Pronounced s, sh, or ch at the
beginning of words; like the second
‘g’ in garage everywhere else

Kk Kiki Sleep Like the ‘c’ in cot at the beginning of
words; like the ‘g’ in got when
between two vowels

L1 Lik Back/ocean side Like the ‘I’ in lull, but not like the ‘1’
in lull

L1 Ladik Boy Like the ‘11’ in lull, but not like the ‘I’
in lull

Mm | Ma Breadfruit Like the ‘m’ in imprecise

Mm Mona Eat Like the ‘m’ in mature

Nn Ni Coconut tree/ Like the ‘n’ sound in knit

coconut juice

N fi Ni Tooth Like the ‘ng’ in sing

Nn No Wave Like the ‘n’ in nova

Oo Ok Net Like the ‘0’ in tone

0o On Vitamin Like the ‘u’ in buck or the ‘00’ in
book, depending

Oo 0j Horse Like the ‘au’ sound in caught

Pp Pidodo Easy Like ‘p’ at the end of a word and ‘b’
everywhere else

Rr Riab Lie Like a Spanish trilled (rolled) ‘r’

Tt Tipriol Outrigger Like ‘d” when between two vowels;
otherwise like ‘t’

Uu Ukulele Ukulele Like ‘v’ in tune, but with lips rounded

Ui Ulil Ax Like ‘00’ in book

W w Wia Buy/shopping Like English ‘w’

Figure 1. Kajin Aelori Kein Marshallese Language Alphabet and Pronunciation
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Names and Naming: Likiep, Marshall Islands, and Beyond

Aeloni Kein, Ri-aelon-kein, and Ri-palle: Islands, Islanders, and Outsiders

There is some debate about who coined the name Marshall Islands and when it
came into popular use. One contemporary scholar suggests that Captain Thomas Gilbert
devised the name in 1788 in honor of his fellow Captain John Marshall after the two
sailed through the islands en route to China.! An early twentieth century German
ethnographer writes, in contrast, that Captains Gilbert and Marshall called the islands the
Mulgraves and that Marshall Islands was suggested later by the Russian admiral and
explorer Adam Johann von Krusenstern.” Either way, the name stuck and the now
independent nation in the northern Pacific Ocean is commonly known in English as the
Marshall Islands or the Republic of the Marshall Islands, its people Marshall Islanders,
and its language Marshallese. The word Marshall has in turn been indigenized as majel;
the result is that today the Marshallese name for the Marshall Islands is Aelon in Majel
(often abbreviated as Majel), the people are ri-maje/—with the prefix 7i- meaning people
of or people from—and the language is kajin majel.

By the mid- to late nineteenth century, the names Marshall Islands and Marshalls
Group, together with several variations on the two, were in common use among foreign
missionaries, traders, and colonial officials. The people of the islands, meanwhile,
continued to use indigenous terms to refer to their islands, their language, and
themselves; these included aelori kein and aelori kein ad meaning these islands and our

islands,’ Ralik (“sunset”) and Ratak (“sunrise”) referring to the western and eastern

! Spennemann, “Traditional and Nineteenth Century Communication Patterns,” 37.
2 Kramer, “Hawaii, Ostmikronesien und Samoa,” 2.
3 According to Walsh and Heine, the name aelo7i kein refers to the ocean currents (ae), the sky (la), and
the plants of the land (kein) of Ralik and Ratak. Given the etymology of the word aelo7i, however, with ae
meaning currents and /677 (not /a/l) meaning not sky but instead many, much, plenty, or abundant, it is more
likely that the term refers to the vast ocean that surrounds the islands and atolls and connects ri-aeloni-kein
through its many currents and through the ri-aelé7i-kein tradition of navigation. Reminiscent of Epeli
Hau‘ofa’s vision of Oceania as a sea of islands, this etymological attention to ocean currents demonstrates
that ri-aelori-kein ancestors understood that the ocean was as much a part of their islands and their life in
the islands as the land itself—so much so that they incorporated it into their name for their homeland to
reflect its central role in their daily lives as well as in their cultural, spiritual, and epistemological beliefs
and practices. Hau‘ofa, “Our Sea of Islands,” 152; Bender and Trussel, “MOD”; Walsh and Heine, Etfo 7ian
Raan Kein, 24.
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island chains, respectively,® kajin aeloii kein meaning the language of these islands, and
ri-aeloii-kein® meaning the people of these islands.® Given that the history I construct
here focuses primarily on the second half of the nineteenth century and that pre-majel
terms continue to be in use today if to a more limited extent, I have chosen to use the
indigenous rather than introduced terminology as appropriate throughout most of the
historical portions of this manuscript. I therefore varyingly refer to the islands as aeloni
kein’ and Ralik and Ratak, the people as ri-aeloii-kein and ri-Ralik and ri-Ratak, and the
language as kajin aelon kein or the language of these islands.

Since ri-aeloi-kein identify strongly with their /amoran heritage lands located on
particular islands and atolls and therefore often distinguish themselves as such, I also
identify the people of a given atoll or island more explicitly: for example, ri-Likiep, ri-
Mile, or ri-Aur, to name just a few. I allow for some exceptions when discussing the
emerging German colonial context of the late nineteenth century as well as more
contemporary people and circumstances; in these cases, [ sometimes refer to Majel or the
Marshall Islands, ri-majel or Marshall Islanders, and kajin majel or Marshallese language
as linguistically or contextually appropriate.

With regard to the larger cultural and geographic region in which Likiep Atoll and
the Marshall Islands are located, I alternately refer to the Pacific Islands and Oceania—a
term advocated by the late Epeli Hau‘ofa to reflect the region’s vastness and
interconnectivity rather than its perceived smallness and isolation®—as linguistically and
contextually appropriate. In broader historiographic discussions, I refer to the Oceanic

subregion widely known as Micronesia, meanwhile keeping in mind that the term was

4 Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 2.

> The prefix ri- means person from or person who; I thereby use terms with this prefix such as ri-Likiep
(person from Likiep) and ri-aelori-kein (person of these islands, in reference to Marshall Islanders) to refer
to people from particular places or atolls.

% Until the mid-twentieth century, it seems that ri-aeloii-kein was the term most generally and commonly
used by the people of the islands now known as the Marshall Islands, although people also identified
themselves by their matriclan name (e.g., ri-Mwejoor), their island chain (ri-Ralik and ri-Ratak), and,
perhaps later, by their island(s) or atoll(s) of origin (e.g., ri-Likiep). Both Senfft and Mason note that ri-
aeloii-kein also called themselves armej aeloriin (people from these islands). Senfft, “Die Marshall-
Insulaner,” 1; Mason, “Economic Organization,” 2.

" Since I am not ri-aeloni-kein, I do not use the term aelori kein ad, which means our islands.

¥ Hau‘ofa, “Our Sea of Islands,” 153.

XX



coined by Europeans, is generally not used by the indigenous people of the islands, and

does not reflect Hau‘ofa’s vision of a vast, expanding, and interconnected oceanic world.’
Finally, I use ri-palle, the widely used and accepted ri-aeloni-kein term for

foreigners, visitors, and other outsiders and in particular those of European or American

descent, throughout this manuscript.'’

“Class” and Culture in Ri-aelon-kein Society

Perhaps in an effort to draw parallels between western and ri-aelori-kein societies
or to make ri-aeloni-kein socio-cultural systems comprehensible to western audiences,
western scholars have often referred to the various groups that make up ri-aelon-kein
society—irooj chiefs and kajoor commoners (who have varyingly been called ri-jerbal
workers since the late nineteenth century), for example—as classes.'’ As I briefly suggest
here and explore more in depth throughout this manuscript, however, these groups are not
classes in the western sense of the word and I therefore do not describe them as such.
With this in mind and for the reasons described below, I have opted to use the more
neutral although certainly not unproblematic terms set and subset as necessary and

appropriate to identify and refer to ri-aelori-kein groups and ranks, both historic and

? Jules Sébastien César Dumont d’Urville is generally credited with inventing the terms Polynesia (“many
islands”), Melanesia (“dark islands™), and Micronesia (“tiny islands”) in a paper he presented to the Société
de Géographie in 1832. While d’Urville introduced these terms in part as geographic designations, he also
hoped they would give him an edge in contemporaneous discussions and theories on race and racial
variation. He was so anxious to gain this edge and surpass others in his field, in fact, that he borrowed the
terms from an unpublished paper by Domeny de Rienzi without giving the author due credit. Tcherkézoff,
“A Long and Unfortunate Voyage,” 176-180.
' Although the term ri-palle has often been said to mean people with clothes, there is no linguistic
evidence for this. In fact, the translation seems to be based on the erroneous assumption that the terms palle
and balle (covering, clothing, possessions) mean the same thing, when in fact the two words are
phonetically and linguistically quite different. I suggest instead that the word palle comes from the
American trade ship Belle that was circulating around Ralik and Ratak in the mid-nineteenth century.
Captained by Ichabod Handy, the ship was among earliest to establish regular trade relations with people in
Ralik and Ratak starting sometime in the 1830s and was the first to bring ABCFM missionaries to the
islands in 1855. With this in mind, the word palle might represent an indigenized pronunciation of Belle,
with ri-palle originally meaning people of/from the (ship) Belle. This is pure conjecture on my part,
however an interesting possibility nonetheless. Hezel, Strangers in Their Own Land, 45.
H See, for example, Mason, “Economic Organization,” 38; Spoehr, Majuro, 74-75; Tobin, “Part I: Land
Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 5; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 62; Walsh,
“Imagining the Marshalls,” 78; K. Stege, “An Kora Aelorn Kein,” 10-12.
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contemporary, which are in reality much more complex, diverse, and even at odds than
class and subclass or even set and subset might suggest.'>

The word class in western intellectual and economic parlance has historically had
two different, although not altogether unrelated, meanings and applications. First, class
has been used historically to categorize people in capitalist societies according to their
level of economic wealth (e.g. upper, middle, and lower) or their relationship to the
means of economic production (e.g., bourgeoisie and proletariat); second, it has been
used in various intellectual traditions with roots in Marxist theory to describe particular
social formations (e.g., the working class) whose members have common interests,
similar views about how society should be organized, a shared consciousness of their
position in that society, and a general sense of antagonism toward other classes and
toward the socio-economic system as a whole."

In contrast, ri-aeloni-kein society has historically consisted of two overarching
socio-cultural groups called irooj chiefs and kajoor commoners that are thought to have
sacred origins. Together, these two groups own or hold land in a unique and culturally
prescribed corporate group ownership arrangement in which the former has primary
(“residual”) title to and interests in various wato land parcels and the latter holds
secondary (“provisional”) title to the same wato."* While this hierarchical system of land
tenure and socio-cultural rank and status has ancient roots in mutual hostilities and
competition over resources, the historical relationship between irooj and kajoor has been
defined more by localized reciprocity, mutual obligation, and joint land tenure than by
intragroup consciousness or intergroup conflict—although irooj-kajoor conflict certainly
does occur and has occurred historically. The result is a socio-cultural system in which
islands and genealogies and their presumed divine origins have a more central place in 7i-
aeloni-kein identities and socio-cultural formations than economic relations, material
wealth, or intergroup antagonism, although this has changed to a certain extend since the

establishment of the copra industry in the mid-1800s. With these and other issues in mind

12 Williams, Keywords, 60-69.
" Ibid.
1 Oliver, Oceania 2: 977-978.
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and for the sake of clarity and readability, I have chosen to avoid using the term class
throughout this manuscript when referring to ri-aelori-kein socio-cultural groups.

I have also made choices about how I identify and discuss some of the groups and
ranks that have historically made up ri-aelori-kein society in general and post-1877
Likiep society in particular. While these decisions have not been easy and at times might
not be completely accurate or appropriate, [ have deemed them necessary to maintain a
certain level of consistency across the various themes, topics, and time periods covered

by this manuscript.

Likiep and Ri-Likiep: Likiep and its People

Since the 1877 purchase agreement and 1878 transfer of title that reassigned
ownership of Likiep Atoll to Jos¢ Anton deBrum,'> Adolf Capelle,'® and Charles Ingalls'’
and thereby nullified irooj sovereignty on Likiep Atoll, irooj there have been effectively
replaced by the descendants of two of the original ri-palle purchasers of the atoll and
their ri-aelon-kein spouses who today make up the extended deBrum and Capelle
families. While sometimes referred to as irooj chief or iroojlaplap paramount chief in

legal documents and judicial rulings,'® the deBrums and Capelles are not considered true

irooj within ri-aelon-kein society or culture. They are instead varyingly referred to as

"% José Anton deBrum of Germany is varyingly referred to in historical documents as José, Anton, and
Antone. Although deBrum’s descendants often call him José (perhaps to distinguish him from his son
Anton, Jr.) and he is generally referred to as José in legal documents (see, for example, “Contract of
Tenancy, Likiep Atoll”), it appears that people mostly referred to him as Anton (see, for example,
Unknown, “Hayes & the Sick Chief & Dr. In[galls].”) With this in mind, I have chosen to refer to deBrum
as Anton except when quoting an original text.

'® Georg Eduard Adolf Capelle of Germany went by the name Adolf. Spelled Adolph in various historical
and narrative texts, I use the German spelling Adolf except when quoting an original text.

"7 Together with Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum, Charles Ingalls was a partner in the firm A. Capelle &
Co. from 1876 until his death in 1896. Ingalls owned a portion of Likiep Atoll until his wife sold his shares
of the atoll to the Jaluit Gesellschaft (Jaluit Company) following her husband’s death. (These shares were
eventually recuperated and divided by Capelle and deBrum; see Chapter 6.) While Ingalls was at one time
an “owner” of land on Likiep Atoll, he is seldom remembered or mentioned as such today as discussions of
the 1877 sale and 1878 transfer tend to focus exclusively on Capelle and deBrum and their descendants.
Thusly, while I do include Charles Ingalls wherever historically appropriate (see Chapter 6), he does not
always appear in quoted material or reflections about Likiep’s history and ownership.

'8 See, for example, Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands, Code of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands,
26.
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owners (in both English and Marshallese),'” apkaaj (from the English half-caste and in
reference to their mixed ri-palle and ri-aelon-kein heritage), and ri-palle (in reference to
their lighter skin color, whether real or perceived, and their position as cultural anomalies
or outsiders despite their legal ownership of the atoll) both on Likiep and within the
broader context of ri-aeloni-kein society. These and other terms serve as potent reminders
of Likiep’s contentious and contested past and of the many forces—imperial, economic,
political, racial, and otherwise—that dramatically transformed Likiep society from the
late nineteenth century onward.

One of the significant outcomes of these changes has been that kajoor, whose
designation means not just commoner but also force, strength, power, and might and
therefore suggests a certain social and cultural relevance, have been essentially although
not entirely renamed ri-jerbal, a term that means worker or people who work. While this
designation underlines the significance of the plantation economy and the role of the
kajoor in that economy on the one hand, it also ostensibly delegitimizes inherent kajoor
rights to land and power, meanwhile relegating kajoor to a subservient position that is not
altogether appropriate in a ri-aelofni-kein cultural context. Nevertheless, the term ri-jerbal
has been in common use among ri-aelofi-kein since the early plantation days and remains
so today and even more so than kajoor, although the latter term is also still used.

Since the establishment of the plantation economy on Likiep in the early 1880s,
ri-jerbal workers there have also been varyingly referred to as konako and ri-kilmeej.
Konako is from the Hawaiian kanaka meaning person or laborer and was frequently used
during the mid- to late nineteenth century to refer to “native laborers in Pacific trade

20 . . . .
<" on trade ships and in various locales around Oceania. The term seems to have

pidgin
migrated to Likiep Atoll with the two ri-palle purchasers turned plantation owners who
had spent time in Hawai‘i and on the Pacific trade and whaling circuit before arriving in
southern Ralik in the mid-nineteenth century. Ri-kilmeej, on the other hand, means black
skinned person and is generally considered a derogatory designation that refers to the

sometimes darker skin color of Likiep ri-jerbal who, until more recently, generally did

' Although the English word “owner” has been incorporated into the Marshallese language (owner) as a
designation for the deBrum and Capelle descendant-owners of Likiep Atoll, I use owner as an English word
to avoid confusion and awkward phrasing.

2% Chappell, Double Ghosts, xiii-xiv.
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not intermarry with Likiep owners who have often been referred to as ri-palle in
reference to their mixed ri-aelori-kein/ri-palle heritage and their sometimes lighter skin
color.

At the same time, however, these terms give the false impression that post-1877
Likiep society was much more racially or culturally segregated than it actually was by
suggesting that all owners were ri-palle and all ri-jerbal were ri-aelon-kein or ri-kilmeej,
when in fact it was much more complicated than that with the two groups intermingling
and intermarrying from the very beginning and to a much greater degree as time went on.
In fact, aside from the original purchasers and their former partner Charles Ingalls,
succeeding owners (with perhaps a few exceptions) have been ri-aelori-kein in the sense
that they have been the children of ri-aelo7i-kein mothers—which, as I demonstrate in
Chapter 3, is of no small consequence. As a result, a debate has raged over the past
hundred or so years over who really owns Likiep Atoll; this debate has been much more
about how land tenure and so called ownership are defined and legitimized in Ralik and
Ratak than about skin color or part European ancestry, although the latter has certainly
also been a factor in many respects.

The terms are also problematic because they imply that the owner-descendants of
Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum have remained in control of Likiep and the means of
production there since the atoll’s sale, meanwhile overshadowing the fact that owners and
ri-jerbal alike were subject to three successive colonial administrations from 1885 to
1986 (Germany from 1885 to 1914; Japan from 1914 to 1944; and the United States from
1944 to 1986). They also conceal the important reality that, despite deBrum’s purchase of
Likiep in 1877 and transfer of ownership to A. Capelle & Co. in 1878, Capelle and
deBrum’s owner-descendants have not been permitted to own Likiep outright or
exclusive of Likiep ri-jerbal since the early twentieth century. In fact, Likiep ri-jerbal
have been able to successfully argue that the kind of western-style fee simple ownership
structure perhaps envisioned by Capelle, deBrum, and Ingalls in the original purchase and
transfer agreements is not valid or relevant in a ri-aelori-kein cultural and epistemological
context and have managed to maintain their culturally sanctioned birthright to also hold

rights to land on Likiep Atoll in the process.
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All this being said and in an effort to avoid more racialized terms such as konako,
ri-kilmeej, and ri-palle in discussions about ri-Likiep, I have opted to use the terms owner
and ri-jerbal when referring to the two overarching groups that make up Likiep society
today even as I use irooj and kajoor in broader discussions about pre-1877 Likiep society
and ri-aelori-kein history and society more generally.

These and other linguistic choices are by no means unproblematic; the terms
owner and ri-jerbal, for example, carry with them the assumption that certain families
own land where others do not or that one group works and the other does not, when in
fact it is far more complicated than that. Nevertheless, the terms I have chosen are widely
used and generally accepted among the people of Likiep Atoll and the Marshall Islands
and reflect the reality that a two set socio-cultural system does still exist there much as it
does across the Marshall Islands despite years of cross set intermarriage.

As this manuscript demonstrates, identifying ri-aelofi-kein by their [amoran®'
heritage land is similarly complicated; this is especially true when it comes to Likiep
since many people including the so called original or indigenous people of Likiep and the
ri-aeloi-kein owner-descendants of Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum claim various
pieces of land on the atoll as their own. Given that ri-aelori-kein culture generally allows
for multiple, overlapping, and sometimes conflicting claims to land, however, I have
chosen to refer to all Likiep claimants—owners and kajoor/ri-jerbal alike—as ri-Likiep,
meanwhile recognizing that this choice is not without problems given Likiep’s complex
history.

As with spellings, direct quotations remain unchanged regardless of the terms
used, with the possible exception of diacritical marks as outlined in the previous section,

Kajin Aelon Kein: Marshallese Language Spelling and Pronunciation.

I A. Kabua indicates that /amoran refers to land inherited on the father’s side while kapijukunen refers to
land inherited on the mother’s side. He also notes that kapijukunen is “the bwij’s [matrilineage’s] domicile
or origin customarily” whereas /amoran “is a homeland where the bwij have lived and grown up from
generation to generation along an extended period of time under their patrilineal heritage.” See Chapter 3
for more on these and other terms relating to land, landownership, and inheritance. A. Kabua, “Customary
Titles and Inherent Rights,” 8, 16-17.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Islands of History

This manuscript represents a preliminary history of the presumed sale of Likiep
Atoll in the northern Ratak (eastern) chain of the Marshall Islands. Throughout, I engage
in an initial exploration of the historical and cultural circumstances that may have
contributed to the sale of the atoll in 1877 by Iroojlaplap' Jortoka® to resident ri-palle
foreign trader José Anton deBrum in exchange for “merchandise consisting of cloth,
hardware, cannon, muskets, ammunition, tobacco, etc., etc., to the value of twelve
hundred and fifty dollars™ and deBrum’s subsequent transfer of ownership to the
partners of A. Capelle & Co. in 1878.% To do this, I look beyond the text of various
Likiep land deeds and other written agreements and consider the dynamics that likely
affected Jortoka’s decision but are not captured by or reflected in surviving documents.
Specifically, I consider the physical condition of the land; chiefly rivalries and
competition over copra profits and proceeds; the prevalence of land sales and leases as an
alliance building strategy among irooj chiefs from the late 1850s through the mid-1880s;
the pervasiveness of violence, blackbirding, and epidemic disease; genealogical
connections linking Jortoka and Anton deBrum through marriage; and the flexible
application of ri-aeloni-kein philosophies authorizing irooj to incorporate ri-palle into
their notions and practices of land use and tenure at that time. I also highlight some of the
counterhistories that call the validity and veracity of Jortoka’s sale of Likiep Atoll into
question and consider the important role the counternarratives have played not only in
efforts by kajoor commoners to retain a place for themselves within Likiep’s cultural,
historical, and genealogical landscape but also in challenging the truth of history on the
atoll for over a century.

While the overarching goals and objectives of this manuscript are many, I aim in

particular to privilege diverse ri-aelori-kein and ri-Likiep identities and understandings of

"I varyingly use Iroojlaplap and Irooj as titles when referring to paramount chiefs including Jortoka,
Kabua, and others.

* The spelling of Jortoka’s name varies widely in historical texts; variations include Jortaka, Jortake,
Jurrtaka, Jurrtaka, etc. I have chosen to spell his name using the new spelling as standardized in the MED.
? “Iroojlaplap Jortoka Statement on Transfer of Likiep Atoll to Jos¢ deBrum.”

* «José (Anton) deBrum Statement on Transfer of Title to Likiep Atoll to A. Capelle & Co.”
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and approaches to the past; to construct a history whose structure and organization is
reflective of and reflects on what Marshall Sahlins calls the culturally ordered’ nature of
Likiep’s past and present; to highlight the active engagement of ri-aelo7i-kein in colonial
encounters, engagements, and activities in their islands; to disrupt notions of the Marshall
Islands and Likiep Atoll as culturally or historically homogenous or static entities; and to
contribute to what David Gegeo and others have referred to as the ongoing
dehegemonization® of Pacific studies and, in this case, the discipline of Pacific history.

Historian David Hanlon asserts that the “importance of . . . islands in terms of
what they can teach us . . . is in inverse proportion to their size.”’ This is certainly true for
Likiep Atoll and the thousands of other islands and atolls that make up the geographic
region known as Micronesia in the northern Pacific Ocean where the physical surface
area of the majority of islands is no more than one square mile and is in many cases much
less. Similarly, the populations of the region’s seven contemporary political entities—the
Republic of the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, the Republic of
Palau, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, the Republic of
Kiribati, and the Republic of Nauru—are physically and geographically small relative to
most of the world’s other nations and territories. The population of the Marshall Islands,
for example, is only about 65,000 and is distributed across many of the country’s five
isolated islands and twenty-nine atolls spanning more than 750,000 square miles of
ocean. The country’s total land area of just seventy square miles is divided across more
than 1,500 tiny islets, many of which have only a handful of residents. Among these,
Likiep Atoll has a land area of just under four square miles and a population of only
about 400 people.® These are tiny islands indeed.

And yet as Tongan scholar Epeli Hau‘ofa has so aptly stated, the islands and
populations of the region he calls Oceania are not small at all; rather, they are part of a

much larger oceanic world in which boundaries, movements, and even cultures and

> Sahlins, Islands of History, Vii.

® Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo, “How We Know,” 1.

7 Hanlon, “Micronesia: Writing and Rewriting the Histories of a Nonentity,” 4.

¥ The 2011 Republic of the Marshall Islands census lists the population of Likiep Atoll as 401 people.
Republic of the Marshall Islands, “The RMI 2011 Census of Population and Housing,” 7.
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Figure 4. Likiep Island from the air, 2007
Photograph by Monica LaBriola

identities are “constantly negotiated and even contested.”

Meanwhile, despite their
physical size relative to much larger continents, the islands are home to some of the
world’s oldest cultures, boast rich and complex histories that span thousands of years and
many more miles of ocean, and have been at the crossroads of world history for hundreds
if not thousands of years. In fact, it has only been since the arrival of geographically
larger continental powers that the islands of the Pacific have been classified as politically,
economically, and historically small, bounded, and insignificant, when in reality they
make up a sea of islands that is vast and expanding and whose many peoples, cultures,
histories, and historiographies have much to contribute to contemporary understandings
of and approaches to the past, present, and future—with those of Likiep Atoll being no
exception.

This project demonstrates that histories on and of a place as apparently small as
Likiep Atoll have much to contribute not just to local understandings of the past, but also
to ongoing discussions about broader translocal themes—colonialism and imperialism,
islander agency, accommodation and resistance, Christian missionization and conversion,
indigenous knowledge and epistemology, land and sovereignty, and the practice and
construction of history itself—and their various encounters with and impacts on Pacific

Islander communities over the past several centuries. My localized, ethnographic

? Hau‘ofa, “Our Sea of Islands,” 154-155.



approach challenges broad regional histories'® of Micronesia and the Pacific Islands that,
while significant for the larger trends and themes they elucidate, do not capture the
multiplicity of situated events, experiences, and interpretations that make Oceania so
diverse for its many pasts, presents, and futures—and which are key to understanding

histories of and in Oceania more generally.

Colonizing Histories

Despite Oceania’s long histories and rich cultures and traditions, hegemonic
powers in Europe, Asia, and the Americas have pointed to the perceived isolation and
relative smallness of the islands and their populations as justifications for exploiting them
economically, controlling them politically, and in some cases writing them off all
together over the past 600 years. The United States’ use of Pikinni and Anewetak atolls in
the Marshall Islands to conduct sixty-seven atmospheric nuclear tests from June 30, 1946
to August 18, 1958 is one of the most egregious examples.'' The atolls’ so called
remoteness and distance from any major American population center were considered
grounds for conducting the tests and displacing and even irradiating their inhabitants with
little regard for potential long term effects, which in the most extreme cases have
included widespread illness and permanent displacement. Eleven years after the
detonation of the final nuclear test in Anewetak, President Nixon’s then Assistant for
National Security Affairs Henry Kissinger dismissed arguments against the United
States’ right to eminent domain in Palau, Yap, Chuuk, Pohnpei, Kosrae, and the Marshall
Islands, which at the time made up the U.S. administered Trust Territory of the Pacific
Islands, with this infamous quote: “There are only 90,000 people out there. Who gives a
damn?”'? Indeed, for the United States in the mid-twentieth century, these and other
Micronesian islands and societies were not only small and remote, they were wholly
inconsequential.

The United States’ use of the Marshall Islands for nuclear testing and Kissinger’s

statement a decade later sums up the United States’ attitude and approach to its territories

10 See, for example, Armitage and Bashford, eds. (forthcoming 2013), Hezel (1983, 1995, and 2013), Igler
(2013), and Matsuda (2012).

' Republic of the Marshall Islands, “U.S. Nuclear Testing Program in the Marshall Islands.”

"2 Quoted in McHenry, Micronesia, Trust Betrayed, 98.
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in the Micronesian islands since the end of World War II and encapsulates colonialism in
the region since Spanish explorer Ferdinand Magellan first bumped into Guam in 1521.
Since Magellan’s arrival, seven colonial powers including Spain, Germany, Great Britain,
Japan, New Zealand, Australia, and the United States have had their hand in
administering and exploiting various islands and areas throughout the region. In the
majority of cases, the economic, political, social, and cultural aspirations, desires, and
objectives of these world powers have overshadowed and overpowered those of the
islands’ indigenous peoples, with the purchase of Likiep Atoll in 1877 by ri-palle trader
Anton deBrum and the subsequent German administration of the Marshall Islands from
1885 to 1914 being just two examples of this larger phenomenon. Indeed, much like the
activities of Japan and the United States in the Marshall Islands over the past century, the
purchase of Likiep and Germany’s subsequent administration of the islands were steered
primarily by ri-palle economic and political motives—the acquisition of land and
personal property for the establishment of copra plantations and the expansion of the
German colonial empire—rather than out of concern for long term security or welfare of
the islands’ indigenous people or institutions."> Too often, the outcome has been the
displacement and dispossession of Marshall Islanders from their /amoran heritage lands
and from the cultural and epistemological foundations that have made those land parcels,
islands, and atolls theirs for centuries.

Much the same can be said of the practice of history in Oceania in general and in
the islands of Micronesia more specifically over the past several hundred years, which
has too often been overwritten and overridden by European, Japanese, American, and
other non-indigenous ri-palle authors of and approaches to remembering, recording, and
narrating the past. Although islanders across the region have chronicled, preserved, and
passed down their histories for thousands of years via oral and other traditions including
stories, legends, genealogies, chants, songs, dances, tattoos, traditional medicine, special
events, and many others, written documents and other records produced by European,

Asian, and American explorers, traders, missionaries, beachcombers, and colonial

> W. Smith, “The Ideology of German Colonialism,” 641-642.
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officials have generally dominated the ri-palle historical record in hegemonic fashion
since the mid-sixteenth century.

For Pacific scholars Linda Tuhiwai Smith of Aotearoa New Zealand and
Manulani Aluli Meyer of Hawai‘i, imperialism and colonialism are not just about foreign
political and economic hegemony in the islands, but are also “the specific formations
through which the West [has come] to ‘see’, to ‘name’ and to ‘know’ indigenous

1% and to thereby subjugate Pacific islanders epistemologically and

communities
intellectually by defining what about their cultures and histories is worthy of
investigation and the means and media through which these should be narrated and
represented.'” As a result, written histories and other works of scholarship produced from
the physical and intellectual edges'® of the Pacific are often dominated by imperial
imaginations and imaginings rather than by the perspectives or visions of indigenous
people and communities.'” A more recent counterhegemonic trend has led Pacific
Islander scholars such as David Gegeo, Subramani, Vilsoni Hereniko, and others to point
to western intellectual traditions and their historic claims to universalism as barriers to
understanding Pacific pasts and contemporary Oceania—and, in turn, to the intellectual
empowerment of indigenous Pacific peoples.'®

Smith, Gegeo, and others maintain that such illustrations rarely incorporate
indigenous forms or sources of knowledge or recognize indigenous epistemologies as
legitimate frameworks for remembering and representing the past; instead, they
frequently rely on outsider interpretations and frames of reference to construct histories
of Oceanic places and peoples. As a result, few of the documents, accounts, narratives, or
works of art found in the world’s great libraries and museums provide island based or
islander centered interpretations of how indigenous ancestors of contemporary Pacific
islanders might have imagined their worlds, interpreted their experiences, or framed their

decisions—or how their descendants remember those events and experiences today.

' Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 63.

15 Meyer, “Our Own Liberation,” 125.

' T Teaiwa, “L(0)sing the Edge,” 343-344.

7 Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 24.

'® Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo, “How We Know,” 55-57; Subramani, “Emerging Epistemologies,” 1-2;
Hereniko, “Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,” 78-79.
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Instead, they depict Pacific islands and islanders from perspectives that have been
imported or imposed on the islands from the outside. The result is that while many such
recorded histories are certainly about Oceanic places and peoples, they are seldom
epistemologically of the region and just as rarely target Pacific islanders as their primary
audience. Much the same can be said of contemporary regional approaches to Pacific
history whose broad strokes and “connecting narratives”'"” frequently overshadow local
manifestations of, involvements in, adaptations to, and interpretations of events and
experiences such colonialism and imperialism and the dispossession of land and
sovereignty. This investigation begins to undercover what makes Likiep Atoll unique in
this regard even as it speaks to some of the regional trends and happenings that have

connected Pacific islands and people across time and oceans for many centuries.

Approaching Likiep

While important traces™ of and clues to Likiep Atoll’s past are located in books,
journal articles, ethnographies, regional histories, captains logs, missionary accounts,
travel narratives, legal proceedings, photographs, and other documents in libraries,
museums, and archives in the Marshall Islands, Pohnpei,21 Guam, Honolulu, New South
Wales, and even Stanford, California, many of the atoll’s multiple, complex, and
sometimes conflicting histories persist deep within its landscapes and seascapes, unique
cultural expressions and articulations, power structures and struggles, and many
narratives and counternarratives, none of which is wholly located in any book, journal
article, or historical essay. While relatively absent from the western historical record,
Likiep’s many histories live on in the hearts, minds, and stories of ri-Likiep and other 7i-
aelori-kein who continue to experience, express, and debate them in their everyday lives
and through their own unique historiographic traditions on Likiep, on Majro and Ebja
(the Marshall Islands’ two urban centers), and across the United States in places such as
Honolulu, Hawai‘i and Springdale, Arkansas where many ri-Likiep reside today after

decades of migration away from their /amoran heritage lands following the institution of

' Matsuda, Pacific Worlds, 8.
20 Winduo, “Unwriting Oceania,” 600.
2! The Micronesian Seminar has relocated to Chuuk State, Federated States of Micronesia.
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the Compact of Free Association between the Republic of the Marshall Islands and the
United States in 1986.%

Likiep’s histories are significant not just for what they reveal about the atoll’s past
and its role in world history, but also because they continue to be deeply relevant and in
many cases contentious and contested in the present. Because these histories speak to
important contemporary issues such as land tenure, structures of authority, culture, and
epistemology, they carry with them a great deal of political, economic, and emotional
consequence for everyone who considers Likiep Atoll home. What’s more, they have the
potential to speak to events and experiences beyond Likiep Atoll and the Marshall Islands
in places such as Nauru and Banaba, Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands, Hawai‘i
and New Zealand, and beyond where indigenous communities have varyingly and
sometimes simultaneously engaged with, accommodated, been victimized by, and
resisted foreign imperial powers over issues of land and sovereignty for centuries.

On Likiep as in the rest of the Marshall Islands and much of Oceania, these
histories and traditions continue to take on a variety of predominantly oral forms such as
bwebwenato stories, inoni legends and myths, jabonkonnaan proverbs and wise sayings,
kadkad genealogies, eb dances, and al songs, that are vastly and fundamentally different
from western style written histories in format, content, and approach. And yet despite
these and other differences, oral traditions are nevertheless fully developed histories in
their own right and composed by oral historians who, not unlike western historians, sift
through “the debris of the past” in an effort to determine what about that past is important
and worth preserving.” These histories are constructed and perpetuated within locally
specific epistemologies that assign a privileged ontological status to certain historical
truths—stories of first arrivals and the supernatural origins of land and chiefly authority,
for example—that are significant both for what they say about the past and for what they
reveal about contemporary cultural and social truths including land tenure patterns, power

relations, and cultural values.”* These traditions reveal a great deal not only about people

** Title I Section IV of the amended Compact of Free Association between the Republic of the Marshall
Islands and the United States (2003) continues visa-free immigration and employment status to citizens of
the RMI as granted in the original 1986 Compact. “Compact of Free Association, as Amended,” IV—-6-9.
2 Spear, “Oral Traditions,” 136.

** Poyer, “Defining History across Cultures,” 88.
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Figure 5. Aunty Bonny deBrum performing a Likiep dance, Likiep 2007
Photograph by Monica LaBriola, Likiep

and events of the past, but also about the culturally and geographically specific
epistemological lenses through which they have been produced, disseminated,
interpreted, and understood and are therefore important both in terms of the historical
facts they encompass and for what they reveal about ri-aelo7i-kein beliefs about and

approaches to their own histories, cultures, and identities.

Indigenizing Histories and Historiographies

Since the publication of Epeli Hau‘ofa’s seminal 1993 essay “Our Sea of Islands,”
many Pacific Islander scholars including Teresia Teaiwa, Katerina Teaiwa, Vicente Diaz,
J. Kehaulani Kauanui, David Gegeo, Subramani, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Vilsoni Hereniko,
Pat Hohepa, Keith Camacho, Anne Hattori, and others have sought to reconceptualize
and re-write Oceania’s many histories in ways that challenge not just political and
economic colonialism but also the academic and epistemological imperialism that have
driven the production of external knowledge about Oceanic places for centuries. More
recently, this movement has led these and other scholars to explore and incorporate
western intellectual theories and approaches including those of Marx, Gramsci, Bourdieu,
Hall, Spivak, and others in an effort to articulate issues of power, culture, and identity in

their own communities. Many have found, however, that while valuable in certain
11



respects, contemporary cultural studies approaches often remain far removed from the
region and, as a result, serve to further alienate the very people they claim to represent.

David Gegeo, Teresia Teaiwa, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, and others suggest that, in
order to begin to shatter these barriers, Pacific scholars, intellectuals, and artists must
actively work to formulate approaches that both recognize and contribute to the
production of counternarratives and the dehegemonization of western discourses and
knowledge production.” These approaches should reflect local knowledge about,
understandings of, and approaches to the past and be steeped in indigenous cultures and
epistemologies that take into account indigenous theories about the nature and limits of
knowledge; relevant and appropriate sources of knowledge and frameworks for knowing;
and the culturally specific ethics of who can seek out particular kinds of knowledge, who
can be a knower, and what kinds of information can be known and is worth knowing and
preserving.’ In the process, they suggest, Pacific historians must seek out ways to
incorporate and reflect indigenous epistemologies and ways of knowing into their
renderings of the past in an effort to dehegemonize our sources of knowledge, frames of
reference, research methodologies, and narrational strategies and approaches.

These scholars together with James Clifford, Houston Wood, and others stress
that such approaches can only be useful for Pacific studies if they are rooted in Pacific
places and genealogies, are adapted in ways that make them relevant to the region, and
are adjusted to allow room for multiple tensions and oppositions that might not fit into
western frameworks and that in turn emphasize indigenous cultures, epistemologies, and
ways of knowing.”’ They also suggest that the dehegemonization of knowledge in and
about Oceania can only begin if Pacific scholars rely first and foremost on indigenous
epistemologies, interpretations, and experiences and bring in western and other outside
theories and frameworks only when they support indigenous re-articulations and help
“empower native people as they struggle to transform social injustices and inequalities”**

both within the academy and in their everyday lives. This project is my own initial

** Subramani, “Emerging Epistemologies,” 1.

26 Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo, “How We Know,” 1-2; Meyer, “Our Own Liberation,” 125.

7 Clifford, “Indigenous Articulations,” 469-470; Diaz and Kauanui, “Native Pacific Cultural Studies,” 318-
325; T. Teaiwa, “L(o)osing the Edge,” 352; Wood, “Cultural Studies for Oceania,” 340-343.

*¥ Hereniko, “Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,” 88.
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attempt to incorporate ri-aelori-kein knowledge and epistemologies in the construction of
a history of Likiep Atoll that privileges indigenous experiences and interpretations even
as it recognizes and comes to terms with their diversity, complexity, and occasional

ambiguity.

Currents of Pacific History

As I have searched for a methodological framework and approach to help me
construct this preliminary written history of the sale of Likiep Atoll, I have remained
committed to writing a history that is culturally informed, theoretically relevant and “on

9929

the edge,””” and reflects Likiep’s many entanglements, complexities, and
counternarratives even as it remains recognizable and accessible to the people who
remember, practice, and perform this history every day. With this in mind, I have
purposefully limited my use of western theory and cultural studies approaches and jargon
and attempted instead to follow the lead of contemporary Pacific scholars from across
disciplines who emphasize the need in Pacific studies to privilege islander cultures,
contexts, identities, experiences, and epistemologies.

Within the field of Pacific history, this important trend has been developing since
the mid-1950s when James W. Davidson inspired a historiographic shift away from
colonists and colonial powers and toward islands and islanders.’® Indeed, Davidson
viewed the practice of Pacific history through the mid-1950s as a history of western
expansion, hegemony, and empire that spoke little to islander experiences or
perspectives. In this way, he encouraged contemporaneous and future scholars of Oceania
to shift their focus away from empires and toward the islands themselves in an effort to
understand more about islander experiences and responses to colonialism and
imperialism in their homes.

Davidson argued that, to do this, Pacific historians should revisit, reread, and,
even more importantly, look beyond the archives to indigenous cultural and historical

forms and expressions including oral traditions and records written in indigenous

2T, Teaiwa, “L(o)osing the Edge,” 343.
%% Davidson, “The Study of Pacific History”; Davidson, “Problems of Pacific History,” 14.
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languages by and for the people of the islands.’’ By considering island centered
knowledges and sources of knowledge, he proposed, western historians might begin to
appreciate and, to the extent possible, understand and re-present indigenous perceptions
of and experiences with imperialism in Oceania or how individuals and communities
within the region have received, interpreted, utilized, transformed, and in many cases
rejected colonial institutions and conventions over the past several hundred years.
Davidson hoped that this would in turn lead to deeper and more complex understandings
and interpretations of the people, cultures, and histories of Oceania both past and present.

Over the past half century, Davidson’s work has had profound and far-reaching
effects on the discipline of Pacific history. Most immediately, he inspired a generation of
historians including Henry Maude and Dorothy Shineberg, among others, who not only
produced pioneering works of scholarship that continue to influence, challenge, and
transform the practice of history in the region but have also influenced and inspired
subsequent generations of Pacific scholars. Perhaps most notable among these was Greg
Dening, an Australian historian of the Pacific who made great strides with his seminal
Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent Land: Marquesas, 1774-1880 and other work
rereading and reinterpreting archives in an effort to cross history’s cultural and
epistemological beach in order to highlight indigenous cultures, experiences,
perspectives, and interpretations of events to often construed according to outsider
perspectives and frameworks.”® Dening’s approach further influenced and inspired others
in the field including Nicolas Thomas, Klaus Neumann, David Hanlon, David Chappell,
Pat Hohepa, Vicente Diaz, Lin Poyer, and Anne Hattori, to name just a few, whose work
over the past several decades has brought islander experiences, perspectives,
interpretations, epistemologies, and historiographies to the forefront of Pacific Islands
history and histories.

These and other Pacific scholars have begun implementing interdisciplinary
methods to challenge both fatalistic approaches and postmodernist assumptions about the

incommensurability of cultures; in the process, they have looked to the work of

3! Davidson, “Problems of Pacific History,” 5.

> Ibid., 10.

3 Dening, Islands and Beaches. Also see Dening, The Bounty; Dening, “History ‘in’ the Pacific”; Dening,
Mr. Bligh’s Bad Language; Dening, The Death of William Gooch; and Dening, Beach Crossings.
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anthropologists, linguists, archaeologists, ethnobotanists, folklorists, artists, and, perhaps
most importantly, indigenous historians and cultural practitioners, to produce
interdisciplinary, culturally informed works that re-present the past with islander
perspectives, interpretations, cultures, and epistemologies in mind. These authors strive to
depict islanders as active producers of their own histories rather than as the mere passive
victims of the arrivals, discoveries, desires, institutions, and interpretations of outsiders;
they also seek to present culture and cultural knowledge not as static or fixed but rather as
flexible, adaptable, and historically ordered’*—and as essential to any construction of
islander pasts.

Proponents and practitioners of the dehegemonization of Pacific history in
particular and Pacific studies more generally can be found in a variety of locations and
disciplines across and outside the region, and those focusing on Micronesian places and
histories are no exception. Within the larger Oceanic historiographic context, Klaus
Neumann is just one example of a Pacific historian who has attempted to turn
hegemonical history on its head by challenging the assumption that the “conventional
historical narrative [is] the obvious and most authentic way of representing the past,” and
in particular the pasts of predominantly oral societies.” To this end, Neumann insists that
any history of an oral culture must incorporate oral traditions, not so much to prove the
past or confirm written accounts, but rather to reflect and represent the beliefs, values,
and histories that the bearers of these traditions hold as true. To this end, Neumann
maintains that oral traditions are “true constructions of the past, no matter if they [are]
factually correct reconstructions” and asserts that “oral tradition is history” whose power
lies not so much in its capacity to prove the past as in its potential to “interrupt the
homogeneous [and hegemonic] narrational rendering of the past” with indigenous
knowledge, interpretations, histories, and truths.®

Acknowledging that “a history is . . . an individual’s articulation of the past” and
that it is thereby impossible to construct an objective or even factual rendering of past

events, Neumann juxtaposes various oral accounts, enactments, memories, photographs,

** Sahlins, Islands of History, Vii.
** Neumann, Not the Way It Really Was, 121-122.
% Ibid., 44.
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and glosses in an effort to present multiple truths and interpretations.’” To do this, he
borrows filmmaker Alexander Kluge’s technique of montage to construct a set of
intersecting and overlapping histories™® and positions himself more as an editor of
histories than an author of history per se. In this way, Neumann attempts to blast open
traditionally monolithic western reconstructions of history and notions of authorship by
replacing the historical epic with eclecticism and overlapping points of contact.”” With
this approach, Neumann embraces his own and others’ subjectivities and the possibility
that, in addition to facts, so called “untruth” also makes history by becoming real in the
present.*’ In the process, he recognizes that, like all histories—oral, written, and
otherwise—the stories he constructs are not authoritative renderings of past events, but
rather assemblages of stories that might help “move toward the truth of things” with
respect to contemporary understandings of and approaches to the past.*'

Within the subfield of Micronesian history, David Hanlon’s history of Pohnpei
also promotes the dehegemonization of history and historiography by including and
privileging indigenous cultures, experiences, interpretations, forms of knowledge, and
methods of historical practice. Influenced in particular by Greg Dening and
anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, whose theories about and approaches to the symbiotic
relationship between culture and history have gone a long way in challenging notions of
culture as historically static and history as culturally neutral, Hanlon’s Upon a Stone
Altar: A History of the Island of Pohnpei to 1890 constructs a general history of the
island that highlights indigenous perspectives through re-readings of archival accounts
written by outsiders and by weaving together Pohnpei oral traditions, anthropological
studies, written histories, and the author’s own personal experiences and observations on
the island.*

Much like Klaus Neumann, Hanlon maintains that oral traditions are

indispensable to the construction of any history of an oral culture such as Pohnpei

37 1bid.

¥ 1bid., 122.

3 1bid., 42-49.

“bid., 119.

“ Ibid.

*2 Hanlon, Upon a Stone Altar.
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because they remain “the principal form of historical expression” even today and
continue to reflect the past as it is remembered and understood by Pohnpeians.* Indeed,
Hanlon’s reliance on oral history is just one component of an approach that privileges
Pohnpeian experiences, identities, epistemologies, and historiographies and demonstrates
how the history of a place as small as Pohnpei speaks to larger themes of Pacific and
world history including cross cultural encounters, migrations, trade and exchange,
religious conversion, and imperialism and colonialism and how scholars might begin to
address and consider these themes from indigenous perspectives and using indigenous
methods and historiographies.

Together, contemporary theories about the much needed dehegemonization of
knowledge in and about the Pacific region and the seminal work of Pacific historians
such as Dening, Neumann, Hanlon, and many others have helped inspire a generation of
indigenous historians working to re-present histories of the region called Micronesia from
indigenous perspectives and through indigenous epistemological frameworks. As a result,
the past two decades have seen a proliferation of historical studies focused on
Micronesian places and peoples, many of which have been compiled by indigenous
authors and privilege indigenous approaches to (hi)storytelling. Vicente Diaz, Keith
Camacho, and Anne Hattori, for example, have produced works that challenge
assumptions about cultural loss and persistence, Chamorro identities, and indigenous
survival and resistance on Guam.** Joakim Peter promotes a theory of islander movement
and migration based in local Chuukese epistemology rather than on colonial
constructions or boundaries.*” Lin Poyer uses oral traditions to construct a history of
survival and identity formation on Sapwuahfik atoll in Pohnpei*® and co-authored
together with Suzanne Falgout and Laurence Marshall Carucci two volumes that weave
together oral histories and archival research to construct comparative accounts of local
Micronesian experiences and memories of World War I1.*’ Julianne Walsh uses

ethnography to consider how Marshallese chiefs and commoners have historically

3 bid., xvii-xviii.

* Diaz, Repositioning the Missionary; Hattori, Colonial Dis-Ease; Camacho, Cultures of Commemoration.
3 Peter, “Chuukese Travelers and Horizon.”

* poyer, The Ngatik Massacre.

* Falgout et al., Memories of War; Poyer et al., The Typhoon of War.
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incorporated and indigenized “foreign discourses and resources” into local, “culturally
informed models and practices of authority.”*® Greg Dvorak challenges assumptions
about gender identity and identity formation in the Marshall Islands® and Katerina
Teaiwa uses cultural knowledge and personal accounts and experiences to dehegemonize
the role of the scholar and the production of knowledge surrounding Banaban history and
Banaba’s past.”’ The work of these and other authors and editors of history have made
important contributions to furthering the dehegemonization of knowledge in and about
the region known as Micronesia and Oceania more generally.

In these and other ways, Pacific scholars and historians have both inspired and
begun to heed the calls of indigenous and other intellectuals in and around the region to
produce academic works that approach and represent Oceania from within. Insisting that
“as long as Pacific studies continues to achieve its critical edge from the edges of the
Pacific, its contributions to knowledge production will remain largely impotent,

! these scholars

irrelevant, and unwelcome in the face to face realities of the islands,
promote a brand of scholarship that is not just islander-oriented but whose foundation and
purpose reflect and privilege Oceanic cultures, epistemologies, and ways of knowing,
meanwhile incorporating and adapting non-indigenous theoretical approaches,
methodologies, and forms of knowledge when appropriate. David Gegeo refers to this
process as dehegemonization, an important component of the ongoing process of
decolonization in the islands that necessarily involves indigenous Pacific Islanders
asserting and reasserting “the validity of their own ways of knowing and being.”* I seek
to draw from and build on these approaches to construct a history of the sale of Likiep
Atoll that not only incorporates multiple Likiep experiences and interpretations of the

sale but also reflects the larger cultural, epistemological, and historical context in which

the sale took place.

* Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” xi.
4 Dvorak, “The Martial Islands.”
K. Teaiwa, “Tirawata Irouia.”
LT, Teaiwa, “L(0)osing the Edge,” 352.
32 Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo, “How We Know,” 55.
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Looribeb: Navigating Likiep’s Big and Little Currents

Despite the many important changes that have transformed Pacific scholarship in
general and Pacific history more specifically over the past half century, Vilsoni Hereniko
and others suggest that there nevertheless remain important and essential differences that
separate history as an academic discipline from history as it is practiced in many places
across Oceania.” Using his home island of Rotuma as an example, Hereniko finds that
where academic histories emphasize chronologies, major themes and events, and external
realities, Rotuman histories and historiographies—and, he implies, those in other Pacific
places—focus on people and genealogies, land and place, cultural values and
expectations, and the emotional truths and experiences of everyday life.”* Where western
style histories idolize facts and the search for objective truth, Pacific islander histories
leave space for multiple versions and interpretations of the past that are transmitted
through a variety of historiographic channels and approaches including oral accounts
such as myths and legends, humorous tales, speeches, and gossip; songs, dances, and
theatrical performances; proverbs and sayings; genealogies of chiefly families; and
personal stories, memories, and dreams.>

While central to the lives and cultures of Pacific islanders—vi-aelo7i-kein and ri-
Likiep included—Hereniko maintains that academic historical scholarship continues to
overlook and overwrite indigenous histories and historiographies both in content and
approach.’® For Hereniko, the next step in the dehegemonization of Pacific history is to
move beyond the necessary and important inclusion of indigenous people, experiences,
cultures, and perspectives in academic scholarship toward a fundamental transformation
in the practice and construction of history itself. In addition to the discipline’s focus and
content, this transformation must also involve a fundamental shift in how history is
practiced, by whom, and for what reasons. With this in mind, Hereniko proposes that any
research conducted in or about Pacific Islander communities must have the empowerment

of those communities as its ultimate or overarching goal. Otherwise, he maintains,

>3 Hereniko, “Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,” 79-85.
> Ibid.
> Ibid., 78-80.
% Ibid., 83-84.
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scholarship in Oceania remains a mere agent of the political and intellectual exploitation
of islander communities and knowledges by outsiders.”’

The gap Hereniko describes in many ways also divides Likiep histories as they
have been recounted and represented in various although relatively few sites of academic
scholarship and those that continue to be practiced, performed, experienced, remembered,
preserved, and contested every day through Likiep’s landscapes and seascapes, unique
cultural expressions and articulations, power structures and struggles, and multiple
narratives and counternarratives. Because these histories and the historiographies through
which they are produced are often fundamentally different from those constructed
through western academic approaches, it is impossible to fully capture or reflect here
histories of Likiep as they have been understood and enacted by the people of that place.

The kind of complete historiographic transformation proposed by Hereniko and
others is out of the reach of this particular author and manuscript or of any other work of
western academic scholarship. I nevertheless try to [ooribeb™ ride these larger
historiographic currents across the Pacific and into Likiep’s vast epistemological lagoon
in an effort to construct a history that privileges and empowers ri-aelori-kein and ri-
Likiep histories and epistemologies. I do this by remaining anchored in Likiep—the
people, the land, the culture, the experiences, the narratives and counternarratives—even
as [ acknowledge that this effort involves multiple and often conflicting and contradictory
experiences and interpretations that together encompass Likiep’s many intersecting
histories and cross currents. With this in mind, [ have made every effort to construct an
ethnographically rich, epistemologically appropriate, and theoretically accessible
rendering of Likiep’s mid- to late nineteenth century past, meanwhile accepting that this
text about Likiep written in English by a ri-palle female student of history remains
inevitably and fundamentally different from any indigenous history of Likiep Atoll or the
Marshall Islands more generally.

To do this, I draw from and remain in conversation with emerging methodologies
and approaches within the fields of Pacific studies and Pacific history as I consider

histories in and of Likiep Atoll. Methodologically, I look in particular to the work of

*" Ibid., 88.
% Looribeb means to follow a large wave entering a lagoon.
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Klaus Neumann and David Hanlon for their use of and approaches to oral traditions and
other forms of indigenous historical knowledge; to Julianne Walsh for her focus on 7i-
aeloii-kein agency in encounters with ri-palle over the past several hundred years’’; to
Greg Dening and Marshall Sahlins for their insistence on the importance of culture and
ethnography to historical inquiry, the recognition of the historian’s and history’s
unavoidable entanglement with the culture within which history is produced, and history
as a particular and culturally specific way of knowing and producing knowledge®; to
Katerina Teaiwa®' and Klaus Neumann for their application of Kluge’s montage
approach; and to David Gegeo, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Vilsoni Hereniko, Teresia Teaiwa,
Subramani, and others who insist on the central importance of indigenous epistemologies
to the dehegemonization of knowledge in any work of Pacific scholarship. Following
Linda Tuhiwai Smith, I also remain dedicated to working collaboratively®* with ri-Likiep
and other ri-aelii-kein as I continue to learn (in)® ri-aelofi-kein culture in an effort to
construct histories that not only privilege their knowledge and culture but also promote
the validity of their multiple perspectives, experiences, and interpretations.

This manuscript is thus informed by ethnographic approaches to the study of
history and the assumption that any cross cultural study of the past should not only have
as its foundation an intimate familiarity with the indigenous cultures, languages,
identities, values, knowledges, and epistemologies of a particular place, but should also
include and privilege those knowledge forms to the extent possible. This approach
reflects Marshalls Sahlins’ assertion that “history is culturally ordered, differently so in

different societies, according to meaningful schemes of things”®*

and supports my belief
that to understand Likiep’s history in the emerging colonial context of the mid- to late
nineteenth century is to understand its various and sometimes conflicting narratives,

identities, experiences, and cultural and historical expressions as well as the many ways

> Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls.”

% Dening, “Reflection: History as a Symbol Science,” 109.
1 K. Teaiwa, “Visualizing Te Kainga, Dancing Te Kainga.”
82 Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, xii.

63 Neumann, Not the Way It Really Was, 48.

%% Sahlins, Islands of History, Vii.
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these are both embedded in and diverge from those of the Marshall Islands more
generally.

Much as Pacific scholars have adapted methods and scholarship to changing
political and ideological circumstances over the years, cultural and historical practices on
Likiep have also undergone considerable transformation and revision since the mid-
nineteenth century. While it may be true, for example, that histories on Likiep are most
often preserved and transmitted orally and through other non-written means, ri-Likiep
have also adapted their historiographies to include a variety of non-indigenous sources
including legal documents, letters, maps, photographs, newspaper articles, books, and
many others. Therefore, while this written English manuscript may be fundamentally
different from a ri-aelori-kein rendering of Likiep pasts in many respects, it also
acknowledges and reflects the fact that ri-aelo7-kein historiographies are flexible and
able to adapt to and incorporate changing sources of knowledge and approaches to the
construction and preservation of history. Future editions of this manuscript will likely
enter the historiographic repertoire of many ri-Likiep who seek to preserve, perpetuate,
comprehend, and in some cases contest their many pasts in the present. This is just one
more reason why this study of Likiep pasts must remain sensitive to multiple and in many
cases divergent ri-Likiep perspectives even as it promotes the political, economic,
ideological, and epistemological empowerment of ri-Likiep and ri-aelo7i-kein across

Ralik and Ratak.

Weaving Histories

As I note in the previous section, the cultural and historical context for Iroojlaplap
Jortoka’s sale of Likiep Atoll in 1877 is the primary subject of this manuscript. And yet
the sale of Likiep did not take place in isolation; indeed, Likiep Atoll was and remains
part of the much larger cultural and historical world of Ralik and Ratak where
knowledge, ideas, and news and stories of events flow as freely as the ocean currents as
ri-aelon-kein travel from island to island to access resources, connect with family
members and loved ones, spread the gospel, and attend school and for countless other

reasons.
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Across Ralik and Ratak, these stories are transmitted, received, and preserved not
only through particular means which, prior to the introduction of writing by American
and Hawaiian missionaries in the mid-nineteenth century were primarily oral but
gradually incorporated written accounts and correspondence as ri-aelori-kein adopted
writing, but also through a cultural and epistemological lens that ascribes causes,
meanings, and potential outcomes to events, occurrences, and cross cultural interactions.
As a result, ri-aelon-kein often understand, interpret, and experience events much
differently than their ri-palle counterparts; many of these differences are reflected in the
stories ri-aelon-kein recount about the past and the significance they assign to particular
histories and events. It should not be surprising, then, that ri-aelo7i-kein renderings of
history are often much different than those found in various ri-palle written accounts
which, to be sure, are also filtered through the cultural and epistemological lenses of their
authors. In fact, these typically oral accounts tend to be categorized by westerners not as
histories at all, but rather as myths and legends that are thought to have little to say about
the past as it might have really happened. And yet as Klaus Neumann points out, while
indigenous accounts and interpretations may be different, they are no less “true” than
those found in the western dominated written historical record,® if only because they
reflect the multiple and sometimes conflicting beliefs, interpretations, experiences,
epistemologies, and historiographies of the very people they represent.

It would be irresponsible and even impossible to construct a history of Likiep
Atoll without taking into consideration the important elements of ri-aelori-kein culture
and epistemology that might have influenced ri-aelofi-kein activities and played a role in
affecting outcomes on Likiep in the mid- to late nineteenth century as well as the stories
that ri-aelon-kein have told and continue to tell about those events, keeping in mind that
the many versions of these stories do not necessarily come together to form a harmonious
historical narrative. In the case of Likiep, there are several interpretations of what might
have transpired between Iroojlaplap Jortoka and Anton deBrum in 1877; indeed, while

some say deBrum purchased all of Likiep Atoll from Jortoka, others say Jortoka gave

65 Neumann, Not the Way It Really Was, 44.
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deBrum and his wife Likmeto, the chief’s close relative (some say daughter®), one wato
land parcel on the atoll’s main island to use for their business. While the goal of this
manuscript is not to prove which one of these versions actually happened, I do maintain
that these and other narratives and counternarratives are true constructions that are in and
of themselves important elements of the atoll’s history and thus deserve a place in this
and any other rending of that history.

Throughout this manuscript, I use the metaphor of weaving and the ri-aeloni-kein
proverb Likiep kapin iep (“Likiep is the bottom/base of the basket) to represent my
approach of incorporating ri-aelori-kein oral traditions, elements of ri-aelori-kein culture
and epistemology, the larger historical context of Ralik and Ratak and world history, and
re-readings of archival materials to construct a history of the sale of Likiep Atoll that is
heterogeneous and in many respects conflicting and contradictory and yet nevertheless
retains Likiep as its primary focus and base. In the Marshall Islands, weaving is a popular
pastime and, more recently, a revival movement®’ and important source of income for
many ri-aelon-kein women who create iep baskets, jaki mats, and other amimono
handicrafts for sale in today’s cash economy as well as for personal use and as gifts and
contributions for special family or community events. In fact, ri-aelori-kein amimono
handicrafts have been lauded as among the most beautiful and elaborate in all of
Micronesia and ri-amimoéno crafters and ri-aj weavers among the most highly skilled.
Within ri-aelori-kein culture and society, ri-aj are regarded as highly knowledgeable and

their skill as worth preserving; indeed, they are more than just artisans—they are vessels

66 Rather than using terms to designate specific relationships (e.g., mother, aunt, cousin, etc.), ri-aeloii-kein
have traditionally applied “a single term to a large group of relatives at a certain generational level.” All
relatives in the same generation are thereby considered siblings (jei- and jati-); those a generation younger
are children (ndji-); those two or more generations younger are grandchildren (jibwi-); etc. It is not
uncommon, therefore, for a woman to refer to her sister’s children as her own children or for a child to
refer to his parents’ siblings as his mother and father. This might explain why some sources indicate that
Likmeto was Jortoka’s daughter while others say she was his niece or a close relative. Given how different
ri-aelofi-kein familial appellations are from their English counterparts, it is hard to know which of these is
the correct designation, or if they all are. (Anton deBrum’s great-granddaughter Teresa deBrum indicates
that although Anton’s wife was not actually Jortoka’s daughter, she would be called his daughter according
to customary ri-aeloni-kein terminology.) Mason, “Economic Organization,” 20-21; Teresa deBrum,
interviews by Monica LaBriola, 20-22 July 2011.

%7 For more on the recent revival of jaki-ed fine mat weaving see Taafaki, “About the Artists: The Jaki-Ed
Collective,” vi-xi.
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of many important ri-aelon-kein cultural values, skills, and knowledges, both traditional
and contemporary.

To practice their art, ri-aj utilize a variety of diverse techniques and materials that
bring the traditional and the modern as well as the foreign and indigenous together to
create beautiful, sturdy products that meet and reflect contemporary needs, styles, and
tastes. Today, materials include local resources such as pandanus and coconut iden strips
or fibers and shells as well as imported dyes, yarns, and, more recently, black magnetic
tape from old VHS and cassette tapes. They also use a variety of techniques, some of
which have been practiced for centuries while others have been adapted from western or

other non-indigenous practices and styles, to construct these beautiful and versatile

Figure 6. Likmeto weaving a hat, Likiep 1921
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image F-250)%

%% According to notes in the Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection database, the woman pictured is
Likmeto, wife of Toreja of Mile Atoll (i.e., not Anton deBrum’s first wife Likmeto) weaving a hat at
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objects. In these and other ways, ri-aj continually adapt their craft to changing needs,
styles, and resources and in the process create items that are reflective of a culture and
society in which the traditional and the modern and the indigenous and the foreign not
only coexist but are also in conversation with each other in everyday life, in the arts, and
within the realm of cultural and historical discourse.

In addition to the materials they use, contemporary ri-@ continually modify how
they practice their craft, incorporating and adopting new materials, techniques, and
approaches as necessary and appropriate for changing needs and circumstances. In the
process, they construct baskets and other handicrafts from multiple iden strands and a
variety of fibers that they bring together in particular patterns, shapes, and forms and to
serve proposed or designated functions which include anything from a momar fishing
basket to a wine or cigarette tote. And while any given finished iep basket might
resemble a complete and unified whole with a particular purpose, its various elements
nevertheless remain distinct and recognizable, its functionality flexible, its contents
variable, and its meaning negotiable. At the same time, no ri-aelori-kein basket is
hermetically sealed; each has holes, gaps, and openings that allow air to flow in and out,
meanwhile leaving space for future alterations and for the incorporation of additional
elements. Each iep in turn serves as a model for other 7i-aj as they construct their own
projects by incorporating or rejecting the styles, skills, techniques, materials and
approaches of those before them and introducing their own creative ideas and elements to
construct new products that both resemble and differ from previous versions.

Similar to a ri-aj weaver of iep baskets, I have assembled this history by bringing
together various ri-aelori-kein and ri-palle sources, stories, people, materials, approaches,
and strands of knowledge—together with my limited understanding of ri-aelori-kein
culture and epistemology and my own creative approach—that can and do make valuable
and necessary contributions to representing and re-presenting an important period in
Likiep’s past. To the extent possible, I incorporate and privilege ri-aelori-kein
perspectives and interpretations as well as ri-aelori-kein historical forms and expressions

of knowledge such as oral traditions, genealogies, and proverbs through which

Joachim deBrum’s house on Likiep. Likmeto’s husband Toreja is said to be the son of Ronglai. “Joachim
deBrum Photograph Collection,” F-250.
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contemporary ri-Likiep continue to remember, relive, and reproduce their pasts in the
present.

As I do this I keep in mind that, just as many contemporary ri-@j do not rely solely
on ri-aelori-kein materials to construct their crafts, ri-aelon-kein and ri-Likiep
understandings of the past are generally not informed by or perpetuated exclusively
through so-called traditional ri-aelori-kein ways of knowing. Indeed, history on and about
Likiep is no longer only recited, chanted, sung, danced, or tattooed; it is also debated in
the editorial section of the Marshall Islands Journal; presented as physical evidence
before the high court of the Republic of the Marshall Islands; circulated through
photographs and status updates on Facebook; preserved in genealogical databases and
websites; and kept locked in peoples’ briefcases, antique chests, file cabinets, and safe
deposit boxes on Likiep, Ebja, and Majro as well as in Honolulu, Hawai‘i, in Springdale,
Arkansas, and beyond. While some might decry these transformations as a loss or
degradation of culture on Likiep, I suggest they are indications of how Likiep
historiographies have become irreversibly entangled as indigenous epistemologies and
interpretations have mingled and mixed with western assumptions, frameworks, theories,
and methodologies. Just as western historians and other scholars have borrowed from
Pacific cultures and epistemologies to construct more culturally relevant works of
scholarship, so have ri-aeloni-kein actively incorporated foreign influences and elements
into their own historiography in an effort to preserve and perpetuate their versions and
interpretations of history.

Much like contemporary ri-aj and ri-aelori-kein historians, I have also relied on
various non-indigenous resources to construct this history of Likiep and to identify traces
of Likiep’s past that may not be otherwise available. These sources include
anthropological and historical studies, written histories, personal letters and journals,
deeds of sale, legal documents, court records and proceedings, an online dictionary,
newspaper articles, recorded genealogies, and photographs which I have interwoven
throughout the manuscript and to strengthen my argument, clarify the histories I present,

and reflect the fact that, on Likiep as elsewhere in the Marshall Islands and throughout

27



Oceania, the indigenous and the foreign have coexisted and been mutually—although
certainly not evenly or innocuously—informative for generations.

With this approach, I propose that my position and role as an historian is more
attuned to that of a ri-@j than of an author per se. Much like the art of 4j weaving, history
is a craft practiced by a historian who brings together various strands, resources,
elements, and forms of knowledge to tell a particular story in a particular form and format
and for a particular purpose. I see my role not as an author of history—indeed, I did not
participate in, experience, witness, or effect any of the events I recount here—but rather
as a weaver of one version of history whose goal is to bring together some of the various
and diverse iden strands that might take us closer to the truth of Likiep’s complex and
contested past. Like a iep basket, no history is airtight or without flaws; rather, all
histories are contested and contestable and this history is no exception. With this in mind,
I suggest that the history I construct here is not the definitive history of the sale of Likiep
Atoll, but rather an assemblage of stories that might help “move toward the truth of
things” vis-a-vis this and other strands of Likiep’s past.®’

In consideration of the proverb Likiep kapin iep, which has been translated to
mean that Likiep is or forms the kapin bottom or base of a metaphorical iep basket,” I
take the weaving metaphor one step further by suggesting that, while the history I
construct here does not begin or end on Likiep or rely exclusively on ri-Likiep
interpretations of or approaches to the past, Likiep and ri-Likiep are nevertheless its
foundation, base, and center.”' This history therefore draws first and foremost from ri-
aeloni-kein accounts, experiences, interpretations, and historiographies even as it
incorporates histories and accounts written and interpreted by ri-palle.

The ri-aelori-kein oral traditions I use to introduce the following five chapters
most clearly illustrate this approach as each chapter begins with a narrative based not on

western archival sources but instead on previously recorded versions of ri-aelo7i-kein oral

69 Neumann, Not the Way It Really Was, 119.

70 Although I have asked a number of people for a deeper interpretation or explanation of this proverb, most
seem unsure or unwilling to guess at its origins or meaning.

"' Bender, Spoken Marshallese, 311-312.
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traditions.’” The intent of these narratives is to introduce particular historical events and
epistemological themes from a ri-aelo7i-kein perspective and in a style and format more
conversant with a ri-aelori-kein approach to history than traditional western academic
narratives. Following Klaus Neumann, I also use these introductory narratives to interrupt

the “homogenous narrational rendering of the past””

typically found in academic
histories and to highlight the importance of privileging ri-aeloni-kein perspectives and
approaches in any history of their place.

I nevertheless remain aware that this manuscript written by a white American
women in English for a primarily American academic audience and as a requirement for
a doctoral degree at an American institution of higher learning little resembles a ri-aelori-
kein history or approach to (hi)storytelling. Indeed, ri-aeloni-kein continue to rely
primarily on oral communication in kajin aelon kein, the language of the islands, to
recount and preserve stories about people and events of the past. Ri-bwebwenato
storyteller-historians who are well known and respected in their communities for their
skills in narration and their knowledge of the past generally relay these stories. Clearly,
while I do make an effort to include ri-aeloni-kein oral traditions and other sources of
knowledge in the pages that follow, I nevertheless recognized that the story I construct
here is a very different kind of history—mnot just in content but also in form, language,
approach, intent, and authorship—from those often recounted among ri-aelon-kein.

I also fully understand that this manuscript represents my own articulation of the
past, even as | incorporate and privilege ri-aelori-kein experiences and interpretations.
Even the ri-aelofi-kein traditions I present at the beginning of each chapter represent my
own interpretations of various versions of oral traditions that have been previously
recorded or written down and often in English by ri-palle anthropologists, linguistics, and
colonial officials. Some of these stories have undergone so many translations and
transformations—from oral to written, from Marshallese to English, and now from stand

alone, localized stories to components of a larger historical narrative about the sale of

7 This approach echoes the format of my MA thesis in which I alternate standard scholarly chapters and
fictionalized narrative interludes. It also inadvertently echoes Robert Barclay’s approach in Melal, a work
of fiction that highlights Marshallese oral traditions in alternating sections. Barclay, Melal; LaBriola, “lien
Ippan Doon (This Time Together).”

73 Neumann, Not the Way It Really Was, 240.
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Likiep Atoll—that they in some cases might be unrecognizable to ri-bwebwenato or to ri-
aeloni-kein more generally.

It could be argued that I have assembled different versions of these stories into
what resembles a master narrative adapted and adjusted to fit the goals and objectives of
this manuscript. And while this is certainly true in certain respects, it is also the case that
ri-aelon-kein oral traditions are flexible and subject to the interpretation of 7i-
bwebwenato who draw from various accounts they have heard or seen performed to
construct their own version of a story to serve a particular purpose for a particular
audience and within particular context. What’s more, ri-bwebwenato often use these
stories as teaching tools to convey important ri-aelori-kein cultural values, beliefs, and
lessons to their audiences. Since my primary goals in presenting these narratives are to
privilege ri-aeloni-kein ways of knowing, to convey important elements of ri-aeloni-kein
culture, and to construct a cultural and epistemological context that might help explain
important elements of Likiep’s history from a ri-aelo7i-kein perspective, I feel that it is
not altogether inappropriate for me to adapt these stories to meet these goals, much as a
ri-bwebwenato would do at any (hi)storytelling session. With this in mind, my approach
emulates not only those of contemporary ri-aj weavers, but also those of ri-bwebwenato
storyteller-historians who interweave indigenous and foreign elements to construct
narratives that are practical, useful, and meaningful for their listeners. This approach in
turn represents one component of my preliminary effort to privilege ri-aelori-kein
knowledge and epistemology in the histories I construct—an approach I hope to further

cultivate through forthcoming scholarly endeavors.

Waween Bwebwenato In: Methods and Methodologies

To the extent possible, the research methods and sources I have used to construct
this ethnographically and contextually rich history of Likiep Atoll from the mid- to late
nineteenth century have been influenced and informed by ri-aelori-kein ways of knowing
and remembering the past and by my own limited knowledge of and experience with ri-
aelori-kein culture and society. This means that, whenever possible, I have relied on a

combination of ri-aeloni-kein sources of history and culture (written, oral, and otherwise),
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ri-palle accounts and interpretations of ri-aelori-kein history and culture, and a familiarity
with ri-aeloni-kein culture, language, and society that has allowed me to translate various
Marshallese language sources and re-read and re-interpret historical and anthropological
sources written by ri-palle and from ri-palle perspectives and frames of reference. While
I recognize that I am not ri-aelori-kein, this approach has allowed me to begin to explore
Likiep histories with ri-aelori-kein perspectives, experiences, and interpretations in mind,
meanwhile recognizing that these are multiple, diverse, conflicting, and often
contentious.

My own process of learning (in) ri-aelori-kein culture has been a crucial
component of my effort to construct a culturally informed history of mid- to late
nineteenth century Likiep Atoll. This has been an ongoing journey that I began almost
twelve years ago when I first went to Ebja Island in Kuwajleen Atoll in the Marshall
Islands as a volunteer and later as a contract teacher. Over the course of three years on
Ebja, I had the privilege and pleasure of gaining preliminary and intensive exposure to 7i-
aelori-kein culture, society, and epistemology and began a rigorous study of Marshallese
language. Over the course of three years on Ebja, I also had the opportunity to become
friends with a great number of ri-Likiep, many of who had migrated to Ebja either on
their own or with their families since the mid-twentieth century in search of employment,
education, and healthcare, or just to be with family members already living on Ebja.”
Since many ri-Likiep are Catholic and I was on Ebja as a teacher at the Catholic high
school and as a member of the Queen of Peach Parish Catholic community, many of the
friends I made on Ebja were also ri-Likiep; hence, it was on Ebja that I was first exposed
not just to ri-aelori-kein culture and language but also to Likiep histories and ri-Likiep
personal accounts, reflections, and oral traditions.

It was also during this time that I visited Likiep Atoll for the first time and began
to appreciate my friends’ deeply rooted affection for their /amoran heritage land and got

a first-hand introduction to Likiep’s contentious and contested past. I later grew even

™ Although owned according to ri-aeldii-kein custom, Ebja developed into a labor camp or bedroom
community for ri-aelori-kein employees of the American operated missile range on nearby Kuwajleen
Island beginning in the 1950s. As a result, people from all over the Marshall Islands have resided on Ebja
since that time. Richard, United States Naval Administration of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands 1:
556; Tobin, “Ebeye Village,” 3.
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more interested in Likiep histories when I came to know photographer Sue Rosoff, who
was working at the time on a project to digitize the Joachim deBrum photograph
collection on Kuwajleen, and when I became intimately acquainted with and entangled in
the deBrum and Capelle legacies by marrying into the extensive deBrum family soon
thereafter. It was when I finally had the opportunity to return to Likiep for a second time
in 2007 that I decided to focus on Likiep histories for my dissertation research. And while
this goal was complicated by my divorce in 2009, I have managed to maintain ties to the
deBrum family and other ri-Likiep through my own personal relationships as well as
through my son who is a descendant of both the deBrum and Capelle families. These ties
are strengthened by my own sustained interest in and respect for Likiep histories and ri-
aeloni-kein culture, history, and epistemology more generally.

While at the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa, [ have continued to learn (in) ri-
aelori-kein culture by building on the knowledge of ri-aelori-kein culture, history, and
epistemology that I first gained over the course of three years on Ebja and subsequent
trips to the Marshall Islands. I have done this through a continued and faithful study of
language, culture, and history first as a Master of Arts student in Pacific Islands Studies
and subsequently as a History PhD student and candidate. And while my Marshallese
language skills remain limited—far too limited, for example, to compose a work of
history entirely in Marshallese—I have made a sincere effort to incorporate elements of
Marshallese language throughout this manuscript as appropriate with the hope that this
history will be more accessible, recognizable, and enjoyable for ri-aelori-kein readers.
Ideally, a translation of a subsequent or final draft of this manuscript will allow this
history to come more fully into conversation with those histories and traditions that
currently make up the historiographic landscape of Likiep and the Marshall Islands more
generally.

In addition to keeping up my study of Marshallese language, I have also
continued to build on my knowledge and understanding of ri-aelo7i-kein culture through
an in depth study of historical narratives written by ri-palle members of early foreign
expeditions including Otto von Kotzebue, Adelbert von Chamisso, Louis Choris, and

others, as well as more recent anthropological texts such as the work of Jack Tobin,
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Leonard Mason, Alexander Spoehr, Nancy Pollock, and Julianne Walsh, to name just a
few. While it is true that these texts are written by ri-palle and hence tend to describe
elements of ri-aeloni-kein culture through a ri-palle epistemological lens, they have
nevertheless been useful as [ have sought to understand key components of ri-aeloni-kein
culture and epistemology that I was not able to discern or fully comprehend during my
limited stay on Ebja. I understand and accept that, as a ri-palle, it is impossible for me to
ever come to a full understanding of ri-aeloni-kein perspectives or experiences and that
this history of the sale of Likiep Atoll and its mid-nineteenth cultural and historical
context represents my own interpretation of how and why things might have come to pass
on Likiep and beyond.

My first opportunity to apply these efforts was in 2005 as I conducted oral
interviews for my Master of Arts thesis in Pacific Islands Studies entitled “lien Ippan
Doon: Celebrating Survival in an ‘Atypical Marshallese Community,” to which I applied
an interdisciplinary and intertextual approach to challenge fatalistic assumptions about
culture and cultural loss on Ebja in an effort to re-present the island as a place where
physical and cultural survival and persistence are celebrated daily. The thesis was part of
my own initial venture into the realm of ri-ael67i-kein culture and epistemology in an
effort to represent Ebja from various ri-aelon-kein perspectives. My experience
constructing an MA thesis about Ebja encouraged me to remain committed to finding
ways to respectfully re-present ri-aelori-kein people, experiences, and perspectives in my
academic writing. I have since drawn from and expanded on elements of the approach I
employed in my MA thesis to construct this history of Likiep Atoll that focuses primarily
on ri-aeloni-kein perspectives, experiences, and interpretations of the past.

Since ri-aelori-kein culture and historiography remain primarily oral even today, I
have looked wherever possible to non-written sources of history and knowledge that
reflect ri-aelon-kein values, ways of knowing, and interpretations. These include oral
traditions and accounts, personal stories and memories, proverbs, genealogies, music and
dance, photographs, and other cultural knowledge that I encountered and recorded during
the three years I spent in the Marshall Islands from 2001 to 2004, during my MA
fieldwork in 2005, during my PhD fieldwork in 2011, during my archival research at
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Figure 7. Monica LaBriola and son Zachary deBrum, Likiep 2011
Photograph by Emilia deBrum Morita, Likiep

UH Manoa, and throughout the multiple interactions I have had with ri-aelo7i-kein and ri-
Likiep friends and family in Honolulu, Hawai‘i over the past nine years.

In addition to the stories and accounts I have recorded firsthand in these and other
contexts, [ have also looked to previously recorded versions of oral traditions, chants,
proverbs, and songs found in collections assembled by ri-palle including August Erdland,
William Davenport, Jack Tobin, Daniel Kelin II, Jane Downing et al., Donna Stone et al.,
Gerald Knight, Phillip McArthur, Gene Ashby, and many others. While these histories
and traditions are problematic in many respects—they have, for example, been recorded,
translated, and converted across the edges of language, culture, and historiography—I
utilize them because, much like other sources constructed or translated by ri-palle, they
contain traces of ri-aelori-kein perspectives and experiences and important insights into
ri-aelori-kein culture, epistemology, and ways of knowing and constructing the past that
are crucial elements of this effort to re-present Likiep histories.” In the process, I have
also relied on written sources located in archives and personal collections in the Marshall
Islands, Hawai‘i, and the continental United States. These documents include personal
letters and journals, deeds of sale, legal documents, court proceedings, newspaper
articles, recorded genealogies, photographs, and a variety of other primary and secondary
source documents written by ri-aelori-kein and ri-palle alike.

Of particular significance has been the extensive photograph collection of

> McArthur, “The Social Life of Narrative,” 31.
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Joachim deBrum, eldest son of Anton deBrum and his first wife Likmeto, which consists
of more than 2,600 images captured by Joachim from the late 1880s through the 1930s.
Joachim developed these images onto glass plates; the plates were subsequently
preserved by members of Joachim’s family and, from 2000 to 2004, digitized by Sue
Rosoff and the deBrum Photograph Digitization project through the support of “U.S.
Environmental and Strategic Missile Defense Command (SMDC) funding, advocacy on
the part of U.S. Army Kwajalein Atoll (USAKA) Environmental and Host Nations
personnel, an Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) grant, the
enthusiasm of Kwajalein volunteers ... Marshall Islands Historic Preservation Office

78 1 have been fortunate to

(HPO) support, and [the] commitment [of] the deBrum family.
have access to these images through the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa Hamilton
Library Pacific Collection and a copy of the database provided to me by Sue Rosoff. The
images have been essential throughout the research and writing process not just as
illustrations for this manuscript but, more importantly, as visual guides that have helped
me imaginatively cross various cultural, epistemological, and chronological beaches and
to in turn more accurately imagine and describe the physical and cultural landscape of
Likiep and surrounding atolls from the late eighteenth to early twentieth century.

I have kept in mind while exploring these photographs that Joachim deBrum was
himself an ethnographer of sorts who sought to document the many cultural and other
changes that were taking place during his lifetime. Consequently, Joachim sometimes
staged photographs of people wearing traditional dress or participating in activities that
were no longer common on Likiep or surrounding islands and atolls. Taken out of
context, these photographs suggest a much different reality than Joachim and others were
experiencing on Likiep on a day to day basis from the late nineteenth to early twentieth
century; with this in mind, I in some cases use the photographs to illustrate particular
themes rather than specific events and to enrich my own understanding of Likiep’s past
and present in the process.

Others of Joachim’s photos, meanwhile, document the many changes taking place

on Likiep and across Ralik and Ratak from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth

7® Lindborg and Lindborg, “The Joachim deBrum Photograph Digitization Project,” 1.
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Figure 8. Joachim deBrum self portrait circa 1920
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image B-109)

century. Among these were the conversion of land from sites of subsistence agriculture
into copra plantations, shifts in ri-aeloni-kein boat building practices and techniques, the
expansion of Christian missions and schools, the emergence of an elite owner class on
Likiep, and many others. With this in mind, I use a selection of Joachim’s photographs to
illustrate these and other changes and events as appropriate. In both cases, my use of
Joachim’s photographs rather than images produced by ri-palle follows my overall
approach of relying on ri-aelori-kein knowledge, sources, and perspectives as available

and appropriate.”’

7T am still working on getting permission to publish these photographs in a published version of this
manuscript. The matter is a rather complicated being that it is not all together clear who has the authority to
grant such permission and that authority may have shifted with the death of Joachim deBrum’s youngest
child two years ago. It could be that Teresa deBrum, who is currently Joachim’s eldest living descendent
(she is the daughter of Joachim’s daughter Ellen), has the authority to grant this permission. With this in
mind, I might have to wait until my next trip to the Marshall Islands to discuss the matter with her again.
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When using and interpreting documents written by ri-palle and other cultural
outsiders—whether oral traditions, written histories, anthropological investigations, or
otherwise—I make a sincere and conscious effort wherever possible to apply the
knowledge of ri-aelorni-kein language, culture, and epistemology I have gained over the
past twelve years to re-read these sources for traces of ri-aelorni-kein experiences,
perspectives, and interpretations and to thereby construct a history that is both sensitive to
and reflective of ri-aelon-kein visions and representations of the past. Together, these
methodologies support my construction of an ethnographic history of the sale of Likiep
Atoll that reflects and respects local experiences and interpretations of some of the events

and occurrences that make the atoll’s history unique.

Waween Bwebwenato In: Project Outline

The remainder of this manuscript is divided into five chapters that weave together
various strands of the larger cultural, epistemological, and historical context that may
have contributed to Iroojlaplap Jortdoka’s decision to sell Likiep Atoll to Anton deBrum.
Each chapter begins with a re-telling of a ri-aelori-kein oral tradition; these are intended
to not only interrupt the traditional academic rendering of history with narratives more in
line with ri-aelon-kein renderings of their past, but also to begin to explore those features
of ri-aelon-kein culture and epistemology that are essential to understanding Jortoka’s
decision to sell Likiep as well as the various counternarratives and contestations that have
arisen in response.

To launch this exploration of the cultural and historical world of mid-nineteenth
century Ralik and Ratak, I begin Chapter 2 with a re-telling of a ri-aelori-kein oral
tradition that emphasizes ri-aeloni-kein ideas and stories about their origins and those of
their islands and culture. I then consider how key components of that culture along with
ri-aelon-kein perspectives about their many encounters with ri-palle beginning in the
mid-sixteenth century might have influenced future ri-aeloni-kein encounters with ri-palle
and, more specifically, those that took place in the mid-nineteenth century. I look in

particular at how earlier encounters may have effected decisions by Epoon Atoll irooj
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chiefs to actively welcome Adolf Capelle ashore in 18617° and again in 1863 and to later
offer him and his future partner Anton deBrum land on various islands and atolls
throughout Ralik and Ratak, as well as Irooj Jortoka’s decision to sell Likiep Atoll to
Anton deBrum more than a decade later. In the process, I highlight the vitality and
calculation underlying ri-aelori-kein encounters with ri-palle from the early sixteenth to
mid-nineteenth century and suggest that this history of active engagement and alliance
building served as a model for irooj—Jortdoka included—who began selling and leasing
their land to ri-palle in the early 1860s.

I go on in Chapters 3 and 4 to explore some of the key features of the ri-aelon-
kein cultural and epistemological world in which Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum (and,
later, their partner Charles Ingalls) found themselves at the beginning of the second half
of the nineteenth century with a particular emphasis on ri-aelori-kein structures of
authority, land tenure, and inheritance. I begin Chapter 3 with a story about the origins of
eo tattoo and a consideration of what the story reveals about the divine origins of
essential ri-aeloni-kein cultural traditions and institutions including the wato land parcel,
the jowi matriclan, the bwij matrilineage, and the irooj/kajoor chiefly/commoner system
of land tenure and social authority. I use the remainder of Chapter 3 to provide a succinct
overview of these cultural systems in order to offer some insight into the many
complexities Capelle and deBrum encountered as they began to seek out land for use as
coconut plantations and trading stations in the early 1860s. In this sea of islands where

land was regarded as a sacred legacy passed down by the ancestors across generations

" There has been some confusion about when and how Adolf Capelle actually arrived to Epoon, with
various sources marking his initial arrival on the ship Pfeil out of Honolulu in 1859 or 1861 or aboard the
Maria in 1863 (see, for example, Mason 1947; Bryan 1965a; Hezel 1979, 1983, and 1995; and Walsh and
Heine 2012). As I demonstrate and explain more in depth in Chapter 5, however, it appears that Capelle did
not arrive on Epoon aboard the Pfeil in 1859, but rather sometime in mid-1861 aboard the Wailua and again
in 1863 aboard the Maria following a brief return to Honolulu. He then remained on Epoon only after his
employer Hoffschlaeger & Stapenhorst recalled his associate Herman Caplan who had been managing the
firm’s outpost there from March 1862 to January 1863. The Pfeil, operated by Captain Danelsburg and
possibly owned by Hoffschlaeger & Stapenhorst, does appear to have stopped on Epoon in 1859, which
suggests that the firm had some knowledge of the atoll and its potential as a trading outpost prior to sending
Caplan and Capelle there in 1861. Hawai‘i Supreme Court, “H. Caplan v. Hoffschlaeger and Stapenhorst,”
692-693; Mason, “Economic Organization,” 127; Maude, “The Coconut Oil Trade of the Gilbert Islands,”
422; Ward, American Activities in the Central Pacific, 244; Hezel, Foreign Ships in Micronesia, 123;
Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 210-211; Hezel, Strangers in Their Own Land, 46; Walsh and Heine,
Etto fian Raan Kein, 164, 170.
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rather than a commodity to be bought and sold, acquiring and transforming land into
productive and profitable plantations would perhaps be more difficult than the traders had
anticipated.

And yet it would not be impossible. As I demonstrate in Chapter 4, ri-aelon-kein
land tenure and structures of authority and inheritance prior to the formalization of
German imperialism in 1885 were much more flexible in practice than they were in
principle. The basis for this flexibility is located in important ri-ael67-kein oral traditions
such as the story of the legendary lerooj female chief Loktafitir who overrides the
traditional order of chiefly succession, bypassing her oldest sons and granting the title of
iroojlaplap paramount chief to her youngest son Jebro as a reward for his respect, loyalty,
and service. I suggest that Loktafiiir’s active reinterpretation of traditional rules of age-
based matrilineal succession of chiefly titles serves as an epistemological foundation for
the ri-aelon-kein philosophy of mejed kapilok koj, which has traditionally authorized
lineage heads to actively alter the rules of land and title succession in response to the real
or perceived needs and circumstances of their constituents and the larger society.

After outlining the various circumstances under which such alterations were
traditionally made, I propose that beginning in the early 1860s, irooj began to incorporate
ri-palle traders into their mejed kapilok koj strategies in the hopes of gaining a level of
security and well being that was seriously lacking following a series of major typhoons
and tidal waves that had recently devastated islands and atolls all across Ralik and Ratak.
While these alliances began on Epoon Atoll in southern Ralik, they quickly spread across
Ralik and into Ratak as various irooj learned of the potential political and economic
advantages of selling or leasing land to ri-palle traders. By 1877, this interpretation of
mejed kapilok koj had reached Iroojlaplap Jortoka in northern Ratak who, after much
debate and consideration, decided to sell Likiep Atoll to Adolf Capelle’s partner Anton
deBrum. Likiep’s continued desolation following two devastating storms earlier in the
century together with Jortoka’s desire to reap the economic and political benefits of
bringing a major copra operation to northern Ratak and his genealogical connection to

Anton deBrum through deBrum’s wife Likmeto were key to the chief’s decision.
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In Chapters 5 and 6, I continue to explore the cultural and historical factors that
contributed to Jortoka’s sale of Likiep Atoll, with a particular emphasis in Chapter 5 on
the emerging plantation economy of the mid-nineteenth century and increasing
competition among ri-palle and ri-aelon-kein to gain an economic edge within this field.
In the process, I propose that Jortoka may have regarded an alliance with Anton deBrum
as a way to secure a position for himself and northern Ratak more generally within an
emerging economy increasingly dominated by his competitors in southern Ralik and to in
turn defend his realm from the encroachments of ri-palle traders who were relying
increasingly on disingenuous and sometimes violent means to extract surpluses from the
land and, in some cases, the people themselves.

In Chapter 6, I consider the possibility that Jortoka’s decision was further
motivated by the increasing prevalence of epidemic diseases such as typhoid fever and
syphilis in Ralik and Ratak—which were having devastating effects on ri-aelori-kein
families and lineages throughout the islands—and in turn by Anton deBrum’s association
with a trained physician who had been working to alleviate the symptoms of the diseases
since his arrival to Arno Atoll in 1876. Throughout, I suggest that Anton deBrum’s
marriage to Jortoka’s relative Likmeto was the ultimate deciding factor in the chief’s
strategic decision since it made the sale not only historically appropriate but culturally
and epistemologically viable. The sale would not only allow Jortoka to secure northern
Ratak land and lineages at a time when the well being and survival of ri-aelon-kein were
being seriously undermined, but also to retain the atoll within his own genealogy through
his relative Likmeto and her son Joachim. In the process, I suggest that Jortoka did not
regard the sale of Likiep Atoll to Anton deBrum as a dispossession of his land or
sovereignty, but rather as a way to strengthen his authority and preserve Likiep Atoll as
an important and strategic part of his realm in northern Ratak.

And yet despite Jortoka’s caution and calculation, this is not what happened.
Instead and as I also demonstrate in Chapters 5 and 6, soon after Jortoka’s sale of Likiep
Atoll to Anton deBrum, the ri-palle resold his new possession to his employer A. Capelle
& Co. as part of what may have been a prearranged strategy to obtain land for their

growing copra business within an increasingly competitive field and at a time when other
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ri-palle were resorting to violent and other surreptitious tactics to do the same. As a
result, rather than remaining under deBrum’s authority as likely intended by Jortoka,
ownership of Likiep Atoll was divided among the three A. Capelle & Co. partners, two of
whom would eventually bequeath their holdings to their fourteen combined heirs. Of
these, only Joachim deBrum—Anton deBrum’s eldest son with his first wife Likmeto—
was part of [rooj Jortoka’s extended genealogy; the others, meanwhile, were the kajoor
children of Adolf Capelle and his wife Limenwa of Epoon Atoll and Anton deBrum and
his second wife Likomju of Majej Island. In the process, the kajoor heirs essentially
joined Likmeto’s descendants in supplanting the irooj of northern Ratak on Likiep Atoll;
in the process, they contributed to the transformation of a cultural and epistemological
system based on presumptions of the divine origins and character of land, landownership,
and socio-cultural authority, prestige, and influence. Meanwhile, Likiep’s expanding
plantation economy and the newly instituted German imperial administration effectively
severed the cultural and genealogical ties of Likiep kajoor to their land and seemingly
eliminated the possibility that they would retain or regain their culturally sanctioned
rights to Likiep Atoll under the new ownership structure.

And yet, as I demonstrate in Chapter 6, this reversal has not gone uncontested;
rather, it has been challenged and debated over the past century through a variety of legal,
economic, and narrative means. Of the strategies employed, the most longstanding and
perhaps most effective has been the perpetuation of counternarratives that deny that the
sale of Likiep Atoll took place at all. Among these are an oral tradition that recounts the
story of Letao the trickster bringing fire to Likiep and a counternarrative that suggests
that, rather than selling Likiep Atoll in its entirety, Jortoka gave deBrum and his wife
Likmeto one wato land parcel on Likiep Island for their family’s residential and
commercial use. These counternarratives have been effective, I suggest, not only because
they call into question the very truth of history, but also because they serve as a constant
reminder of the presence on Likiep Atoll of genealogies that long predate the arrival of
Anton deBrum and Adolf Capelle and land tenure structures that are as persistent as the
legal documents and family trees so often used to prove and confirm what has come to be

regarded as the true ownership of Likiep Atoll by the deBrum and Capelle families.
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Contested Histories and Historians

Although the issue has been highly contentious since at least 1926 and probably
longer, my goal here is not to determine or prove whether Anton deBrum actually
purchased Likiep Atoll in 1877 or legitimately divided ownership among the partners of
A. Capelle & Co. ten months later. Nor is it my intent to take sides with Likiep owners or
ri-jerbal—although I am fully aware that my use of particular terms, my inclusion of
various legal documents as appendices at the end of this manuscript, and my decision to
highlight highly contested counterhistories in Chapter 6 might lead various segments of
the Likiep community to believe I already have.

As I indicated in the Acknowledgements, the topic of Likiep histories has not been
an easy one for me to explore. To be sure, I spent five years as a member of the deBrum
family and my son is and forever will be a deBrum/Capelle, and I have long recognized
that this position and my many continued friendships with members of the deBrum
family in particular might lead me to have particular biases and preconceptions in these
matters, which in some respects might be unavoidable. Some might argue, on the other
hand, that my contentious divorce from a member of the deBrum family has led me to
construct a history that paints Likiep owners and the deBrum family in particular in a less
than positive light, which is certainly not at all my intent.

I strive to be a conscientious historian and recognize that, in this case, to be so
necessitates an exploration of some of Likiep Atoll’s most contentious and contested
issues: disputes over land, struggles over power, and contests over who has the authority
to narrate history and through what means. In the process, I cannot overlook the multiple
voices, accounts, and interpretations that are found in oral accounts and written
testimonies as well as in various anthropological surveys, historical studies, and legal
documents and proceedings—even, and perhaps especially, when these conflict or
directly contradict one another. I cannot ignore the fact, for example, that some people
say Anton deBrum purchased Likiep while others contend he did not, or that some say
Anton willed fifty percent of all copra proceeds to ri-jerbal in perpetuity while others
suggest this story was fabricated by Anton’s oldest son Joachim in a complicated effort to

promote discontent among Likiep ri-jerbal. Indeed, the mere fact that these conflicting
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versions have become true’® for various segments of ri-Likiep society over the years
means they are in an of themselves important components of the atoll’s history. The point
is not always whether or not these events actually happened, but that they have coexisted
at various times as part of Likiep’s contested historical discourse.

All this being said, I take full responsibility for the content of this manuscript
even as I recognize that the history I have constructed may not be what some of my
friends had in mind when they agreed to talk to me about Likiep histories. I hope that we

will remain friends nonetheless.

7 Neumann, Not the Way It Really Was, 119.
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Chapter 2. Jepelpelin ke Ejukaan: Ralik and Ratak

“Jepelpelin refers to the vast ocean distances separating the islands while at the
same time recognizing the unified, self-confident spirit of the people. The fact that
these islands are spread over an ocean area of more than one-half million square
miles [sic] and yet have only one language, one custom, one tradition attests to the
strength of family and clan ties. Ejukaan refers to a stand of coconut trees that are
tall, firm, strong, unified, and thoughtful of each other symbolizing the people of
these islands. The link to this unity was the islanders’ ability to sail and navigate
great ocean distances that enable travel between the farthest islands.”’

Juon Bwebwenatoon Etto: The Origins of this World

Long ago, etto im etto,” Lowa appeared from the spirit world.” While some say he
came down from the heavens, others believe he emerged from the sea where he lived in
swamps among giant underwater reefs. After he appeared, he called forth the great reefs

with his voice: “Mmmmm... Let the reefs emerge!” and reefs appeared from below the

" The explanation continues: “This proverb was chosen for the motto of the Republic of the Marshall
Islands.” Stone et al., Jabonkonnaan in Majel, 66. (It is important to note that the various proverbs and
explanations in the aforementioned Jabonkonnaan in Majel (1999) were originally obtained from Gerald
Knight who produced a series of “First Covers” for RMI stamps that included images on cards representing
proverbs. Julianne Walsh, email message to author, 24 June 2013.)

* Etto im etto means long ago and is sometimes used to introduce bwebwenatoon etto or stories from long
ago, which are also referred to as myths or legends in English. Kelin II et al., Marshall Islands Legends and
Stories, xv.

? I have adapted the story I tell here from various and sometimes conflicting versions of recorded ri-aeli-
kein origin stories found in Barclay (2002), Bryan (1972), Capelle (1977), Davenport (1953), R. deBrum
(2002a), Dixon (1964), Erdland (1914), Jam (2002b), Jeik (2003b), Jowej (2002b), L. Kabua (2002a),
Knappe (1888), Kramer and Nevermann (1938), Laman and Jekkein (2002), Leach (1956), Lokrap (1949c,
2002), Luomala (195-, 1950), Mason (1947, 1986), McArthur (1995, 2004, 2008), Milne (1999), Pollock
(1976), Shorett (1970), Stone et al. (1999), and Tobin (2002). I have used these sometimes competing
versions to construct a sort of master narrative that represents one compiled version of the story of the
creation of the earth, sky, sea, and islands of Ralik and Ratak; how the islands came to be inhabited; and
how the ri-aeloni-kein clan system and hierarchical structure came into being. It is important to note that
this origin story stems from the Ralik islands, and while the story does not originate on Likiep, I have
included it nonetheless as a way of introducing key ri-aelori-kein beliefs about the sacred origins of their
islands, clans, and genealogies. Although a traditional Likiep Atoll or Ratak origin story might be much
different than the one I present here and would certainly trace the origins of Ratak clans and genealogies
more closely than those of Ralik, I was not able to locate such a story and therefore have not included it
here. While it could be argued that my inclusion of this Ralik story does not belong in a history of Likiep
Atoll, I feel it is appropriate because it provides an introduction to ri-aeloi-kein culture and epistemology
and introduces important components of the cultural and epistemological context Adolf Capelle and Anton
deBrum encountered when they arrived to Epoon in southern Ralik in the mid-nineteenth century; indeed,
the two remained in southern Ralik for almost twenty years before moving to Likiep following their
purchase of the atoll in 1877. These and other stories were thus likely an important part of a cultural
repertoire that allowed the two men to develop solid relationships with key people in southern Ralik that
eventually facilitated their venture into the islands and atolls of northern Ratak and purchase of Likiep
Atoll and others.
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surface of the sea. “Mmmmm... Let the reefs have sand!” and sand formed tiny islands
scattered across the reefs just above the surface of the water. “Mmmmm... Let plants
sprout and grow!” and shoots came up through the sandy surface of the newly created
islands. “Mmmmm... Let there be birds!” and winged creatures appeared and took flight.

Finally Lowa exclaimed: “Mmmmm... Let there be human beings!” and four
great stone joor pillars appeared. These human posts stood and then fell, and as they did
they created the sky: Lajibwinamon the sky to the north, Lordk the sky to the south,
Lokomraan the sky to the east, and Iroojrilik the sky to the west. Lowa gave these four
the task of looking after the sea and the islands and all the living things he had created.
Lajibwinamon of the north would be concerned with all matters concerning death;
Lokomraan of the east would oversee sunrise and sunset, day and night; and Lorok of the
south would control the winds.

For Iroojrilik, Lowa had reserved a special charge: he would go to the island of
Ep in the west and from there direct the creation, proliferation, and dispersal of all living
things including plants, animals, and other human beings. After considering the
importance of this task, Lowa named Iroojrilik king of all creation.”

Before Lowa returned to the spirit world, two beings emerged from a bloody
tumor on his leg; they were Lejmaan,’ a woman whose name means “large stone,” and
her brother Wiillep to whom Lowa gave the task of arranging all the islands in the vast
ocean’ (although some might not agree that it was Wiillep who did this).” Willep put the
islands into a large basket kilok or iepan maal® and set out to position them as Lowa had
instructed. Starting in the western waters around the islands now known as Chuuk, he

gradually travelled east emptying his basket along the way. After placing the islands to

* Loien, “The First Coconut Palm,” 232-233; Jam, “The Beginning of this World,” 11; Leach, The
Beginning: Creation Myths around the World, 185-186; Stone et al., Inofi in Majol, 3-4.

> Some say Wiillep’s sister was Limdunanij. Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 233.

% Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen der Marshall-Insulaner,” 3.

" Davenport, “Marshallese Folklore Types,” 222.

¥ A iep is a basket and a iepan maal is a large basket. Other words for basket include a kilGk large basket or
strong working basket plaited by men out of coconut leaflets and a kole basket for bearing tribute to a chief.
Davenport notes that Kole Island (formerly spelled Kili) gets its name from kilok. According to his
recorded version of the story, the man placed Jalwoj and Epoon and then threw the basket into the sea; soon
thereafter, the basket became Kole Island. Perhaps with the old spelling of Kole (Kili) in mind, Davenport
speculates that the island was named after the kilok basket. Given the MOD definition, however, the island
is more likely named for the kole basket referenced above.
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the west, he continued eastward where he began arranging the remaining islands in two
almost parallel chains: Ralik (meaning sunset) to the west and Ratak (meaning sunrise) to
the east. While in Ralik, he grouped almost 1,000 islands into rings or atolls encircling
calm lagoon waters with just a few stragglers remaining solitary islands—one of these
being Kole Island in southern Ralik, so named for the basket Wiillep cast into the sea
after placing Ralik’s southernmost atolls at Namdik, Jalwdj,” and Epoon (the other single
islands are Elleb and Jebat in Ralik and Majej and Jemo in Ratak).'

It is said by some that, in throwing the basket into the sea at Kole, Willep’s task
of arranging the islands was complete,'' and yet these accounts leave out the atolls and
islands of Ratak to the east. Some believe Wiillep’s son Letao,12 a well known trickster,
was angry with his father and so took the basket, which still contained a great many
islands, and flew with it through the air. But after such a long journey, a hole had formed
in the bottom of the basket and the remaining islands and atolls began to fall out as Letao
soared above the eastern waters.'® One of the atolls called Mile is said to have been
fished up later by Laiiinperan, a ri-bwe invisible person'* after Letao overturned it and it
sank to the bottom of the sea."

Once the islands of Ralik and Ratak were arranged, Lowa returned to the spirit
world and Iroojrilik (the so named king of all creation) took on the important task of
overseeing the proliferation of life in the sea and on land. After calling forth all the plants
and animals, Iroojrilik sent two women (some say they were his daughters, others, his
sisters) eastward in a canoe from the land of Ep.'® Much like Iroojrilik, the women were
pillars of hard basalt rock found only in the western islands and not in Ralik or Ratak;
one was Liwatuonmour and the other was Lidepdepju. The sisters first made landfall at

Ero Island in Kuwajleen Atoll; from there, Liwatuonmour travelled south to Namo and

? Jalwoj is the MOD spelling for the atoll that is conventionally spelled Jaluit (Jalooj is another possible
spelling). For the sake of consistency, I have chosen to use the MOD spelling.

' Davenport, “Marshallese Folklore Types,” 222.

" Ibid.

12 See Chapter 6 for more on Letao.

" Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen,” 2-3.

' Tobin defines ri-bwe as invisible people, however the term is also connected linguistically to bwe or
bubu divination and might therefore also be connected to ri-bubu soothsayers. Tobin, Stories from the
Marshall Islands, 315.

' Jowej, “The Chant of Mile,” 315.

e Lokrap, “Ralik History,” 330; Jeik, “Tobolar, Coconut Boy,” 146.
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Lidepdepju went east to Aur in Ratak.'” On Namo, Liwatuonmour gave birth to a
daughter she named Irooj; as the daughter of Iroojrilik’s own daughter, Irooj became the
mother of the most highly ranked and powerful Irooj or Iroja'® chiefly jowi matriclan in
the Ralik islands'*—and, some say, of all the matriclans of Ralik.?’ Meanwhile, a third
sister, Lijileijet, arrived from the west and joined Liwatuonmour on Namo.?' Lijileijet
gave birth to a son called Jemaluut**; together, Jemaluut and the children of Irooj were
the first ri-aeloni-kein or real people of Ralik and Ratak—real people descended directly
from the gods. Some believe their births mark the passing of legend into history.>
Meanwhile, many other kinds of people came into being in the islands and began to live
alongside the real humans; among these were noonniep fairies who walked on land and
sometimes revealed themselves to ri-aeloni-kein, riikijet people who lived in the water,
rimmenanuwe people who were very small and similar to the menehune of Hawai‘i, and
ripitwodwad giants®™ who walked on water and sometimes brought great harm to 7i-
aeldii-kein.” It was around this time that these and other people found a very real place in
ri-aelomi-kein culture and history.

On Namo, a bitter contest over whose descendants would rule the islands soon
caused Liwatuonmour to drive Lijileijet into the ocean. There Lijileijet did not die, but
rather lived on beneath the sea; some say she became a giant jellyfish,*® while others say
her spirit lives on in the thick mist that rises from the surf crashing on the reef off Namo
Island, a daily reminder of Lijileijet’s fallen legacy. Despite his mother’s banishment
from Namo, Jemaluut continued to struggle with Irooj’s children for control of the Ralik
islands; after a long series of battles, Irooj’s descendants defeated Jemaluut once and for

all. And while Jemaluut’s descendants lived on, their status in Ralik would never again be

'"R. deBrum, “The Origin of the Irooj (Chiefs) of the Marshall Islands,” 51.
'8 While some sources name this jowi matriclan Irooj, others call it Iroja or Eroja. Abo et al., Marshallese-
English Dictionary, 322; Walsh and Heine, Etto fian Raan Kein, 38.
' Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 90.
% Laman and Jekkein, “The Story of Liwatuonmour and Lidepdepju,” 54.
2 Lokrap, “The Iroj of Ralik”; Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 87-88.
2 Some stories name Jemaluut as Willep’s son and Letao’s brother. Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,”
139. Also see Chapter 6.
2 Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession in the Ralik Chain,” 6.
** Ripitwodwad was at one time also the name for ri-palle barquentine sailing vessels. Bender and Trussel,
“MOD.”
** Jam, “The Beginning of this World,” 21.
26 Lokrap, “Ralik History,” 330.
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equal to that of the successors of the Iroja jowi matriclan whose founding ancestor,
Liwatuonmour, lives on today as a stone pillar off the lagoon shores of Namo Island and
whose descendants have gone on to become the rulers of Ralik®” and, at various points in
history, all of Ralik and Ratak.

To the east in Ratak, Liwatuonmour’s sister Lidepdepju started a matriclan of her
own on Aur Atoll and went on to become the mother of the irooj of Ratak. Others say,
however, that the chiefs of Ratak-eafi—the northern region of Ratak that includes
Maloelap, Adkup, Aur, Wojja, Aelok, Majej, Utrok, and Likiep—are also descendants of
Liwatuonmour through Irooj’s great-granddaughter Limijwa,*® although details of this are
far from clear. What is known is that a stone pillar similar to Liwatuonmour also remains
on Tobaal Island in Aur Atoll; this rock is said to be Lidepdepju, who remains a
significant figure in some Ratak traditions and genealogies despite being carried out to
sea and covered with sand by a typhoon over one hundred years ago. Some say that when
she was still on Tobaal, Lidepdepju’s power superseded that of even the highest chiefs of
Ratak and the rules and taboos surrounding chiefs were therefore relaxed in her
presence.” And so it was with Liwatuonmour on Namo, who was respected by the people
as a chief and venerated like a god, even after she was cast into the lagoon by an

American missionary early in the twentieth century.’’

Accommodation and Resistance: A Ri-aelori-kein Tradition

For centuries, the descendants of Liwatuonmour, Lijileijet, and Lidepdepju have
inhabited the islands and atolls of Ralik and Ratak. Commonly known as ri-Majel or
Marshall Islanders today, these descendants have long called themselves ri-Ralik and ri-

Ratak and ri-aelori-kein, and their islands—known today as Aelon in Majel or the

*" Laman and Jekkein, “The Story of Liwatuonmour and Lidepdepju,” 54.

8 Kramer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 195-196.

¥ Nancy Pollock notes: “The significance of the rock [at Namo] appears to have been extensive throughout
Marshallese legendary history. The missionary, Dr. Rife, was presumably struck by the idolatrous nature of
the rock and felt that the continued presence of such a hallowed object would be detrimental to the
Marshallese acceptance of Christianity, and had it thrown into the sea. He thus recognized the power of this
rock in Marshallese thinking, but did not realize that the power would persist even if its representation was
cast into the sea.” Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 95. Also see R. deBrum, “The Origin of the
Irooj (Chiefs) of the Marshall Islands and Tobin, Stories from the Marshall Islands, 51.

¥ R. deBrum, “The Origin of the Irooj (Chiefs) of the Marshall Islands,” 51; L. Kabua, “Liwatuonmour,”
53.
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Marshall Islands—aelori kein and aeloni kein ad. According to ri-aeloi-kein oral
traditions, these islands, together with ri-aelon-kein genealogies, matriclans, and customs,
were brought forth by the gods and granted to their ancestors through magical and sacred
means. Thus, for ri-aelori-kein, the land they inhabit is much more than just a place to
live or a piece of property; indeed, it is also a sacred legacy passed down by their
ancestors across generations. It is their /@moran, their kapijukunen,’' their heritage of
land. It is also the basis and foundation of an entire culture and way of life that has been
built on and around the land and various types, categories, and levels of land use and
tenure over hundreds, if not thousands, of years.

As I explain in Chapter 1, the overarching goal of this manuscript is to engage in
an initial exploration of histories in and of one group of these sacred islands—Likiep
Atoll in northern Ratak—with an emphasis on the historical, cultural, and
epistemological context that contributed to the sale of the atoll in 1877, along with the
narrative and other tactics ri-aelorni-kein have used to resist, contest, and in some cases
accommodate these alterations for more than a century. I devote the following chapters to
exploring this context, placing particular emphasis on historic ri-aelori-kein encounters
with and resistance to ri-palle, which seem to have culminated with Irooj Kaibiike and
Irooj Jeimata welcoming ri-palle missionaries and traders to Epoon in the late 1850s and
early 1860s, and some of the ri-aelo7i-kein beliefs about and approaches to land and land
tenure that allowed chiefs to begin offering ri-palle land first as gifts and later for
purchase. In the process, I consider various economic, political, cultural, epidemiological,
and geographic factors including chiefly genealogies and rivalries, mid-nineteenth
century environmental circumstances, the spread of epidemic disease, and the value and
condition of the land which seem to have come together almost twenty years after

Capelle’s initial arrival on Epoon to effect Iroojlaplap Jortoka’s decision to sell an atoll

31 A. Kabua notes that lamoran is a general term that “connotes a homeland where the bwij have lived and
grown up from generation to generation along an extended period of time” as indicated in some jowi names
(e.g., Raarno/Arno, Ri-Kuwajleen/Kuwajleen, and Raur/Aur). Kapijukunen, in contrast, refers to the
specific, physical “domicile or origin” of the bwij. Lamoran, then, sometimes refers to land to which a bwij
has interests and yet which is not currently inhabited by the dwij. A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and
Inherent Rights,” 8.
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that, despite its relatively large size, Jortoka quite possibly regarded as a nonessential
portion of his overall land holdings in northern Ratak.

I also suggest that Jortoka’s decision was not as unique as its outcomes suggest
today; rather, it was part of an historic and enduring ri-aelori-kein strategy of using ri-
palle alliances as necessary and appropriate to enhance their economic, political, and
cultural capital—an approach that, beginning with Kaibtke in 1857 and Jeimata in 1864

or possibly as early as 1861,

may have shifted to incorporate ri-palle access to ri-aelon-
kein lands by gift, lease, or sale. This strategy quickly spread across Ralik and Ratak and
eventually reached northern Ratak in 1869 when Irooj Jortoka sold a wato land parcel in
his home atoll of Maloelap to Anton deBrum. Perhaps not coincidentally, the sale took
place the same year deBrum fathered a child with Jortoka’s close relative Likmeto. At the
same time, the wato in question was on an island called Ol6t,>* a name that means “land
of no value™* and suggests that Jortoka did not consider the sale to be of great
consequence to him or any others who might have held use rights to the island. Just eight
years later, Jortoka made the pivotal decision to sell his holdings on Likiep Atoll, which
he similarly declared were of no use to him, apparently due to the atoll’s physical state at
the time.”

In this chapter, I suggest that the eventual sale of Likiep and the skirmishes over

land, power, and history that followed did not begin in northern Ratak in 1877 but rather

almost twenty years earlier and several hundred miles to the southwest on the Ralik atoll

*% In his writings of 1861, Samuel Damon notes that, by that time, the manufacture of coconut oil had
already commenced on Epoon where “Messrs. Stapenhorst and Hoffschlaeger of Honolulu” had “recently
purchased land and erected the necessary buildings.” Although Spennemann indicates that the first ri-palle
purchase of land took place at Juroj Island, Epoon Atoll between Irooj Jeimata and Adolf Capelle, Damon’s
statement suggests that the first such sale actually took place earlier, with Hoffschlaeger & Stapenhorst
employees Adolf Capelle and Herman Caplan acquiring land on behalf of their employer (and possibly
without their employer’s knowledge or consent; see Chapter 5) soon after their initial arrival on Epoon
sometime in mid-1861 following their departure from Honolulu aboard the Wailua in January of that year.
Damon, Morning Star Papers, 34; Hawai‘i Supreme Court, “H. Caplan v. Hoffschlaeger and Stapenhorst,”
692; Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 7.
*3 Spennemann lists Lebeigien Wato (also Lebogian) as being located on Wollet island (also Ollot). While I
am fairly certain that Wollet/Ollot is OI16t Island according to the MOD, the specific wato is much harder to
identify according to its new spelling, although my best guess is that it is Bok-en Wato with the common
locative particle /o (also /o) added as a prefix. Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall
Islands,” 16; Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
** Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
** “Iroojlaplap Jortoka to the People of Likiep.”
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of Epoon. Through the initial support of several Ralik irooj chiefs seeking to augment
their own social and economic capital,”® Epoon in the early 1860s was quickly becoming
an economic and cultural hub for American, Hawaiian, European, and other ri-palle
missionaries and traders. After years of violent encounters between ri-aelori-kein and ri-
palle all around Ralik and Ratak and on Epoon in particular, a small group of
missionaries managed to garner the support of several influential irooj through a
combination of maneuvers, negotiations, and local circumstances that convinced Irooj
Kaibiike, a descendant of the legendary Liwatuonmour,’’ to welcome American and
Hawaiian representatives of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions
(ABCFM or Boston Mission) to Epoon in 1857 and, significantly, to offer them a wato
land parcel as a gift for their mission. This initial gift of land, I suggest, was set in motion
by a historical and cultural context that made the transfer both possible and desirable for
Irooj Kaibuke. Twenty years later, this context—which had by then allowed the chiefs of
southern Ralik to accumulate more wealth and prestige for their involvement in the copra
industry—would also play an important role in Iroojlaplap Jortoka’s decision to sell
Likiep Atoll.

Kaibike’s gift to the Boston missionaries, which was the first recorded transfer of
ri-aelori-kein land to ri-palle, seems to have triggered a torrent of land sales and leases to
ri-palle traders and thus represents a watershed in ri-aeloni-kein relations with outsiders.
Among the early traders who would soon purchase land was the German Adolf Capelle
who arrived to Epoon just a little over three years after Kaibiike’s pivotal gift to set up a

copra trading station on behalf of his then employer, the Honolulu based firm

3¢ Pierre Bourdieu acknowledges various kinds of capital (economic, political, cultural, etc.) and places
particular emphasis on the importance of social capital, which he defines as the “the aggregate of the actual
or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition—in other words, to membership in a group—which
provides each of its members with the backing of the collectivity owned capital, a ‘credential’ which
entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word.” I suggest here that, at various points in history,
irooj across Ralik and Ratak including Irooj Jortoka have sought to augment their social capital by
expanding their political and genealogical networks to include ri-palle in the hope that these associations
would grant them access to the various affiliated networks and, in turn, their accompanying economic,
material, and other resources. For more on notions of capital, see Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural
Production.

*7 Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 18.
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Hoffschlaeger & Stapenhorst.”® Within three years of his initial arrival, Capelle had
defected from his employer and started his own copra trading business—aptly called A.
Capelle & Co.—and taken on Anton deBrum of Portugal as his partner. The two men’s
activities for the firm soon involved negotiations and agreements with various irooj that
resulted in A. Capelle & Co.’s acquisition of land parcels and entire islands and atolls
throughout Ralik and Ratak.>

While Adolf Capelle, Anton deBrum, and other ri-palle had a lot to gain through
these kinds of land acquisitions—political and social allies, economic profits, and a more
assured (although certainly not guaranteed) physical permanence in the islands—I
suggest that such transfers generally only occurred when the irooj involved regarded the
sale or lease as a way to bolster their own economic, political, or cultural capital in some
way and when the ri-palle seeking out land made an effort to honor local customs and
culture. Such was the case in the late 1850s when Irooj Kaibiike of Epoon used a gift of
land to align himself with ri-palle missionaries and thereby gain political and economic
capital, and again in 1877 when Irooj Jortoka of northern Ratak used a transfer of land to
A. Capelle & Co. through Capelle’s partner Anton deBrum to secure what he hoped
would be a similarly beneficial alliance.

These sales were therefore not ri-palle land grabs per se, but were instead the
outcomes of negotiations in which each side took its needs and aspirations—economic,
political, cultural, and otherwise—into careful consideration. It was only later that
various ri-aelon-kein stakeholders began to call into question the activities of the ri-palle
in their islands and, in some cases, the validity or permissibility of the land transfers
themselves. This generally occurred once the irooj who had made the sales and kajoor
who were living on the land came to see that they had lost more than they had gained
through the sales. In the case of the Boston missionaries in the late 1850s and the sale of
Likiep twenty years later, the sanctity of culture and local customs served as the rallying
point for resistance and opposition to these sales as well as for disputes over land and

land tenure more generally, much as they still do today.

*¥ Varyingly referred to as Stapenhorst & Hoffschlaeger and Stapenhorst & Hoffschliger. See, for example,
Marshall and Marshall, “Holy and Unholy Spirits,” 138; Barrie Macdonald, Cinderellas of the Empire, 27.
39 Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 4, 6-7, 9, 12-13, 15-17, 19, 21.
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I suggest in this and subsequent chapters that while various Ralik and Ratak
atolls, islands, and waro have been nominally governed and at times even possessed or
owned by foreign individuals, colonial powers, economic institutions, and cultural
authorities since the mid-nineteenth century in particular, ri-aeloi-kein have found a
multitude of ways to resist and contest these ownerships and the actors involved in the
transfers. As a result, ri-aelori-kein have managed to retain control over some of the most
vital components of their culture including their land and land rights, their structures of
ownership and authority, their cultural values, and their historiographic practices well
into the present. This has even been the case to a certain degree in the northern Ratak
atoll of Likiep which, given its purchase in 1877 and continued ownership by the
descendants of Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum, could be said to represent one of the
most prolonged examples of land alienation in the colonial history of the Marshall
Islands.

While the story I construct here focuses primarily on cultural and historical
context of Irooj Jortoka’s sale of Likiep Atoll, it also speaks to the effects of foreign
imperialism on the physical, social, political, economic, and cultural landscape of the
Marshall Islands more generally, as well as the many diverse and creative narrative and
other tactics ri-aeloni-kein have employed over hundreds of years to resist these
encroachments. With this in mind, I begin this history of Likiep Atoll not on Likiep but
rather with the initial arrival of Adolf Capelle to Epoon aboard the trade ship Wailua
sometime in mid-1861. It is here that I begin to explore the socio-political and ethno-
historical context of Ralik and Ratak in an effort to more fully illustrate the social and
cultural significance of the changes Capelle and other ri-palle incited within this context,
as well as the ways ri-aeloni-kein have accommodated and resisted these encroachments
over the years. As I show here, these efforts are part of a long history and robust tradition
of ri-aelori-kein encounter with and resistance to foreign domination and control that
eventually played out on Likiep as ri-jerbal workers began to assert their rights to land,
copra proceeds, fair working conditions, social status, and the truth of their culture and

historical experiences in the early twentieth century.
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Ripitwodwod Arrivals

Sometime in mid-1861, Jeimata—a relative of Irooj Kaibiike, a descendant of the
legendary Liwatuonmour and her daughter Irooj and prominent irooj in parts of southern
Ralik—spotted a German trade schooner on the horizon off Epoon Island in the atoll of
the same name. On seeing the giant ripitwodwad,” Jeimata consulted a ri-bubu oracle to
determine if the ship’s crew should be permitted to come ashore.”!

The ri-bubu, whose aura and powers were surrounded and protected by various
mo taboos, quickly assembled the people of Epoon, who by custom had to avoid
approaching or touching him, to begin the ceremony. After cleansing himself in the
ocean, the ri-bubu called out a customary mo incantation that forbade women from
moving during the ceremony: “Emman etotot kora! Women must remain still!” He then
took out the young leaf of a coconut tree he had cooked after harvesting it from a sacred
place on the island and tore the leaf into short strips. He tied three of the pieces together
and made several tight knots across its length, meanwhile chanting: “Dschojak, e-e- tuak-

o0-o-tu-a-a-k kinin tu-a-aak watje-biin kata-bitebit djen kilin be-ke-in nedji. Dschojak,**

* According to ri-aeldii-kein oral traditions, ripitwédwad are giants who walk on the sea; they do not talk
to people and are thought to harm people. At some point, this designation was transferred to the massive ri-
palle ships that began to appear regularly in Ralik and Ratak waters in the mid-sixteenth century, perhaps
as a result of their size and the violent encounters that ri-aelofi-kein came to anticipate on their arrival. Jam,
“The Beginning of this World,” 21; Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”

*'It is quite possible that Capelle’s initial arrival to Epoon in 1861 and subsequent arrival in 1863 have
been conflated in the historical record and that Jeimata’s legendary welcome of Capelle as his “friend”
actually occurred on Capelle’s second arrival aboard the Maria in 1863. Assuming that Jeimata already
knew Capelle on his second arrival, the chief’s greeting to Capelle as his friend in 1863 would have had a
much simpler explanation—i.e., the two men knew each other and were already, in fact, friends. That it was
Irooj Jeimata rather than Irooj Kaibtike who greeted Capelle might also be more readily explained in 1863,
since by that time Kaibiike was probably either very sick or had already died of typhoid fever, which was
raging through the islands at that time. Considering that most stories of Jeimata’s welcome suggest the
chief consulted a ri-bubu oracle on Capelle’s arrival (which he presumably would not have needed to do in
1863), that Jeimata welcomed Capelle along with Capelle’s associate (presumably Herman Caplan, who
did not arrive with Capelle the second time because he had remained on Epoon on Capelle’s departure in
November 1862), and that Kabua, not Jeimata, succeeded Kaibtike on the chief’s death (and it would
therefore be equally necessary to explain Jeimata’s greeting in 1863), I propose that Jeimata’s famous
welcome occurred upon Capelle’s initial arrival in 1861 rather than on his subsequent arrival in 1863. T am
aware that this decision is somewhat arbitrary and therefore remains open to debate and further
investigation and I remain committed to revising this portion of the story I have constructed as additional
evidence becomes available. Hawai‘i Supreme Court, “H. Caplan v. Hoffschlaeger and Stapenhorst,” 692-
693; Walsh and Heine, Etto fian Raan Kein, 143.

*2 The meaning of “dschojak” (German spelling) is unclear, although it could mean something like “for a
good outcome” since it is also listed as the name of one of the possible favorable outcomes of the bubu
ceremony. See Kramer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 271-272.
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Figure 9. Leaves used for soothsaying and magic circa early twentieth century
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image F-236)

wade in water, step into the water with your feet, oil yourself, oil your skin, this is the
rule for a good outcome.” After the ri-bubu finished the chant, he pulled the strip
briskly across his left shoulder to tighten the knots and asked: “Do we allow these
strangers to come on the island?” Then he cracked the strip to fold it in half and counted
the knots on each side of the fold.** Four knots on each side would have been the best
outcome whereas three successive positive readings with a variety of possible
combinations would have led the ri-bubu to instruct Irooj Jeimata to welcome the ship
and its crew.* The readings on this occasion must have been favorable because Jeimata

soon told the crew of the Pfeil to disembark and come ashore. Among those who crossed

* Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen,” 23; Krimer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 271-272. Marshallese
spellings are as they appear in Knappe.

* For a more detailed description of hubu (in Marshallese) see J. deBrum, “Notebook of Joachim deBrum.”
* Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen,” 23-24.
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the beach that day were twenty-two year old*® Adolf Capelle and his associate Herman
Caplan; it is said that Irooj Jeimata welcomed young Capelle that day saying, “You are
my friend,”"’ a gesture that may have signified Jeimata’s awareness of the potential
political, economic, and social benefits of adopting the ri-palle into his genealogy of
associates, friends, and kin.*®

The Wailua was not the first such ship to make an appearance in these waters or
to be the subject of bubu on the part of ri-aelori-kein; in fact, American, European, and
other trade vessels, whaling ships, war craft, and missionary packets had been exploring
Ralik and Ratak since Alonso de Salazar, commander of the Spanish ship Santa Maria de
la Victoria, first sighted Bokaak Atoll in northern Ratak in 1526 as part of an expedition
intended to claim the Moluccas or Spice Islands to the west for Spain.*’ Since then,
scores of ri-palle ships had dropped anchor in the waters surrounding the islands of Ralik
and Ratak, with a great number of ri-palle landings resulting in violent and sometimes
deadly encounters that in turn lent Ralik and Ratak a reputation as one of the most
dreaded and dangerous areas of Micronesia.”” Among these were the 1824 massacre of
the American mutineers of the whaleship Globe at Mile;’' the seizure of several crew
members of the whaleship Elizabeth on Epoon in 1833; the 1835 attack on the whaleship
Awashonks at Pikinni; an outbreak of violence aboard the Naiad off Epoon in 1846; the
murder of two ri-palle passengers of the William Melville at Kuwajleen in 1850; and the
plunder of an unnamed schooner at Namdik in 1851 to name just a few. Consequently,

the people of Ralik and Ratak were so feared that, on siting an island or atoll in that

¢ Adolf Capelle was born on May 8, 1838. Williamson and Stone, “Anthropological Survey of Likiep
Atoll,” 11.

*" Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen,” 25. Also see Kramer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 272 and
Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 19. In early accounts, foreigners were sometimes greeted with
the expression “Aidara!” which was said to mean friend or good, however this expression does not seem to
be used currently; today, “/okwe!” would be a more likely greeting. Von Kotzebue, 4 New Voyage Round
the World 1, 302.

* In ri-aeloii-kein culture, ritualized friendship effectively extends kinship ties to members of other
lineages and even foreigners, usually with the goal of securing loyalty and access to resources across
genealogies. The use of sibling terms between jerad friends demonstrates the strength of the bonds in these
relationships as well as their significance in ri-ael67i-kein culture and society. Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure
among Arno Marshallese,” 48-49; Spoehr, Majuro, 215-216.

9 Hezel, Foreign Ships in Micronesia, 113; Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 12-13.

%% Gulick, “Lectures on Micronesia,” 32; Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 197.

*! Lay and Hussey, 4 Narrative of the Mutiny on Board the Whaleship Globe, 22-42.,
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region, ri-palle ship captains sometimes refused to land and instead turned their boats
back to sea, even when they were in dire need of food and other provisions.’>

And yet these and other violent attacks by the people of Ralik and Ratak on the
crews of foreign ships were often not unprovoked; indeed, while bubu likely played a
role as the first line of defense in many cases, the social devastation brought about by
foreign guns, blackbirding, and sexual violence led many ri-aelori-kein to react violently
to ri-palle arriving on their shores, and in particular those who insisted on crossing the
beach when they were not welcomed through local custom. To this, an early missionary
on Epoon later remarked that “in nine cases out of ten, [the violence enacted by ri-aelori-
kein was] in revenge for previous wrongs done to them, or it [was] in self defense

33 The famed 1824 massacre at Mile in southern Ratak, for example, was not a

[sic].
random act of violence on the part of ri-Mile but was rather a response to the ri-palle
mutineers’ “brutal treatment of the females they [had taken] for wives”* and murder of
several ri-Mile men.”> Enraged, members of the Mile community destroyed the
mutineers’ boat and killed all but two of them with spears and stones.’® Meanwhile, on
Epoon in southern Ralik, Jeimata’s cousin Kaibiike had earned a reputation among ri-
palle as a violent, arbitrary, and cruel despot after carrying through his father’s vow of
revenge following a skirmish with a ri-palle crew member that resulted in the death of
Kaibiike’s older brother and a wound to Kaibiike’s arm.”’

Although the feared Irooj Kaibiike did not rise to a position of power until the
1840s, his father’s vendetta and his own influence in southern Ralik and Epoon Atoll in
particular seem to have provoked a disproportionate number of deadly encounters in the
southern atoll from the mid-1820s through the mid-1850s. The result was that, from the

early to mid-nineteenth century, Epoon was one of the most dreaded places not just in

Ralik and Ratak but also in all of Micronesia.”® Among the incidents on Epoon were

32 Hezel, Foreign Ships in Micronesia, 117-121. Also see Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 197-200.
>> Edward T. Doane quoted in Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 69.
4 Gulick, “Lectures on Micronesia,” 35.
> Lay and Hussey, 4 Narrative of the Mutiny on Board the Whaleship Globe, 37-40.
*%Ibid., 42-44.
37 «“Former Intercourse of Foreigners with the Marshall Islanders,” 52-53; Hezel, The First Taint of
Civilization, 200.
>¥ Lokrap and Lobar, “Ralik History,” 329.
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Kaibiike’s taking of a New Zealand ship in 1825;> the seizure of two crew members
from the Australian whaleship Elizabeth by a group of ri-Epoon in 1833; a menacing
warning to the crew of the trading bark Pallas not to come ashore by a group of ri-Epoon
warriors armed with clubs and spears in 1835; a fatal clash in 1845 between ri-Epoon and
crew members of the British trading brig Naiad that left several ri-Epoon dead and four
of the crew seriously wounded; a deadly attack on the crew of the William Neilson of
Honolulu in 1846; the killing of a crew member of the whaleship Lion who had been put
ashore on Epoon and the retaliatory shooting deaths of more than seventy ri-Epoon by the
Lion’s crew in 1851; and the 1852 burning of the schooner Glencoe and the murder of its
crew who had reportedly been luring women and girls to the boat with the intent of
kidnapping them and selling them abroad.”

Given this history of more than twenty-five years of violent encounters between
ri-Epoon and the ri-palle who landed there, it is perhaps surprising that ship captains
continued to enter the atoll’s waters at all much less allow their crews to disembark and
go ashore. And yet the drive for whaling and trade profits—and, increasingly, the search
for missing crew members—Iled many ri-palle captains to continue to enter these waters
even as a great many ri-aelon-kein on Epoon and beyond made it clear they were not
welcome on their beaches. It was perhaps this bellicose attitude and aggressive approach
that led many ri-aeloni-kein to liken ri-palle and their massive ships to the much feared
ripitwodwod giants that haunted their seas and frightened even the most seasoned ri-
bwebwenato storytellers and that in the end led many ri-ael67i-kein to resort to any means

necessary to keep the ferocious ripitwodwaod at bay.

Kojera: Friendly Encounters and Alliances

Not all encounters between ri-aelori-kein and ri-palle during these years were so
heated, however, and by the mid-nineteenth century hundreds of foreign explorers,
scientists, whalers, and traders had been heartily welcomed ashore by ri-aelori-kein all

across Ralik and Ratak. Ri-palle who were particularly well received were those who, in

*% Kaibiike’s name apparently originates from this incident, which led him to adopt the Maori word for ship
(kaipuke) as his name. Damon, Morning Star Papers, 28; Hezel, Foreign Ships in Micronesia, 117; Ward,
American Activities in the Central Pacific 4: 436; “Te Aka Maori-English, English-Maori Dictionary.”

% Hezel, Foreign Ships in Micronesia, 117-122.
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addition, perhaps, to receiving a favorable bubu on their arrival, acknowledged and
observed important local customs such as reciprocity and kautiej irooj or honoring and
deferring to chiefs, conducted themselves appropriately and respectfully (especially with
young women and girls), made an effort to learn the local language, and, following local
custom, had something of value they were willing to share generously on their arrival and
throughout their sojourn. As early as the mid-sixteenth century, in fact, Spanish explorers
went ashore at Anewetak, Pikinni, Kuwajleen, and Majej where they offered gifts and
trade goods that ri-aelorni-kein gladly received in exchange for water and, in some cases,
enormous quantities of food.®’ When Alvaro de Saavedra and the crew of the ship
Florida went ashore in northern Ralik in 1529, their offerings were reciprocated with
2,000 coconuts—a very generous gift indeed.”* Cleary, ri-palle who shared
enthusiastically and respectfully were not considered or treated as ripitwodwod and were
instead provided for and afforded the opportunity to give generously in return.

By the late eighteenth century, British captains had joined the Spanish in the
region and were regularly transporting goods and people across the Pacific on their way
to China, Australia, and New Zealand and on occasion sited islands or made stops in
Ralik and Ratak along the way. In 1788, two British vessels, the Scarborough captained
by John Marshall and the Charlotte by Thomas Gilbert, were en route to China after
unloading a group of British prisoners at the newly established penal colony at Botany
Bay (now Sydney). In an effort to avoid the perilous uncharted waters between Australia
and China, the two ships made a long detour through Ralik and Ratak.®® Along the way
they stopped at Mile—site of the famed Globe mutiny and massacre almost forty years
later—where they hoped to replenish their diminishing food supply and ward off the
scurvy that was beginning to plague the crew. There they were met off shore by four
small canoes steered by ri-Mile, several of whom ventured aboard the Charlotte after
Captain Gilbert presented them with iron nails and other gifts and items for trade. Even
after a loose sail accidentally flung several men overboard, ri-Mile continued to trade

with Captain Gilbert and his crew exchanging mats, shells, and fruit for highly desired

' Ibid., 113-114.
62 Gulick, “Lectures on Micronesia,” 33.
%3 Spennemann, The First Descriptions of the Southern Marshalls, 6-7.
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nails, fishhooks, and other pieces of iron. They even invited Captain Gilbert ashore, a
telling gesture likely based in part on a favorable bubu and reinforced by the captain’s
generous exchange of goods. The offer was appreciated but declined due to the long
journey that still lay ahead.®*

Nonviolent encounters continued to occur on the beaches and lagoons of Ralik
and Ratak in the early to mid-nineteenth century, even as violence intensified on Epoon,
Mile, and beyond. Several such engagements took place in 1817 and again in 1824
between members of the Russian Romanzov Exploring Expedition led by Captain Otto
von Kotzebue and the people of various atolls in Ratak including Utrok, Majej, Wojja,
and Maloelap® where exchanges of trade goods, gifts, and names signaled a desire by ri-
aeldii-kein for pleasant and productive relations.®® Similar to those described previously,
these encounters seem to have been facilitated by a level of caution, respect, and
generosity on the part of Captain von Kotzebue and his crew that may have been absent
from encounters that ended in violence—and were likely also supported by favorable
bubu on shore.

On Majej, a nonviolent encounter transpired after the Rurik crew gained the trust
of an armed and outwardly guarded fleet of ri-Majej by approaching slowly and then
immediately displaying large quantities of iron, which members of the fleet gladly
accepted in exchange for water, fresh fruit, shell wreaths, mats, and other local goods, as
well as an invitation to disembark and come ashore.®” Having gained the trust of ri-ael7-
kein at Majej, Captain von Kotzebue sailed on to Wojja where he used a similar method
to demonstrate that he and his crew intended no harm: a cautious and peaceful approach
quickly followed by a generous display of highly valued gifts and items of trade
including iron and glass. These actions earned the captain the confidence of several
Wojja chiefs including one called Rarik who boarded the Rurik as others threw fruit and

gifts to the crew and invited them ashore.®®

* Ibid., 53-57.

% Von Chamisso notes that, on Maloelap, “the sailor who handed out the iron was in especially high esteem
with the natives, and he was flattered by all.” Von Chamisso, 4 Voyage around the World with the
Romanzov Exploring Expedition, 149.

% von Kotzebue, 4 Voyage of Discovery into the South Sea and Beering’s Straits 3: 165.

7Von Chamisso, 4 Voyage around the World, 130-131.

% Ibid., 134-138.
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Figure 10. Ratak island scene circa 1816
Source: Louis Choris, Voyage pittoresque autour du monde, 1822

Once on land, Captain von Kotzebue kept a tight rein on his crew and punished
them openly when they acted inappropriately. On one occasion, he publicly chastised a
sailor for chopping down a rare and treasured breadfruit sapling. Upon seeing the look of
astonishment and anger on the faces of several ri-Wojja observing the scene from a close
distance, the captain “angrily upbraided the sailor, who had to give up his ax and retired

69 : : . —~ .
7" The captain’s actions appeased the ri-aelori-kein observers who

from the scene.
quickly went after the sailor to console him.”

Perhaps even more significantly, Captain von Kotzebue never allowed any of
Wojja’s young women or girls to board the Rurik, which seems to have earned him and
his crew an even deeper level of respect and trust among their new ri-aelon-kein

friends.”' And while it is true that the various encounters between the Rurik crew and the

people of Ratak were not without serious gaffes and were in many ways tainted by the

“ Ibid., 141.

" Ibid.

"' Von Kotzebue, 4 Voyage of Discovery 3, 165. One exception was an old woman who voluntarily
boarded the ship at Wojja and sat herself down to dine with the captain and his friends Labugar and Rarick.
The woman did not actually eat, but rather saved all the food she received, perhaps to later share with
members of her family. Ibid. 2: 82-83.
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self-serving motivations and chauvinistic attitudes of the Rurik crew,’” the outcome of
von Kotzebue’s comparatively cautious and respectful approach to crossing the beach
was a series of extended encounters that concluded in exchanges of gifts, friendship, and
knowledge rather than hostilities or gunfire.

Ri-aelon-kein quickly discovered that the significance of these more friendly
encounters and exchanges oftentimes lay beyond the purely material value of the goods
they afforded; indeed, relations with ri-palle also provided opportunities for ri-aelon-kein
to enhance their political and cultural capital within their own communities and
sometimes in relation to their adversaries on other islands or atolls. And while irooj
chiefs were usually the primary protagonists in these exchanges, kajoor commoners and
alap lineage heads also recognized their potential value and on occasion initiated their
own relationships with ri-palle on their shores.

In fact, just before departing Aur Atoll in northern Ratak in 1817, Captain von
Kotzebue and the crew of the Rurik received an unexpected request from a group of irooj
who had come aboard to barter for iron and present the captain with gifts of mokwan sun
dried pandanus pulp and coconuts for the journey. Having completed the exchanges, the
irooj ushered the captain to his cabin where they asked him to join their military
expedition against the people of neighboring Majro whose recent attack on Aur had cost
the life of a man.”” According to the captain, the irooj were outwardly dejected when he
declined their request; to appease their disappointment, he offered instead “some lances
and grappling hooks” for them to use in battle at which they “roared for joy” and
immediately launched into a song and demonstration of how they would use the weapons
to defeat their enemies.’*

When von Kotzebue returned to Ratak in 1824 on a second expedition aboard the
ship Predpriatie, he received a similar request on Wojja where he had spent several
weeks during his first expedition and made the acquaintance of a great many people.
Following a joyful reunion, von Kotzebue’s friend Lagediak, who was apparently a

kajoor commoner and not an irooj, boarded the Predpriatie. After taking careful

72 See, for example, von Kotzebue, 4 Voyage of Discovery 2: 73-74, 78, 81-82.
7 1bid., 127-132.
™ 1bid., 131-132.
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measurements and expressing his awe at the new ship’s grandeur, Lagediak implored the
captain to use his vast resources and influence to help wage war on the fearsome chief
Lamari at Aur.” Shortly after the departure of the Rurik in 1817, Lagediak recounted,
Lamari had pillaged the island taking with him all the tools, pieces of iron, plants, and
animals left behind by the expedition, along with a highly valued copper plate bearing the
name Rurik and the date of its first arrival at Wojja.’® Lagediak proposed that, after
vanquishing Lamari, they would go on to conquer Majro; in return for his assistance, von
Kotzebue would become the master of all of Ratak.”’

While this plan may have been little more than a pipedream on Lagediak’s part, it
certainly demonstrates the power and influence that he and others hoped to gain through
their association with ri-palle and access to foreign resources and influence. The
frequency of these kinds of encounters between ri-palle and ri-aelori-kein from all sectors
of society only increased as ri-aelori-kein discovered the potential benefits of developing
relationships with these new arrivals who had what seemed to be limitless access to

material wealth and resources.

Ri-Aelon-Kein Making History

Encounters between the Rurik and Predpriatie crews and the people of Majej,
Aur, and Wojja—together with the many other encounters that took place on the shores
of Ralik and Ratak leading up to the mid-nineteenth century—were significant events in
the lives of ri-aelori-kein, whose ancestors had been living in these islands and navigating
their waters for centuries. Whereas some meetings begot disaster and even death, others
afforded new materials, goods, acquaintances, opportunities, and ideas about the world
beyond the horizon, and with them new stories to tell. Indeed, the incorporation of 7i-
palle into these stories suggests that they were making a strong impression and having a
lasting impact on ri-aelori-kein communities around Ralik and Ratak.

When the Rurik landed at Wojja for a second time in 1817 on its return trip to

Europe, for example, the crew discovered that it had found its way into the history of that

7 Von Kotzebue, 4 New Voyage Round the World, 314-315.
" bid., 307-310.
1bid., 314-315.
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place as ri-Wgjja performed songs they had composed about the Rurik’s first landing;
these songs evoked the ship’s size and magnificence, the quantity of iron on board, the
clothes the ri-palle had worn, and even a few words of Russian and the names of all the
crew the ri-Wajja had managed to learn and remember.”® In fact, on their return to Wad-
meej Island in Wojja Atoll, writer and naturalist Adelbert von Chamisso noted that the
women and girls of the island sang for the crew the many songs that had been composed
in their absence to preserve the memory of their names.”

When Captain von Kotzebue returned to Wojja in 1824, his crew was again
entertained by a series of eb dances that, much like those the captain had witnessed in
1817, described the ship, its crew and commander, and the vast quantities of iron on
board. According to the captain, ri-Ratak used these kinds of poetic representations to
preserve their traditions, to learn the history of their islands and “communicate it in turn
to succeeding generations,” and to entertain one another on festive occasions that might
include the launch or conclusion of a canoe voyage, a birth or death, rain or drought, the
completion of a new canoe or house, a successful fishing expedition, or just a beautiful
moonlit night.®' They also used them to describe their encounters with ri-palle who were
beginning to make regular appearances in their lagoons and on their shores.

Given that ri-aelori-kein were also highly mobile during this time and travelled
regularly between islands in large #ip7iol canoes to trade resources, gather crops, attend
celebrations, and even engage in warfare on neighboring islands, these kinds of
representations spread rapidly from atoll to atoll. Missionary George Pierson noted on his
first voyage through the Ralik islands in 1855 that ri-aelori-kein traveled “frequently from
island to island making long voyages, often of 150 miles, in ... companies of a dozen or
twenty or even a hundred canoes” and that there was regular interisland and interatoll
communication as a result.* It is quite possible that stories, songs, dances, and other
traditions representing important information, details, and lessons about their various

encounters and experiences were also circulating around Ralik and Ratak by the mid-

"8 Choris, “Voyage Pittoresque autour du Monde, 8-9.

" Von Chamisso, 4 Voyage around the World, 197, 269.

8 von Kotzebue, 4 New Voyage Round the World, 311.

81 Kurze, “Mikronesien und die Mission daselbst,” 14.

%2 Pierson, “Journal of Dr Pierson, on His Voyage from the Sandwich Islands,” 255-257.
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nineteenth century. Reverend Luther H. Gulick, a missionary with the American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) stationed on Epoon for seven months
from 1859 to 1860, later attested to this when he recalled meeting a man from Ratak who
recounted the story of the Rurik and hearing songs performed by people in Ralik that
included the name of that ship’s captain.”

In 1887, an official in what was by that time the German administered Marshall
Islands remarked that even the smallest and, in his opinion, most insignificant details of
encounters with ri-palle could be found in song melodies and lyrics including one song
he had heard performed: “The foreign captain is very fond of drinking coconut milk and
gives tobacco for it.”** Surely, similar songs, dances, and stories of rape, terrorism, and
murder were also making their way around the islands. Together, these tales would have
contributed to the formation of multifaceted, complex, and sometimes conflicting images
and understandings of the ri-palle who were periodically arriving on the shores of Ralik
and Ratak, the outcome of which was an equally mixed array of ri-aelo7i-kein responses,

experiences, and encounters.

Nijir To Mede Eo: Kaibiike’s Mission on Epoon
By the mid-nineteenth century, even Irooj Kaibtke, the infamous “sworn foe of

% was privy to these

whites and instigator of many of the past attacks on [foreign] ships,”
complex and sometimes contradictory representations of encounters between ri-aelori-
kein and ri-palle in the recent and more distant past. Not only had he likely heard many
such stories, but he had also had his fair share of personal experiences with ri-palle—not
all of them violent—and was by then well aware of the resources ri-palle had to offer and
of the many ways ri-aelon-kein could benefit and profit by engaging with them.

By the mid-1850s, Kaibtike was in regular contact with Captain Ichabod Handy, a

whaler and trader from Fairhaven, Massachusetts*® who had been making regular stops in

Ralik and Ratak and the nearby Gilbert Islands (known today as Kiribati) for some

8 Gulick, “Lectures on Micronesia,” 35.

8 Kurze, “Mikronesien und die Mission daselbst,” 14.

8 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 201.

% Maude, “The Coconut Oil Trade of the Gilbert Islands,” 404.
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seventeen years®’ to trade for coconut o0il*® and had managed to establish good relations
with the people of Ralik and Ratak including Kaibiike himself.* In 1855, George
Pierson, an ABCFM missionary from Illinois”® on his way to Kosrae via Honolulu to help
build up the newly established Protestant mission there, learned that Captain Handy was
well acquainted with the people of Ralik and Ratak, had lived in the islands for several
months, and even knew a bit of their language.”' As the captain was keen on the idea of
introducing missionaries to the islands of eastern Micronesia, he offered Reverend
Pierson and his wife Nancy, together with the Hawaiian missionary J.W. Kanoa and his
wife Kaholo,”” passage to Kosrae aboard his bark Belle if they agreed to pass through the
Gilbert and Marshall Islands along the way.

Excited at the possibility of expanding the mission that had already been
established further to the west and in urgent need of passage to Kosrae, Pierson accepted
Handy’s offer. By the time they arrived in the Ralik islands on August 17, the captain had
convinced Pierson that expanding the mission there would require a promise of protection
from Irooj Kaibiike, who was residing at Aeldilaplap Atoll at the time.”® With this in
mind, Captain Handy took Pierson to Aeldfilaplap and then to Mile Atoll where they met
Kaibiike and his sister’* Nemira.”” After being formally introduced by Captain Handy to
Pierson and his mission, Kaibiike and several other chiefs were persuaded “to desist from

their bloody policy, which had hitherto governed them in their intercourse with

%7 From 1849, Captain Handy conducted similar activities in the Gilbert Islands, where he also “learnt to
speak Gilbertese and maintained excellent personal relations with the islanders.” Ibid., 404-415.

% George Pierson quoted in Damon, Morning Star Papers, 20.

% George Pierson quoted in Hezel and Berg, Micronesia, Winds of Change, 255-256.

90 Garrett, 7o Live among the Stars, 145.

* George Pierson quoted in Damon, Morning Star Papers, 20.

92 Ibid.; Garrett, To Live among the Stars, 145. Calvinist missionaries with the Boston based American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) arrived in Hawai‘i in 1820 and quickly began to
transform Hawaiian spiritual beliefs as well as economic, political, and social structures and institutions.
Hawaiian teachers trained at the Foreign Mission School in Cornwall, Connecticut and the Lahainaluna
Seminary on Maui soon began to work with American teachers and pastors to take the work abroad to
Pohnpei, Kosrae, the Marshall Islands, and the Marquesas. Morris, “Hawaiian Missionaries Abroad,” 22,
44, 75-76.

% Hezel and Berg, eds., Micronesia, Winds of Change, 257.

% Some sources indicate that Nemira was Kaibuke’s niece. Damon, Morning Star Papers, 20; Gulick,
“Lectures on Micronesia,” 43.

%> Walsh and Heine, Etto 7ian Raan Kein, 135. Nemira is referred to as Nemaira in Damon (1861), Nemair
in Bingham (1866), Nemairh in Gulick (1944), and Nemaira in Ward (1967).
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%% Kaibiike sealed his pledge and friendship by exchanging names with the

foreigners.
missionary and offering to send Nemira to accompany him and arrange for an appropriate
reception on Epoon, which Pierson deemed an ideal spot for the mission for its lush
fertility and Kaibiike’s influence there.”” Soon thereafter, Nemira, her husband, and five

98 .
7" During

attendants “took passage on board the Belle and cruised about for several days.
the cruise, Nemira developed a close relationship with Mrs. Pierson, which, together with
Kaibike’s faith in Captain Handy, undoubtedly contributed to her brother Kaibiike’s
“desire to have missionaries located among” his people as well as his promise of
protection to Pierson and the others.” Kaibiike’s pledge probably also came in part out of
his recognition that these missionaries—much like their friend Captain Handy—could
play an important role in facilitating his access to foreign wealth and resources and
thereby augment his authority among his own people and his status in relation to other
irooj.'” In response, Kaibiike incorporated Pierson into his genealogy by accepting his
friendship and taking the missionary’s name as his own.'"!

Although Pierson initially refused Kaibiike’s offer and instead continued on to
Kosrae, this would not be the missionary’s last opportunity to forge an alliance with the
irooj; in fact, a turn of events just two years later would give Kaibiike even more reason
to welcome Pierson and the other missionaries to his islands. In April 1856, a fleet of
Ralik islanders went adrift during a voyage and landed on Kosrae where Pierson had been
living and building a mission since October of the previous year. Over the course of
several months, Pierson became acquainted with the group of ri-Ralik and they with
him—so intimately, in fact, that they invited him to travel with them back to Ralik and
establish his residence and a mission there. While confident that Kaibiike’s earlier
promise of protection would help him get established on Epoon, Pierson was less

enthusiastic about the prospect of travelling 350 miles to the east in what he perceived to

% Damon, Morning Star Papers, 22.

°7 Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 19; Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 201.

% Damon, Morning Star Papers, 21.

* Ibid., 22.

"% Hohepa explains that missionaries also played an important role in augmenting the power of certain
Maori chiefs and tribes over others in Aotearoa New Zealand in the early to mid-nineteenth century.
Hohepa, “My Musket, My Missionary, and My Mana,” 197-200.

%" See Chapter 2, footnote 48 for more on ritualized friendship.
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be “frail barks, fastened together, not with iron, but with cocoa-nut cord, and using mats
for sails” and assured his new friends that he would make his way to Ralik when a “safer
conveyance” became available.'’” Pierson was able to make good on his promise just a
year later when, in September 1857, it was decided at the first meeting of the
Micronesian Mission on Pohnpei that he and his wife together with Reverend Edward T.
Doane and the Hawaiian missionary Kanaka‘ole and their wives would launch a mission
to Ralik and Ratak with headquarters on Epoon.'”

Pierson, Doane, Kanaka‘ole, and the others arrived on Epoon on November 9,
1857 aboard the ABCFM vessel Morning Star and were quickly surrounded by a fleet of
seventeen canoes. Despite the pledge Pierson had secured from Kaibiike two years
earlier, the crew and passengers were nervous that they might suffer the same fate as so
many other foreign ships that had arrived to that island as recently as 1852. In an effort to
demonstrate that he had some familiarity with the people of Ralik and their language and
culture, Pierson quickly called out a greeting in the language of the islands to the canoe
closest to their ship: “lokwe kom! Hello everyone!” The helmsman of the lead canoe
immediately recognized the reverend and “exclaimed, repeatedly, and with great joy,
‘Doketur! (Doctor) Doketur! Mitchinari! (missionary) Mitchinari!’ All in the canoe

2194 The news that Pierson was on

[then] became highly excited, laughing most joyously.
board spread “like wildfire” among the fleet; several ri-Epoon soon boarded the ship and
were pleased to learn that Pierson would return to Epoon after transporting several other
missionaries to the nearby Gilbert Islands.'” Clearly, the story of Pierson’s friendly
relations with the Epoon fleet on Kosrae the previous year and Kaibtke’s pledge of
protection were well known among ri-Epoon and carried with them the message that
Pierson and his associates were welcome there.'*

Pierson’s initial encounter with Irooj Kaibiike and his assistance to the Epoon

fleet while they were stranded on Kosrae soon paid off. On their return to Epoon from the

Gilbert Islands, Pierson, Doane, and the others were again enthusiastically received by

192 Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 19.

103 Sam, “A New Dawn,” 25.

1% Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 43.

1% Ibid., 44.

1% Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 66.
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Figure 11. Arrival of the Morning Star, Epoon 1857
Source: Hiram Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 1866

ri-Epoon who approached the canoes chanting “Nijir to mede eo™""’

and by Irooj Kaibuke
himself who boarded the Morning Star to personally welcome and reassure the
missionaries that his promise of protection still held and that their lives and property
would be safe on Epoon.'*® Kaibiike again sealed his pledge, this time by calling Pierson
his “son” and by declaring that “any injury done to [the missionary] would be regarded as
done to himself.”'” To further demonstrate his commitment, the chief asked the
missionaries to choose a piece of land that he would bequeath to them for their residence
and mission. Just two days later the missionaries selected an area called Rupe on the
northwest point of the atoll’s main island, a historic event that represented the first
transfer of land by a ri-aeloii-kein to a ri-palle.' "’

As the missionaries prepared to expand the mission around and beyond Epoon,

Kaibiike lent further support by sending out landing parties as the missionaries prepared

%7 While the exact translation of Nijir to mede eo is not clear at this time (/ijir means to chant, o means to
disembark, and mede might be medde meaning the reef in the lagoon just under the surface), the chant was
repeated by Kaibiike’s people as they welcomed the missionaries and symbolically pulled on the rope tied
to the ship. Today, the chant is repeated “to memorialize the initial coming of Christianity to the Marshall
Islands. It also symbolizes energized and loyal friendship.” Stone et al., Jabonkonnaan in Majel, 22; Walsh
and Heine, Etto fian Raan Kein, 138.

1% Sam, “A New Dawn,” 27; Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 44.

1% Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 44.

1o Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 7; Sam, “A New Dawn,” 27-28, 63.
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to visit other islands for the first time: “[Kaibiike] sent canoes before them to warn the
natives to treat them well; so they were greeted everywhere as ‘the friends of
“[Kaibiike].” On one occasion after going away for some little time, [Kaibuke] returned
accompanied by twenty proas [canoes] from nearly all the islands, filled with [ri-aelori-

. . . . 111
kein] curious to see the missionaries.”

In this way, Kaibtke and his people helped the
missionaries acquire friends, allies, and followers by spreading news of their activities
and later the gospel to nearby atolls during their frequent interisland voyages,''> much as
they circulated their own stories and histories during these trips through various oral and
other performative traditions.

And yet Irooj Kaibtike was not a mere pawn of the missionaries; rather, his own
objectives and aspirations played an important role in his decision to welcome them and
facilitate their ventures. Indeed, soon after their arrival to Epoon in December 1857, the
missionaries learned that the atoll had been devastated by a typhoon and food shortage
just a few months earlier, leading a huge portion of the its population—nearly 800 people
in forty canoes—to leave for the northern islands in pursuit of food and other
resources.'® At the time, this was not an unusual practice; given the “marginal nature of
land” and the destructive potential of typhoons and tsunamis on the atoll environment,
irooj controlled a “complex web of rights over land, people and natural resources, spread
over more than one atoll” to allow them and their people to migrate and access vital
resources as necessary.''* On this occasion, several hundred people including Kaibiike
himself had remained on Epoon, perhaps to rebuild homes and replenish food supplies.

Since Kaibiike had by then heard stories about and witnessed the material and
other resources that ri-palle sometimes had to offer, it is quite possible that the irooj
regarded the arrival of the missionaries as an opportunity to accelerate the atoll’s post-
typhoon recovery; in fact, given the Epoon fleet’s relationship with the missionaries on
Kosrae, Kaibiike might have been looking for divine providence in this regard. On
another occasion, Kaibtuike demonstrated that he intended to take full advantage of the

material wealth the missionaries brought with them when, after offering ni drinking

" Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 70.

"2 Sam, “A New Dawn,” 26; Gulick, “Lectures on Micronesia,” 39.

13 Gulick, “Lectures on Micronesia,” 41.

e Spennemann, “Traditional and Nineteenth Century Communication Patterns,” 43.
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Figure 12. Sketch of Epoon Atoll by Reverend Edward T. Doane
Source: The Friend, 1861

coconuts to several missionaries who arrived at his home, he “very politely intimated that

3 Tndeed, while Pierson and Doane

a fish hook apiece would be acceptable” in exchange.
had plans for how the irooj could help them and their mission, Kaibtike had his own ideas
about how the presence of the mission could benefit him, and in turn used the
missionaries to access material wealth, to gain local allies and allegiances, and to forge a
new reputation and identity for himself among ri-aelo7i-kein and ri-palle alike. The once
feared chief was now the friend and “chiefly patron” of the American missionaries on
Epoon.116

The news of Irooj Kaibiike’s gift of strategic association with the prominent and
influential ri-palle spread quickly around Ralik and Ratak and soon motivated other irooj
to form alliances of their own by encouraging missionaries to establish churches and
schools on their islands. After years of requests by ri-Mile who had joined the church on
Epoon, for example, Irooj Rime invited the Hawaiian missionary Simeon Kahelemauna

and his wife Mary Kaaialii''” to open a church and school on Mile’s main island in 1870.

Although Rime was not interested in converting, he “helped [the missionaries] get food,

"5 Ward, American Activities in the Central Pacific 4: 437.

"6 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 201-202.
"7 Spellings for these and other Hawaiian names follow those in the text cited.
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attended church and encouraged the people to attend the mission school.”''® In the
meantime, other irooj including Jeimata of Epoon—and, much later, Jortoka of northern
Ratak—began extending similar invitations to ri-palle traders in an effort to develop
relationships they hoped would be even more advantageous, especially in terms of the

material wealth the traders had to share in exchange for land and other local resources.

Christian Conversions

As with all religious missions, spiritual and religious conversion were the primary
goals of the early ABCFM mission in southern Ralik; to this, Reverend Doane once
wrote that “to enter in among a people, lost, depraved, exposed to endless ruin, and tell
them of the way of life, of the blessed Saviour, of the riches of his dying love—this is all

and the only work I ask for in this life.”'"”

Before their arrival to Epoon in 1857, Doane
and Pierson considered Ralik and Ratak a particularly promising field for the
achievement of these goals because the islands were, in their estimation, “unspoiled
territory” since no foreign trader or beachcomber—the so called “white riffraff that
usually contaminated islands well before their arrival’—had yet taken up permanent
residence or made a major impact there.'*’ The only challenges, it seemed, were the
prevailing ri-aeloni-kein religious systems, which the missionaries felt they had the ability
and divine influence to dismantle and overcome.

On the arrival of the missionaries to southern Ralik, ri-aelori-kein had a rich
spiritual tradition that not only lent meaning and significance to their everyday lives and
activities but also formed the very basis of their culture and epistemology. Sometimes
described as spiritualist'>' or animist,'** pre-Christian ri-aeloii-kein religion featured
supernatural beings—anij spirits that were dangerous and harmful to humans and ekjab
spiritual beings that took on human forms and were thought to sometimes inhabit natural
objects—who lived on and around the islands and interacted with ri-aelori-kein in both

benevolent and malevolent fashion. Spirits such as anijmar, noonniep, riikijet,

18 Jeanette Little, “...And Wife,” 213.

"9 Edward T. Doane quoted in Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 44.
120 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 201.

2! Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 13.

122 Tobin, Stories from the Marshall Islands, 6.
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rimmenanuwe, and ripitwodwaod together with various heroic ancestors who were also
thought to possess supernatural powers and abilities figured prominently in ri-aelori-kein
beliefs and oral traditions.

These and other nonhumans have often been the subjects or targets of ri-aelori-
kein cultural practices such as bubu divination, roro chants, anijnij magic, wiino
medicine, kobbaal weather forecasting, and eg tattoo, each of which was conducted or

performed by a person with specialized knowledge and skills.'*

Ri-aelori-kein spiritual
life also involved ritualized pandanus and breadfruit celebrations, tattoo ceremonies, food
offerings, the observance of mo taboos, ** and a firm belief in the sacred origins of 7i-
aeloni-kein land and jowi clans and the divinely sanctioned authority of irooj chiefs. With
no designated priests or sites of worship,'> these and other beliefs and their
accompanying traditions were integrated into people’s daily lives and into oral traditions
that served to validate and perpetuate ri-aelori-kein philosophies about themselves and
the world around them.

And yet despite this rich tradition, the early missionaries regarded their newest
would be converts as heathens'* and their religious beliefs as mere superstitions that had
to be disproved, discarded, and overcome. With this belief in mind, the missionaries
knew that Christian conversion would necessitate much more than a shift in ri-aelori-kein
religious views; it would also require a fundamental transformation of ri-aelori-kein
culture and epistemology. Indeed, given the extent to which ri-aelori-kein religious
beliefs and practices were integrated into ri-aeloni-kein culture and society, the
missionaries’ work in southern Ralik involved more than just spiritual conversion;
indeed, it also carried with it an implicit and in many cases highly explicit message of
social and cultural transformation. To this end and not unlike their London Missionary
Society (LMS) brethren to the south in Samoa, ABCFM missionaries in southern Ralik

sought to impose a “completely new way of life”” that would reflect the manners and taste

' Ibid., 7-8.

124 Johnny, “The Concepts of God among the People of Marshall Islands,” 9-13. For more on traditional ri-
aelori-kein religion see Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 230-266.

12 Johnny, “The Concepts of God among the People of Marshall Islands,” 6-7.

120 Bingham, Story of the Morning Star, 13.
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of American middle class society.'”” Thus, along with the message of the gospels, the
missionaries preached and modeled what they considered to be the merits of “civilized”
society and strongly encouraged their followers—who, perhaps not coincidentally,
remained few in number throughout the mission’s first several years on Epoon—to
discard the culturally prescribed habits, customs, activities, and ways of life they deemed
heathenistic.

The missionaries began this work on their very first day on Epoon before they had
even disembarked the Morning Star or stepped foot on the island with a lesson about the
Sabbath—which, until then, had been just another day that had no special significance in
the lives of ri-Epoon. Pierson writes of his and his associates’ efforts in this regard: “We
told them Saturday evening that the next day was a sacred day, and we did not want any
one [sic] to come on board. Not a canoe came alongside till sunset, and then they came to
ask if Sunday was ended. We said ‘No,” and they returned to the shore.”'** Soon, regular
Sunday services began at the mission station at Rupe and ri-aeloni-kein converts who
would begin to attend services regularly in the thatched meetinghouse that had been
constructed under the missionaries’ direction were required to refrain from working on
that day.'*

Not long after their arrival, the missionaries also began to require ri-Epoon male
converts to cut their hair, which by local custom was worn long and tied up in the shape
of a cone high on the back of the head,"*’ and insisted that they begin wearing it short and
cropped. To this end, a German observer remarked just thirty years after the mission was
first established: “One can immediately tell the Christian natives from the still heathen
population by the presence of the hair tower; the latter still wears its hair according to the
ancient custom bound in a high tuft while the Christians may be recognized from the

95131

short cut hair.” " The missionaries also regarded ri-aelori-kein clothes as incompatible

with a truly Christian lifestyle and urged their followers to adopt a ri-palle mode of dress.

127 Gunson, Messengers of Grace, 273.

128 George Pierson quoted in Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 67.
12 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 202-205; Sam, “A New Dawn,” 42-43.
Y0 Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 9.

B! Kurze, “Mikronesien und die Mission daselbst,” 7.
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Through the encouragement of the Protestant wives in particular,'*” long cotton dresses
that covered women from neck to toe began to replace the traditional nieded mats woven
from pandanus leaves that ri-aelori-kein women wore only around their waists, while
newly converted Christian men were soon wearing trousers and shirts in place of their
traditional in skirts made from the fibers of the local kono tree.'*?

Other ri-aeloni-kein cultural practices including tattoo ceremonies, dances,
coupling practices, food preparation, medicinal techniques, and magic also came under
the scrutiny of the missionaries who felt that ri-aelo7i-kein religious conversion could
only take place if these and other local traditions were similarly transformed or abolished.
Even the standard local greeting—the mejenma or embrace by touching noses—was soon
replaced with the more austere and less intimate handshake that remains the common
greeting throughout the Marshall Islands even today.'**

Experience on Pohnpei and Kosrae had showed the missionaries that the written
word could be a great aid in “spreading the truth, and thus breaking up [the] native

customs and evil habits”!*

they sought to change as part of what has been called their
“civilizing” mission;'*® with this in mind, the missionaries quickly established a printing
press on Epoon and, with the guidance of their Hawaiian associates, transliterated the
local language into a written system based on the Hawaiian alphabet and soon began
translating portions of the Bible into kajin aeloii kein.">” By the missionaries’ accounts,
written literacy was quickly embraced by many ri-Epoon, with evidence of their
enthusiasm found not just in their physical presence in newly established church
classrooms but also in their writing in the sand along the beaches, in songs and recitations
that began to incorporate bible verses and messages, and in their eagerness to read new
materials fresh off the printing press.'*® To this Doane reported that young ri-Epoon were

so eager to learn to read that they “milled around the press during a run, grabbing for the

broadsheets as they were cranked out and reading them through before the ink was

32 Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 22.

133 Finsch, “Ethnologische,” 85-86; Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 18.
1 Finsch, “Ethnologische,” 23.

13 Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 68.

3¢ Gunson, Messengers of Grace, 271-276.

"7 Johnny, “The Concepts of God among the People of Marshall Islands,” 37.
"% Doane quoted in Hezel and Berg, Micronesia, Winds of Change, 265.
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139 L . .
77”7 Mission schools on Epoon also promoted literacy among ri-Epoon who were

dry
enthusiastic to learn to read and write in their own language; the result was that by 1861
there were a total of three schools on the atoll, with one on the main island and two others
on neighboring islands.'*

While it is true that many ri-aelori-kein soon began to adopt the missionaries’
beliefs, practices, customs, and taboos, and a good number even began to attend church
services on Sundays, the much hoped for religious and cultural conversion in southern
Ralik and beyond was never fully complete, nor did it take place solely on the
missionaries’ terms. While ri-aelori-kein agreed to observe the missionary ban on tattoo
on Epoon, for example, they did not abandon the practice altogether and instead began
traveling to Jalwoj Atoll to participate in the important ceremony that was not only
religious in nature but was also regarded as a “most precious ‘inheritance’ handed down
by the ancestors.”'*' As they were making preparations to leave for Jalwoj, a prominent
irooj informed the missionaries: “[Epoon] belongs to Jehovah, since missionaries live on
it, and if He forbids our tattooing ceremonies, we will go to another island, where there
are no missionaries and which has not yet been given to Jehovah; there we will worship
the gods of these islands, and we will tattoo.”'*

Similarly, while ri-palle clothing became popular among ri-aeloni-kein fairly
quickly—perhaps because it was relatively light weight and easy to make compared to
thick, labor intensive woven mats and kono fiber skirts—ri-aelori-kein lent their own
local touches to the new garbs, probably much to the chagrin of the missionaries and their
wives. A German priest and ethnographer later noted that, although men had slowly
become accustomed to trousers, light shirts, and jackets, they always wore “either one

sleeve or one leg of the trousers, or both, rolled up.”'*

95144

Women, on the other hand, many
of whom had adopted the “Calico Christian” ™" Mother Hubbard uniform aptly named

wau after their most immediate place of origin on O‘ahu,'* continued to wear traditional

139 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 208.

140 Damon, Morning Star Papers, 30; Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 207.
! Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 18.

142 Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 73.

'3 Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 20.

14 Finsch, “Kriegsfiihrung auf den Marshall-Inseln,” 2.

45 Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
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Figure 13 Rz aelon kem fashlon Jewad JalWO_] Atoll circa late nineteenth century
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image J-50)'*°

woven nieded mats or sections thereof underneath their calico dresses.'*” Meanwhile, in
the Ratak islands, some men were seen wearing “women’s petticoats over ... bathing

mat[S],”l48

a combination the missionary wives surely had not anticipated when they first
introduced western style clothing into southern Ralik.

In addition to tattoo, clothing, and other traditional practices, ri-aelorni-kein also
maintained knowledge of their local dance traditions even after many had been banned by
the missionaries for what they regarded to be their salacious and heathenistic qualities
and continued to practice them in private despite the missionaries’ strong disapproval.

When the German ethnographer Augustin Kramer later visited Jalwdj Atoll which was by

14 Jebwad is the MOD spelling for the island in Jalwdj Atoll that has conventionally been spelled Jabor

(another possible spelling is Jobwad). For the sake of consistency, I have opted to use the MOD spelling.
7 K rimer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 79.
8 Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 20.
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then the administrative center of the German administered Marshall Islands and asked
two local German officials to arrange a ri-aelori-kein dance performance, he was
informed that neither the German officials nor any other ri-palle who had been living on
the atoll for several years had ever witnessed such a performance, as these had long since
been forbidden by the American missionaries.'* Upon further encouragement, however,
one of the officials arranged a performance by a group of ri-Mile who were visiting
Jalwoj at the time with their chief Loeak.

Much to Krdamer’s delight, the initial presentation was a great success and had the

95150

effect of sparking a “dancing fury” ~" among ri-aeloni-kein who gathered three days later
for a second round. This time, Kramer asked Irooj Loeak if he could observe a
“traditional” eb dance since the song lyrics, dance moves, and costumes up to that point
had all been adapted to missionary tastes and expectations. To this, Loeak responded

“with a cunning smile that this was only possible in secret.”"”'

Three days later, the irooj
gathered the performers for an “intimate” gathering in the dining hall to which the
general public was not admitted. It was only there that Kramer was permitted to watch
several female dancers perform traditional dances after removing their long white dresses
to reveal the nieded mats they were wearing underneath. For days after these arranged
performances, ri-aelon-kein carried on the “dance fury” through sporadic private
performances out of site of the ri-palle on the island."** This was likely not the first time
such surreptitious performances had taken place in southern Ralik, although most such
performances surely took place out of the purview of ri-palle missionaries and their
recent converts and newly ordained pastors.

Following the arrival of the missionaries to Epoon and their expansion to other
atolls in Ralik and Ratak, ri-aelori-kein gradually began to join the church, attend mission
schools, and even convert to Christianity. Indeed, after just over a year of missionization

on Mile Atoll, more than 200 people out of a population of 1,400 were in regular

attendance at Sunday services.'”> And yet the continued prevalence of many traditional

149
150

Finsch, “Kriegsfithrung,” 2; Kramer, “Hawaii, Ostmikronesien und Samoa,” 25.
Kramer, “Hawaii, Ostmikronesien und Samoa,” 27.
151 710
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"2 Ibid., 24-28.
'3 Little, “...And Wife,” 214.

78



(i.e., pre-Christian) beliefs, traditions, and practices in ri-aelori-kein society throughout
this period and even into the present suggests that the complete religious, spiritual, and
cultural transformation envisioned by Pierson, Doane, and their associates on their arrival
to southern Ralik was never fully realized. Instead, ri-aelori-kein managed to adapt and
convert Christianity into something that met their daily and spiritual needs and remained
attuned to those elements of culture that ri-aelo7i-kein have been unwilling to abandon or

dismiss.

Kaibuke’s Last Stand

Within a year of the arrival of the missionaries, Irooj Kaibiike, the one time friend
and patron of the Christian mission on Epoon, had come to understand that the mission’s
activities were threatening not just ri-aelori-kein culture and cultural practices but also
traditional social relations on Epoon including his own his chiefly authority. As an irooyj,
Kaibike likely found particularly threatening those activities that socially elevated kajoor
commoners, with the primary threat coming from the mission school where kajoor were
learning to read and write. Fearing that this would lead to a loss in his status and
influence and thereby the collapse of traditional social relations, Kaibiike began to
discourage kajoor from attending the school and participating in other mission activities
including church services. Once, when he and several other Epoon chiefs left for one of
their regular trips to Jalwoj Atoll, Kaibtuike warned people not to let church activities
interfere with their regular social obligations such as harvesting ma breadfruit and
threatened that anyone who did not produce the assigned quota of bwiro preserved
breadfruit'>* would be made into bwiro as a punishment.'> In a similar act of protest,

Kaibiike began to recall the kajoor he had given over to the missionaries as servants: “He

13 According to ri-aeloii-kein oral traditions, breadfruit preservation is an essential activity with divine
origins sanctioned by the female ancestor Jineer ilo Kobo. The process of making preserved breadfruit
bwiro thus remained important to ri-aelofi-kein during this period not only for subsistence reasons but also
as an essential cultural and spiritual activity. What ri-palle might have regarded as tyrannical threats by
Kaibiike may have actually represented a sincere desire on the part of the irooj to uphold tradition in face of
what he regarded as undue ri-palle influence. Jam, “The Beginning of this World,” 17-20.

155 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 208.
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Figure 14. Limelali and Likmeto preparing bwiro preserved breadfruit circa 1907
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image J-607)"*

gave [the missionaries] servants and then, because [the servants] were better fed and
clothed than he, made them leave.”"’

Kaibiike had come to see that his initial efforts to welcome the missionaries and
offer them land—gestures he thought would enhance his social, economic, and political
capital—were backfiring; in fact, rather than augmenting his influence and access to
resources, the missionaries were undermining his authority and even obstructing his
access to culturally prescribed tributes and allegiances. Other Epoon chiefs concurred

and, following the death of Kaibiike in 1863,"® began to protest openly by continuing to

worship their own deities, refusing to attend church services, intimidating kajoor converts

3¢ The women in this picture are making bwiro preserved breadfruit. The process begins by putting peeled

and sliced breadfruit into baskets or nets made from kokwa/ sennit which are then placed in the lagoon to
allow the breadfruit to soak in sea water. After one day of soaking, the nets are removed and the water is
squeezed out. The softened breadfruit is then placed underground for three days during which time the
fermentation process begins. The breadfruit in this photo has already been in the ground for three days; the
women are washing and kneading it before putting it in the ground again for several more days. The result
is bwiro preserved breadfruit, a highly prized food that is stored for consumption when breadfruit is not in
season or during times of famine. L. deBrum, “I Still Remember.” (Note that deBrum states in a separate
interview that the women pictured are preparing iu, which is the spongy meat of the sprouted coconut. He
identifies them as Limelali and Likmeto wife of Toreja of Mile Atoll.)

7 Bliss, Micronesia, Fifty Years in the Island World, 74-75.

138 Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen,” 6.

80



and burning down their houses, and threatening to revitalize tattoo and other banned
practices. It has even been said that Kaibiike continued to make his objections known
after his death by appearing to the people of Epoon as an anij spirit being. To this, a
German administrator on Jalwoj later observed that no ri-aelofi-kein could be talked out
of the belief that Kaibiike had been “seen again after his death, either floating through the
air or travelling on the waters.”"”

Whether or not Kaibtuike actually came back to Epoon as a spirit after his death is
impossible to know. What matters is people’s firm belief in the appearance which,
together with the protests of those chiefs who were still living, likely played a role in
convincing people to keep their distance from the mission for many years to come. While
some stayed away all together, others continued to attend services even while keeping
their traditional beliefs and customs dear. In the coming years, ri-aeloni-kein would
replicate this cautious and partial acceptance of various ri-palle “missions”—religious,
economic, political, and otherwise—even as they accepted and adopted many ri-palle
practices; as a result, ri-aeloni-kein acquiescence to ri-palle influence was often
superficial at most. Indeed, this would similarly be the case on Likiep Atoll some twenty
years later when more than thirty a/ap lineage heads signed off on the sale of the atoll in
what appears on paper to be a indiscriminate acceptance of the sale but in reality may
have represented something all together different.

To be sure, ri-aelori-kein found a host of creative ways to resist the wholesale
conversion sought by the missionaries and were especially adamant when it came to
those practices and beliefs that formed the very foundation of their cultural beliefs or
threatened to destabilize ri-aeloni-kein power relations and structures of authority. The
result was that by 1863—five full years after ABCFM missionaries had first established a
permanent presence on Epoon—only ten ri-aeloii-kein had been baptized in the church.'®

The missionaries’ progress on Epoon was slow indeed.

' Ibid. Also see Grundemann, “Die Evengelische Mission,” 1.

10 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 208-209.
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Forging New Alliances

When the trade ship Wailua appeared on the Epoon horizon in mid-1861, irooj
relations with ri-palle and Hawaiian missionaries on Epoon had already turned
oppositional as irooj recognized they were not benefiting from the missionaries’ presence
and activities as much as they had originally hoped. And while it has been suggested that
the arrival of the first copra traders “probably passed unnoticed by everyone except the

dismayed local missionaries™'®'

who generally despised ri-palle traders for their
heathenistic activities and contaminating influences, it is much more likely that ri-aelon-
kein, who were clearly and keenly aware of the happenings on their islands and certainly
not oblivious to the comings and goings of ri-palle over the years, saw the arrival of the
Wailua as an opportunity to forge more advantageous alliances than they had found with
the missionaries and to seek out the new arrivals’ support in their struggles against the
church.

Since the missionaries had by then surely revealed their great contempt for 7i-
palle traders through their sermons and daily discussions with their newest converts on
Epoon, it is quite possible that the decision to welcome the crew of the Wailua to
disembark and come ashore actually represented yet another act of protest against the
mission, which was for some ri-aelori-kein the real source of contamination in their
islands. All that was needed to initiate such an alliance was the support of the local irooj
and a favorable bubu oracle—a practice that, together with tattoo and so many other ri-
aeloni-kein rituals, the missionaries surely abhorred. Perhaps with this in mind, Irooj
Jeimata, who along with Kaibiike was also highly influential on Epoon and, some say,
had also played an important role in welcoming the missionaries three years earlier,'®*
called a ri-bubu and the people of Epoon together to determine the ship’s fate. Within
hours, the crew and passengers of the Wailua had disembarked and become the newest
group of ri-palle to cross the beach on Epoon.

Adolf Capelle and his associate Herman Caplan and the traders who soon
followed were on a mission of their own, the goal of which was not to convert souls or

cultural practices but rather to establish trading stations and transform the islands of Ralik

! Ibid., 211.
12 Lokrap, “The Iroj of Ralik.”
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and Ratak into profitable copra plantations.'®> Much like the religious missionaries who
had arrived just three years prior, however, these new arrivals would need to achieve and
sustain the support of local irooj if they wished to maintain any hope of success in the
islands, and the favorable bubu that first morning was certainly a step in the right
direction in that respect. Much like the ri-palle who had established positive relations
with ri-aeloni-kein in the past, Capelle and his eventual partner Anton deBrum soon
gained additional ri-aelo7i-kein support by befriending irooj and offering them material
resources in exchange for land and by demonstrating a certain level of respect for 7i-
aelori-kein culture and customs, and, most significantly, by marrying ri-aelori-kein
women and thereby inserting themselves into the genealogies of southern Ralik and
northern Ratak. In these and other ways, Capelle (and later deBrum) earned the
designation of “friend” bestowed upon him on his arrival as Jeimata and other irooj
looked to the traders for new opportunities to enhance their economic, social, political,
and cultural capital—opportunities that had not come as easily through relations with the
missionaries as ri-aelon-kein had perhaps anticipated.

The traders’ efforts and strategies paid off when, in 1863 or 1864,'** Irooj Jeimata
sold approximately three-fourths of Juroj Island just west of Epoon Atoll’s main island to
Adolf Capelle in exchange for an unknown quantity of goods or cash—a deal that
immediately proved more profitable for Jeimata than Kaibiike’s gift to the ABCFM
missionaries five years earlier.'® In the twenty years that followed, chiefs around Ralik
and Ratak made similar deals by selling land to Capelle in exchange for highly prized
trade goods and cash. The result was that, by 1881, Capelle’s copra trading firm A.
Capelle & Co. owned parcels of land on Epoon, Jalwdj, and Namrik atolls in Ralik and
Arno, Majro, and Maloelap atolls in Ratak, as well as all of Kole Island and Wijlafi Atoll
in Ralik and Pikaar and Likiep atolls in Ratak.'®® Although at the time these deals seemed

to benefit ri-aelori-kein and ri-palle alike, ri-aelori-kein would come to realize that they

' Hawai‘i Supreme Court, “H. Caplan v. Hoffschlaeger and Stapenhorst,” 692-693.

1% Sources indicate that the purchase at Juroj occurred in either 1863 or 1864. Spennemann, “Foreign Land
Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 7.

1% 1t is unclear whether Capelle had previously purchased or leased other land on behalf of Hoffschlaeger
& Stapenhorst as reported in Damon, Morning Star Papers, 34.

166 Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 4, 6-7, 9, 12-13, 15-17, 19, 21.
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had lost more than they had gained by selling their land to ri-palle; on Likiep Atoll, ri-
Jjerbal workers and alap lineage heads would respond by constructing a counternarrative
that denied the veracity and legality of the sale and by turning to various ri-palle colonial
administrations for help in regaining some of their losses.

Following the bankruptcy of A. Capelle & Co. in 1883 and Capelle’s sale of the
majority of its assets (Likiep excluded) to the German firm Deutsche Handels-und
Plantagen-Gesellschaft der Siidsee Inseln zu Hamburg (German South Seas Trade and
Plantation Company of Hamburg or DHPG), Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum moved
their families and what remained of their business to Likiep Atoll’s main island'®’ which,
together with several other islands in the atoll, was soon transformed into one of Ratak’s
most active and productive copra plantations, trading stations, and maritime hubs.
Notably, deBrum’s wife Likmeto was a close relative of Iroojlaplap Jortoka, who had
sold Likiep Atoll to A. Capelle & Co. with deBrum as a liaison, perhaps with the intent of
keeping the atoll and the wealth it would produce within his family and thus within his
sphere of influence. Indeed, deBrum’s oldest son Joachim had traditional rights to Likiep
that were implicitly designated by Jortoka through the sale. This would later prove
important amid growing protests by ri-jerbal workers over plantation working conditions,
copra proceeds, land tenure, and the validity of the land purchase itself.

While it may be the case that, unlike the Protestant missionaries who preceded
them, Capelle, deBrum, and other early ri-palle traders did not arrive to Epoon with the
explicit goal of transforming local culture or society, the advent of the copra industry in
Ralik and Ratak and the subsequent German administration of the Marshall Islands
initiated profound modifications to some of the most important tenets of ri-aelori-kein
culture including land use and land tenure, social hierarchies and structures of authority,
and historiographic practices, with Likiep Atoll being perhaps the most extreme example.

In order to comprehend these transformations, however, it is first necessary to
understand some of the key elements of the cultural and epistemological world in which

Capelle, deBrum, and various other ri-palle traders found themselves in the mid-

' Some sources indicate that Anton deBrum and his family moved to Likiep in 1874, three years before
deBrum’s presumed purchase of the atoll from Jortoka in 1877. Sue Rosoff, email message to author, 12
December 2012.
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nineteenth century, as these would influence and shape their activities and enterprises
across Ralik and Ratak for many years to come. Perhaps most significant were ri-aelon-
kein beliefs about the divine origins not just of their islands but also of the various
cultural systems—from the eg tattoo to the jowi matriclan, the bwij matrilineage, and the
wato land parcel—that establish and confirm how and by whom land is held, stewarded,
and passed to subsequent generations. When Adolf Capelle first stepped foot on Epoon in
1861, he had no idea just how complex these systems were. The following two chapters
explore the fundamental features of these systems as well as the inherent flexibility that
would soon allow Jortoka and other irooj to incorporate Adolf Capelle and Anton

deBrum into their structures of ownership, inheritance, and authority.
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Chapter 3. Jined ilo Kobo, Jemdad im Jeman ro Jet: Land and Land Tenure

“‘Our mother (our only mother) forever; our father, the father of others.” La
Bedbedin (Knight 1980) offers the best meaning of this proverb [jined ilo kobo,
jemad im jeman ro jet]: *...we follow our mother and like Jebrg do as she say,
"cause land of our mother belong to us. Land of our father belong to his sister and
their sister and their children. In our custom ... daughter inherit land and pass it
on to her daughter. Son may work on land of his mother, but his children will
inherit land of his wife. That is why we say we follow our mother. And if she die
it is best to go to her sister or brother. They will look after us. [sic]”'

Juon Bwebwenatoon Etto: The Coming of Eo Tattoo

Long ago, etto im etto,” after Lowa had called forth the reefs and islands, lifted
and secured the sky into place, and appointed Iroojrilik to generate countless species of
plants and animals together with human and spirit beings, he paused to behold all that had
been created.’ As he looked, he was awestruck by the majesty of the sky, the sparkling
magnificence of the ocean, the colorful splendor of vast expanses of submerged coral,
and the striking beauty of the rings of tiny islands that sat atop the reefs on the water like
marmar shells* or ur flower wreathes strewn across the turquoise blue surface of the sea.

But on closer inspection, Lowa was shocked to discover that in contrast to the
beautiful islands, reefs, ocean, and sky he had brought forth with his words, the living
things placed upon the islands and beneath the sea by Iroojrilik were remarkably plain
and ordinary and boasted no individual features or special markings to distinguish them
one from the other. Indeed, as Lowa soared through the sky he found that for all the

species of birds Iroojrilik had created and given wings to fly, it was impossible to tell any

! Stone et al., Jabonkonnaan in Majel, 24.

% The expression mamaoj in laii “is related to the tattoo traditions that were a very important part of Marshall
Islands culture in times past. Mamoj is the word for the dye used and Mamoj in lan [is] made from the sap
of the [pedol] vine, which was known as the very best dye. It is said that traditionally, the tattoo was a
person’s most important possession because it was the only one taken to the grave.” Ibid., 36.

’ I have adapted the story I tell here from various and sometimes conflicting versions of recorded ri-aeli-
kein stories about the origin of tattooing found in Davenport (1953), Downing et al. (1992a), Flood et al.
(2002), Jam (2002b), Jeik (2002a), L. Kabua (2002), Kelin II (2003), Krimer (1906), Kramer and
Nevermann (1938), Leach (1956), Lokrap (1949c¢), Mason (1986), McArthur (1995), Milne (1999), Shorett
(1970), Stone et al. (1999), and Tobin (2002). I have also relied on von Chamisso (1986), Choris (1822),
Kramer (1906), and Spennemann (2009) for ethnographic descriptions.

* The necklace analogy is adapted from Perry, “The House that Joachim Built,” 23; Trail, “The deBrum
Mansion,” 8.
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of them apart. The same was true as he dove beneath the surface of the ocean where the
fish swimming among the coral and in the azure depths all looked exactly the same. And
as he walked around one of his many coral islands Lowa noticed that, although Iroojrilik
had produced countless varieties of critters and insects, he was unable to identify any of
them. Similarly, every person Lowa met along the island’s main path and on the lagoon
shores looked just like the one he had encountered moments before and to the extent that
he could not differentiate men from women, parents from children, students from
teachers, or chiefs from commoners.

Even more troubling was Lowa’s observation that this pervasive similitude made
it such that birds and fish seemed to think they were passing their own shadow when they
circled or passed each other in the sky and beneath the sea. Meanwhile, his human
children did not recognize one another and, much to Lowa’s dismay, thought nothing of
him and had forgotten that it was he who had created the islands on which they lived.
Angry and distraught, Lowa sat down on the lagoon shore to contemplate his discovery
and to come up with a solution. As he did, he looked at the sand under his feet and hands
only to find that even the tiniest seashell he examined looked exactly like all the rest.

Just then, a chant whispered by with a soft breeze: “Paint the fish, color the birds,
create special drawings on the lizard, the rat. Design well the lines.” And with this Lowa
knew just what to do. With the words of the chant on his lips, he soared back up to the
heavens where he quickly appointed two young men to bring beauty, clarity, and
certainty to the world below and to remind his people of his greatness and generosity.
The men were Lewoj and Laneej, two of Lowa’s own offspring6 who lived with Lowa in
the sky (some say they were irooj chiefs’). As the two were also superb artists, Lowa was
confident that they could restore order and beauty to the world. And so he called the men

forward and presented them with their important task: to take their art to the islands and

> Jeik, “Eo, the Drawing of the Lines,” 150-151.

% Some versions of this story suggest that Lewoj and Laneej were the sons not of Lowa but rather of
Willep, the being who emerged from a bloody tumor on Lowa’s leg and to whom Lowa gave the task of
arranging all the islands in the sea. Others suggest that they were instead the sons of Willep’s sister. See
Chapters 2 and 6 for more on Wiillep, Lewoj, and Laneej. Krimer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 234.
Also see McArthur, “The Social Life of Narrative,” 278-292 and Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 138-
141.

7 L. Kabua, “The Origin of Tattooing,” 49.
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ocean below and to color and design each living being so that no two would look the
same. Lowa was sure that this newest gift would bring happiness, beauty, and order to the
people and to all the other creatures of the world and that they would in turn remember,
celebrate, and honor the one who had given them so much.

Excited about their task, Lewoj and Laneej leaped from their home in the sky and
made their way down to the island where Lowa had instructed them to start drawing lines
and adding colors and patterns to all the birds, fish, and human and other beings. Several
ri-aelori-kein saw the two men descend from the sky and land at Jimwin-ne Wato on the
northern end of Buoj Island close to the south pass of Aelofilaplap Atoll in central Ralik;
the two landed square on their heels and the holes that formed on their touchdown are
still visible at Jimwin-ne (which means heel) today.®

Immediately after their dramatic arrival, Lewoj and Laneej stepped out of the
holes where they had landed, brushed themselves off, and got to work on their important
assignment. After some discussion, they agreed that, to start their work, they would first
need dyes and tools. And so they began by telling the people of Buoj to search the island
for something they could use to make mamaj dyes, inks, and paints of various colors
including black, green, white, yellow, blue, and red (although some say Lewoj and
Laneej brought the mamaj with them”).

The people complied and returned several hours later to Jimwin-ne with as much
bweo coconut husk fiber and as many inpel coconut sheathes as they could locate.
Pleased with what the people had found, Lewoj and Laneej instructed them to burn the
bweo and inpel and to save as much of the ash as they could. The artists explained that

they would mix the ash with water'® to make mamaj ink which they would in turn use to

¥ According to Kramer, Adkup and Aur atolls later became the tattooing centers of Ratak, where tattoo was
somewhat different than in Ralik. Since I do not have access to oral traditions about tattooing in Ratak, I
am using Ralik versions to demonstrate and exemplify the importance and meaning of both tattoo and
socio-cultural status and ranks (i.e., irooj and kajoor) as divinely inscribed in ri-aelo7i-kein culture and
epistemology more generally. Kramer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 252; McArthur, “The Social Life of
Narrative,” 285-286.

? L. Kabua, “The Origin of Tattooing,” 49.

' There were apparently a variety of ways to make mamaj ink for tattoos. While some used the burned soot
of bweo fibers mixed with water, others mixed water with the soot of inpel coconut sheathes. Still others
mixed in the sap of the aerial roots of the pandanus tree and other plants such as pedo!/ indigenous beach
spurge. After the arrival of ri-palle, ri-aelori-kein developed a preference for black lantern soot (also called
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decorate all the living things on Buoj and beyond. As the people performed this second
task, Lowa looked down and was content to see and smell the smoke that was floating
into the air from dozens of fires burning around the island.

Once the ri-aelon-kein had burned enough inpel and bweo to meet the artists’
needs, Lewoj and Laneej instructed the people to search the island for anything they
could use to make the tools they needed to perform their art: containers to mix and hold
the dyes, brushes for outlining patterns, and chisels and mallets for imbuing their
beautiful designs onto all the creatures of the air, sea, and land. And so the people again
dispersed and returned several hours later with a variety of materials including hollowed
out coconut shells of various sizes, long frigate bird tail feathers, albatross and frigate
bird wing bones, sticks and pieces of bamboo, the center ribs of coconut fronds, and more
coconut fibers.

Again satisfied with what the ri-aeloni-kein had collected, Lewoj and Lanee;j
explained that they would use the coconut shells as ar in eo'' cups to hold the dyes, the
tail feathers as jeje brushes to outline their patterns, the bones and sticks as 7ii chisels and
jub mallets to inscribe their art into permanence, and the bweo coconut fibers as fans to
cool and dry their subjects’ skin during their special new tradition. Much to the artists’
surprise, the people also presented them with a few unexpected items including woven
iep baskets and jaki mats of various sizes. After much consideration, Lewoj and Lanee;j
decided to use the iep to hold and carry their tools, the smallest bunnenimij mats to cover
their subjects’ faces as they performed their art, and the larger jibur en kora mats to cover

and protect their newly inscribed skin from dirt and contamination.'?

mamaj) for mixing tattoo ink. Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 103; Tobin, Stories from the
Marshall Islands, 300; NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands: Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 143.

' Most of the tattoo terminology I use in this section comes from Spennemann’s Tattooing in the Marshall
Islands (2009); for the most part, Spennemann’s terms are taken from early twentieth century German
sources (e.g., Kramer, Erdland, Finsch, Hernsheim, etc.). This combined with the fact that many of these
terms may have gone out of general use with the decline of the tattoo tradition in ri-ael67i-kein society
following the arrival of the missionaries in the mid-nineteenth century means that they do not appear in the
MOD. Rather than leaving the terms out all together, I have retained Spennemann’s terminology and
spellings for many of the Marshallese words that appear in this section. For more see Spennemann,
Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 5.

"2 Description adapted from Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 102-105.
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But before Lewoj and Laneej could start giving the people of Buoj what they
called eo tattoos, they would first use their paints and tools to color the birds and the fish
and all the other creatures of the islands Lowa had created. And so Lewoj began to call
forth the fish one by one: “Itok juon. Come one.” With this, the first fish came and Laneej
colored it and called it a kupar#i convict tang and released it into the sea. Then Lewoj
called forward a second fish and Laneej painted it and called it a bwebwe blue fin tuna
and released it into the sea. Lewoj then called a third fish, which again Laneej painted,
this one he called a mao parrotfish before releasing it back into the sea. After this, Lewoj
called forth all the remaining fish, which Laneej in turn colored, named, and sent back to
their ocean home. As they worked, the two artists prayed and chanted quietly to
themselves: “Paint the fish, color the birds, create special drawings on the lizard, the rat.

13 Meanwhile, the ri-aelofi-kein watched, listened, and learned so

Design well the lines.
they could also one day practice the art of eg.

Then, when Lewoj and Laneej were done painting all the fish with zigzags and
jagged lines, they called all the birds in the sky and creatures on the island to come to
them so they could color them one by one so that each would have a unique appearance.
When the artists’ task was complete, the people were amazed to see birds adorned with
colorful feathers and beaks and other animals with tails, unique markings, and rough skin
or fuzzy fur. Even the smallest /o7 fly had its own special designs and every tiny shell on
the beach was different from the next. Lowa looked down from the sky and was pleased
by the rainbow of brilliant and shimmering colors he saw flying through the sky,
swimming in and out of coral reefs, and scurrying through the island’s dense
underbrush.'*

On seeing that Lewoj and Laneej had completed their initial task of painting all
the fish, birds, and other creatures of the world below, Lowa told the artists to begin work
on the ri-aelori-kein who, in his estimation, still looked remarkably plain and dull. And
so, following Lowa’s directive, Lewoj and Laneej turned to the people and told them they

were also to receive special eo tattoos that would echo the splendor of the world around

B Jeik, “Eo, the Drawing of the Lines,” 151.
1 Jam, “The Beginning of this World,” 11-12; Jeik, “Eg, the Drawing of the Lines,” 151.
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them and make them more beautiful now and in their old age (since, according to Lewoj
and Laneej, the ep would also disguise their wrinkles). The eo colors would be limited to
the strikingly dark blues and blacks the ri-eg tattoo artists had first imparted on the jekad
black noddy and various other darkly colored sea birds. E¢ patterns, meanwhile, would
follow the designs the ri-ep had inscribed on the 60 lionfish and the jorur regal angelfish
and mimic other motifs found in nature including shark teeth, turtle shells, crabs, and
seashells and cones; they would also reflect the various wave patterns Lewoj and Lanee;j
had observed on the surface of the ocean from their home in the sky, many of which ri-
aeloni-kein had already learned to weave into their jaki fine mats. These and other
patterns would reflect both the beauty and the importance of the natural and oceanic
world in ri-aeloii-kein culture and everyday life."

Lewoj and Laneej went on to explain that the ep designs were important and
desirable not just for their attractiveness but also and even more importantly because they
would help the people know one another, their jowi matriclan affiliations, and their ranks
and positions in society. First, the ep designs would distinguish men from women
because men would be tattooed primarily on their chests and backs and women would be
adorned mainly on their arms and shoulders. Secondly, modified ep would mark and
identify the various jowi matriclans and thereby serve as a symbol of clan identity and
pride. Finally and perhaps most significantly, irooj chiefs would have special eo to set
them apart from ordinary ri-aeloni-kein: irooj would have exclusive rights to ep on their
faces and necks, for example, while designs on the fingers and on the backs of the hands
would be reserved for their wives and lerooj female chiefs. The boldness and permanence
of the ep patterns and motifs and their positions on the skin would in turn both reflect and
signify the prominence and perpetuity of status and rank in ri-aelon-kein society and
culture; indeed, along with their rank, their ep would be the only thing ri-aelorni-kein

would carry with them to the next world.'®

15 Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 30-32.
16 Ibid., 132-137. Also see L. Kabua, “The Origin of Tattooing,” 149-150 and Jeik, “Fo, the Drawing of the
Lines,” 152.

91



On hearing Lewoj and Laneej’s intense descriptions and explanations, the 7i-
aelori-kein were delighted that their beauty would soon parallel that of the fish, birds, and
other animals that inhabited the world around them and that their new markings would
serve as outward symbols of their rank and identity. In fact, their excitement was so great
that word of the artists’ plans to inscribe the bodies of all ri-aelori-kein with lines,
patterns, and symbols spread across Aeloiilaplap Atoll and throughout Ralik and Ratak.
Before long, the news reached the people of Pikinni Atoll in northern Ralik and a large
walap outrigger canoe set out to witness the magnificent spectacle. (Lowa and another
named Lomtal had only recently sent the outrigger to Nam Island in Pikinni Atoll.'”) And
yet despite the enthusiasm of the ri-Pikinni to reach their destination, the canoe’s voyage
to Aelonlaplap was slow and treacherous because it did not yet have a sail and the people
had to rely on ek fish swimming at the surface of the water along the length of both sides
of the canoe to propel it through the powerful ocean currents.

During its voyage to Aeldiilaplap, the Pikinni canoe sailed dangerously close to
Woatto Atoll where there lived an ekjab spirit ghost—so close that the ekjab became angry
and killed all the ek fish that were guiding it. (Today ri-aelo7i-kein canoes have a small
curve called an ek along the length of both sides.) From that point, the men had to paddle
the canoe the rest of the way to their destination at Buoj; by the time they arrived they
were so tired from paddling that they could no longer bail water and the canoe sank. The
men were so determined to see the great ri-ep and to get eg tattoos of their own, however,
that they left their canoe behind and swam the rest of the way to the shores of Buoj
despite their immense fatigue.'® As the ri-Pikinni made their way into the lagoon through
the pass between Buoj and Pikaajla islands they noticed a line of coral heads; they later
found out that these rocks were actually people who had arrived late to the first tattoo
ceremony and were transformed into demons as a result. Since the demons were said to

drink blood from people’s tattoo wounds, ri-aelori-kein were required to vigilantly recite

' Jam, “The Beginning of this World,” 21.

'8 Lokrap’s version states that the Pikinni canoe was carrying all the creatures of Pikinni to Buoj to be
tattooed and that the crab caused the canoe to sink by pretending to bail and secretly biting the canoe
lashings. Flood et al., “Why Rat and Octopus Don’t Get Along,” 177; Lokrap, “Stories of Lowa, the
Creator.”
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prayers and incantations before and throughout any tattoo ceremony to keep the evil
spirits at bay."”

When the ri-Pikinni finally arrived at Buoj they were amazed at what they saw;
indeed, what appeared to be the island’s entire population was gathered around a large em
building made of pandanus gj thatch with a large roof and open sides located on the
island’s lagoon side. (It is said by some that Lewoj and Laneej brought the imon eoon
tattoo house with them when they leaped down to Buoj from their home in the sky.>")
Nearby there was a lokatok offering site consisting of two large stones covered with
dozens of ma breadfruit, mokwan preserved pandanus, and jaki fine mats of various sizes.
At that moment, Lewoj and Laneej emerged from the house and immediately began
reciting a short prayer during which all the ri-aelo7i-kein remained completely silent.
After finishing the prayer, Lewoj and Laneej instructed everyone to join them in a roro
chant as the two performed a dance around the house and the surrounding coconut trees.
As they danced, the ri-ep announced that all the women present should gather kimej
coconut fronds and dance along with them and that the men were prohibited from even
glancing at the women as they performed this important component of the ep ceremony.

Following the dance, Lewoj led a man from the crowd into the house and told him
to be seated next to his partner Laneej who was by then sitting on a jaki mat laid out
across the middle of the floor. The rest of the men accompanied Lewoj and the man into
the house and sat down according to Lewoj’s instructions, with irooj chiefs closest to the
lagoon, bwidak (people born of a chiefly father and commoner mother) closest to the
ocean, and the kajoor commoners in the middle. Meanwhile, Lewoj declared it mo taboo
for women to witness the drawing of the lines on any man’s body and ordered women to
remain outside throughout this and future ceremonies. (The reverse would also be true,
they said: men would be prohibited from seeing women being tattooed as well.”') And
yet despite this mo, Lewoj gave the women an important role to play: following his

instructions, they sat together in groups under the nearby coconut trees beating their aje

' L. Kabua, “The Origin of Tattooing,” 49.
20 1.
Ibid.
*! Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 176 n. 298.
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mi, (Jaluit) Kabua, (Jaluit) im Tanzschmuck

Figure 15. Two tattooed irooj chiefs circa late nineteenth century
Source: Franz Hernsheim, Siidsee-Erinnerungen (1883)

drums until Lewoj ordered silence so his partner could begin drawing the lines. At that
moment, the women stopped drumming and began to sing quietly so they would not
disturb Laneej’s careful concentration as he traced various animal and weaving motifs on
a section of his subject’s skin. The ri-ep drew only as much as he would have time to
inscribe that day; the rest he left for the next days or even weeks depending on the man’s
rank and the corresponding magnitude and location of his tattoos.

Once Laneej had finished drawing the lines and motifs, he covered the man’s face
with a small bunnenimij woven mat so the others would not see his tears or grimaces
once the actual tattooing began. Then Laneej dipped the tip of a 7i tattooing adze into the
mamaj dye, applied the adze to the man’s outlined skin, and proceeded to go over the
motifs with quick sharp taps to the adze with his mallet. As soon as the tapping began,
the women outside dramatically increased their volume by singing, beating their drums,
and slapping their thighs as loudly and raucously as they could, all in an effort to veil any
cries that might escape the lips of the man inside the house. By nightfall, the women’s
efforts had paid off: the first section of the ep was complete and not a single groan or

whimper had emerged from under the mat covering the man’s face.
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At this time, the ri-ep showed the people how to make kajala fans out of coconut
fibers to cool and dry the man’s skin as it healed, how to cleanse and soothe newly
tattooed areas with pinneep coconut oil, and how to reduce the chance of swelling,
redness, and infection by covering the tattooed skin with nen”* leaves and jibur en korda
mats. The ri-ep also warned the people about the dangers of contamination and showed
them how to treat infections with a homeopathic solution made from bweo coconut husks.
Meanwhile, they ordered the newly tattooed man to remain indoors until his tattoos were
completely healed and the scabs had fallen off.

Before turning in for the night, Lewoj and Laneej asked the men inside the house
who were not attending to the man’s fresh tattoos to follow them outside where they were
soon joined by all the women. It was then that the ri-ep declared to all those present that,
much like their ranks and jowi affiliations, the e¢ tattoo was an imperishable and divine
blessing that should be respected and venerated as nothing less than a gift from the
gods.23 Indeed, in addition to being sanctioned by Lowa, each ep motif was to serve as an
important outward reminder, reflection, and confirmation of a person’s place, position,
and role in society—which, the ri-ep reminded the people, were also sacred legacies to be
passed down matrilineally through the generations via the bwijen umbilical cord of
mothers. Every ri-aelori-kein would thereby maintain ties to the gods and to their
legendary ancestors through their hwij matrilineage; these ties would in turn be embodied
in the bwidej lands held by each bwij and reiterated by the specific eg tattoo designs
donned by individuals of various ranks and statuses that were inextricably linked to their
age, gender, and, most significantly, to their jowi matriclan and bwij matrilineage

affiliations that in turn determined their status as irooj and kajoor.

Pejpetok Arrivals
When Adolf Capelle first arrived off the lagoon shores of Epoon Island in mid-
1861, he could not have been prepared for the geographic, cultural, and epistemological

world he was about to encounter. First, on entering the Epoon lagoon, the ri-palle was

** Morinda citrifolia, sometimes called noni in English (from the Hawaiian).
* Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 129.
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barraged with a host of sights and sensations that were much different than anything he
had encountered growing up in his native Germany, although not altogether unfamiliar
given that he had spent many months living and working on another Pacific island in
what was then the Kingdom of Hawai‘i.** And yet Capelle’s sojourn in Hawai‘i could not
have equipped him for his first encounter with Epoon Atoll, which he realized on the
Wailua’s initial approach and passage through the channel was nothing like the large
volcanic island of O*ahu approximately 2,000 miles to the northeast.”

Unlike their closest Polynesian neighbor, Capelle soon discovered, the islands of
Ralik and Ratak are grouped together into twenty-nine atolls scattered across 750,000
square miles of ocean with just five single islands distributed throughout and dry land
making up less than one one-hundredth of a percent of the total area.”® All together there
are more than twelve hundred islands,”’ the vast majority of which are so small that, forty
years prior to Capelle’s arrival to Epoon, another European included them in the larger
region he dubbed Micronesia or “tiny islands.”*® Capelle soon learned that, as one of
Ralik and Ratak’s twenty-nine atolls, Epoon is made up of no less than twenty of these
small islands with a total land area of just over two square miles encircling a lagoon of
approximately forty square miles. These are tiny islands, indeed, and the physical
contrast for Capelle between Hawai‘i and his soon to be island home must have been
astonishing.

Epoon’s stifling heat and humidity were certainly also shocking after Capelle’s

extended sojourn in the more temperate Hawaiian Islands more than 2,000 miles to the

** Adolf Capelle apparently kept extensive diaries of ethnographic and other observations throughout his
travels and residence in Ralik, Ratak, and beyond. Captain Winkler of the German Navy, who was briefly
stationed on Jalwoj in 1896, made the acquaintance of Capelle and Anton deBrum’s oldest son Joachim
who provided him with notes from the diaries on traditional meto navigation and sea charts (commonly
referred to as stick charts in English). Micronesian Area Research Center representatives made an attempt
to locate the diaries in 1971 during a trip to Likiep and Ebja Island (Kuwajleen Atoll) to microfilm the
Joachim deBrum Papers. They learned, however, that the earlier diaries were lost to a typhoon in 1905.
Winkler, “On Sea Charts Formerly Used in the Marshall Islands,” 490; McGrath, “The Joachim deBrum
Papers,” 181.
** Since accounts of Capelle and Caplan’s arrival on Epoon are sparse in details, I have used various
ethnographic sources to enhance my description of their initial arrival and encounter with Jeimata.
z: NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands: Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 8.

Ibid.
*¥ Tcherkézoff, “A Long and Unfortunate Voyage,” 176-180.
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northeast with temperatures hovering around eighty degrees Fahrenheit and humidity
levels remaining fairly steady at approximately eighty to ninety percent year round. At
the same time, Capelle would have quickly realized that frequent rain showers and
northeasterly jok/a trade winds mitigated the area’s intense heat and humidity® and
enhanced Epoon’s potential for agricultural expansion and copra production, the very
activities the ri-palle had come to pursue. The vast expanses of as many as ten varieties
of coconut palms that defined much of Epoon’s landscape—one of the most fertile in all
of Ralik and Ratak—surely augmented Capelle’s optimism.*

As Capelle and his associate and co-worker Herman Caplan prepared to
disembark the Wailua that day in mid-1861 and step foot on solid ground for the first
time in many weeks, they spotted a cluster of tip7iol outrigger sailing canoes approaching
the ship. Each canoe carried several men, most of whom had their long dark hair tied into
bujek knots positioned high on the tops of their heads and wore woven ka/ mats fastened
at the waist, each with a wide belt hanging just below the knees like an apron.’’ Many
also wore shell armbands and necklaces, had distended earlobes of varying lengths held
open with wide rolled up pandanus leaves, and were tattooed extensively on their chests
and backs.’® Some of the men were carrying sticks of varying lengths outfitted with
sharks’ teeth and iron barbs,*® while others held out green and brown coconuts, pandanus
fruit, taro,** and various packages wrapped in leaves and bound with sennit (Capelle later
learned that these were bwiro preserved breadfruit and mokwan preserved pandanus).
Together, the ri-aelori-kein men looked prepared either for battle or for a customary
welcome ceremony; Capelle and the others aboard the Wailua were hesitant to find out

which the men had in mind.

» Steinbach, “Zum Klima der Marshall-Inseln,” 2.

" Doane, “Remarks Upon the Atoll of Ebon,” 82.

3 Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 16-17, 24; Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 18-19.

32 Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 24, 53, 68.

> Von Kotzebue, 4 Voyage of Discovery 3: 171.

** Taro grew abundantly in the southern atolls, however it was scarce in the northern atolls where arrowroot
(harvested primarily for its fine white flour) was much more prevalent. Following the introduction of wheat
flour and rice, however, the two crops, which are both very labor intensive, gradually fell out of production
and are scarcely harvested or used today. Wendler, “Zur Feuer: Und Nahrungsbereitung Der Marshall-
Insulaner,” 4.
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Capelle and Caplan noticed that one of the canoes was carrying a passenger
whose clothes and tattoos immediately revealed that he was different from the others in
some way. Rather than the apron style ka/, for example, this man was wearing a full
“grass” in skirt’”> covered in front with a mat and protruding upward at the back and a flat
woven kadiiir belt around his waist uniquely adorned with shell plates and beads.’® He
also had more elaborate eo tattoos than the other men; in fact, his tattoos were so
extensive that they covered not just his chest and back but also his upper shoulders, his
neck, and even his face. At first glance, the man’s tattoos and clothing appeared to make
a complete ensemble as they covered almost every part of his body not otherwise
outfitted with mats or other articles.>’ Capelle’s experience in Hawai‘i led him to assume
that this was a chief and he would soon find out that his assumption was correct.

As the canoes arrived alongside the Wailua, the fully tattooed man began to speak
and it quickly became apparent that he was of higher status than the others and hence the
distinctiveness of his clothing and tattoos. Although the schooner’s Captain L.V. Lass®
and his crew and passengers could understand little if any of what he said, the man made
himself understood through gestures and by sprinkling his speech with a few words of
English that he had picked up through previous contact with foreigners and through more
extended relations with the American missionaries who had been living on Epoon as the
guests of Irooj Kaibiike for the past several months. Captain Lass quickly introduced
himself and his crew and informed the man of their friendly intentions. He then brought
forward Adolf Capelle and Herman Caplan and told the intricately tattooed man that the
two men wished to disembark to investigate the possibility of establishing a copra trading
station on Epoon on behalf of their employer Hoffschlaeger & Stapenhorst.’” Since
Capelle had quite possibly already entertained thoughts of establishing permanent

residence in the islands, he was eager to make contact and establish friendly relations

?% “Grass” skirt is really a misnomer, since in skirts are not made from grass but rather from thin strips of
pandanus leaves.

36 Spennemann, Tattooing in the Marshall Islands, 16, 24.

> Ibid., 16-17, 53.

** Hawai‘i Supreme Court, “H. Caplan v. Hoffschlaeger and Stapenhorst,” 692.

* Ibid., 692-693.
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Figure 16. Lofjak wearing traditional attire, Likiep circa 1918
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image J-838)*

with the chief who, if his experience in Hawai‘i had taught him anything, would be
crucial to his endeavors in the islands.

As Capelle and Caplan went forward, they learned that the fully tattooed man was
Jeimata, an irooj for Epoon and several surrounding atolls in Ralik. Having introduced
himself and his status, Jeimata pointed Capelle and Caplan toward the shoreline where a

large group of men, women, and children was assembled along the beach. In front of the

* According to Joachim deBrum’s son Leonard, Lafijak worked for the ri-palle on Likiep making copra,
feeding chickens, etc. Although Lofijak’s expression is quite serious in this picture, deBrum notes that
Lofijak was a funny man who liked to joke around and make children laugh. He was apparently even joking
around while he was posing for this picture, which photographer Joachim deBrum took in an effort to
document ri-aeloni-kein traditional dress that was no longer being worn on a daily basis at that time.
Joachim’s photo collection includes many other such photographs of staged traditional dress, several of
which depict women in traditional nieded skirts. L. deBrum, “I Still Remember.”
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crowd, another man was standing knee deep in the lagoon waving and holding up what
appeared to be a long coconut leaf with a series of knots along its length. Pointing in the
man’s direction, Jeimata said a few more words that neither Capelle nor his associate
understood; he then turned his full attention to Capelle and, with four simple words,
revealed his own intentions in sailing out to meet the Wailua off the shores of Epoon:
“You are my friend,”*' Jeimata said, and with that the chief offered Capelle his hand in
missionary fashion and suggested that the two exchange names.

Upon witnessing these symbolic gestures between their chief and the ri-palle, the
other ri-aelon-kein aboard the canoes laid down their weapons and began to climb aboard
the schooner carrying with them bundles of produce and prepared foods. Once on board,
the men began to exchange their offerings with the crew for the usual pieces of iron
together with the more sophisticated items of trade ri-aelori-kein had begun to expect
including iron tools and weapons, tobacco, and imported foodstuffs such as rice, ship
biscuits, and coffee.*

Over the course of these initial exchanges, Capelle probably made it clear to
Jeimata that he and Caplan intended to disembark the Wailua and join the irooj on
Epoon. With Kaibiike away on one of his many expeditions,* Jeimata—armed with a
bubu oracle in Capelle’s favor and a level of authority and prestige among ri-Epoon that
were quite possibly greater than those of Kaibike** himself—took it upon himself to
welcome his new friends ashore. It would not be long before the American and Hawaiian

missionaries at Rupe on the main island of Epoon learned of the arrival of these traders

*! Knappe, “Religiose Anschauungen,” 23-24; Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 19.

2 Finsch, “Ethnologische,” 47; Senfft, “Die Marshall-Insulaner,” 2.

*# Kaibiike is said to have been away from Epoon from September 1857 to March 1860, for example, on an
expedition to the northern islands. Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 92; Gulick, “Lectures on
Micronesia,” 41.

* According to one oral tradition, “Jaimata [sic] lived in the southern islands, making his home mostly at
Ebon. When the missionary ship Morning Star came to Ebon in 1857, it was Jaimata who prevented the
others from killing the missionaries. His authority was so great he was able to overrule the others. The
people listened to him. He gave the missionaries the property at Rube [sic] which is still the mission
compound ... Later Jaimata also gave kindly assistance to the leaders who came to the islands.” This is the
only recorded history I have found that points to Jeimata rather than Kaibiike as the one who welcomed the
missionaries and gave them land at Rupe. It is not clear if the storyteller confused Jeimata and Kaibuke or
intended to underscore the fact that Jeimata was the leading authority on Epoon and was thereby able to
sway the entire population of the island, including Kaibiike himself, to welcome the missionaries and give
them land. Lokrap, “The Iroj of Ralik.”
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from Honolulu and their plans to establish a coconut oil extraction plant and trading

station and right there on the atol].*

Nor would it be long before Capelle learned that,
despite the fairly strict and stringent land tenure structure in Ralik and Ratak, the
missionaries had managed to acquire a parcel of land at Rupe from Kaibiike for their
mission. This revelation gave the new pejpetok’® immigrant Capelle hope that he too
could acquire land—or at the very least the right to use land—on behalf of his Honolulu
based employer and perhaps one day for himself. By some accounts, Capelle was able to
do just that within a few short months of his arrival by securing at least one piece of land
for his employer along with permission to erect the buildings necessary to produce one
hundred gallons of coconut oil over sixteen months.*’

Following these initial introductions, greetings, and customary exchanges, the
Epoon irooj indicated that the time had come for Capelle and Caplan to disembark the
schooner and make the journey to shore via his masterfully constructed single hulled
tipriol outrigger canoe. Pleased at the invitation, the two men complied and soon found
themselves aboard one of the most magnificent and technologically sophisticated
watercrafts they had encountered to date.*® Once they were settled on board, the wind
filled the canoes’ sail and the crew and their ri-palle passengers (who were equally
amazed at the craft’s swiftness on the water) were on their way to Epoon Island.

After so many weeks at sea, it was a relief for Capelle and Caplan to at last step
foot on solid ground on the lagoon side beaches of Epoon. On their initial landing, the 7i-
palle visitors were immediately surrounded by some of the ri-aelori-kein they had seen
waving to them along the shoreline. Following a brief consultation with Jeimata, the 7i-
bubu soothsayer was the first to greet the visitors with a handshake; on seeing that the 7i-
palle had met the approval of the irooj and the ri-bubu, other members of the crowd soon

approached to shake their hands and present them with necklaces and head wreaths and

* Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 210-211.

* Pejpetok is the Marshallese term for an immigrant or drifter and is also an idiom or proverb that means
“pandanus seed carried in by the sea” and refers to a “stranger with no land rights.” A. Kabua, “Customary
Titles and Inherent Rights,” 24.

*" Damon, Morning Star Papers, 34; Hawai‘i Supreme Court, “H. Caplan v. Hoffschlaeger and
Stapenhorst,” 692-693.

* See Chapter 5 for a more detailed description of the features of ri-aeldii-kein canoes.

101



flowers from their own ears. Having been exposed to Hawaiian and English speaking
missionaries for the past many months, several in the crowd offered a few words of
greeting to the visitors in English and Hawaiian including “Hello, how do you do?” and
“Aloha”; others, meanwhile, immediately began to teach the ri-palle a few words in their
own language—the most important being “/okwe” which means hello, good-bye, and
love—and were delighted when the visitors repeated the words back to them in their thick
foreign accents.

Once the crowd had dispersed and the initial excitement and barrage of greetings
and handshakes had subsided, Irooj Jeimata indicated that Capelle and Caplan should
follow him to his house where they could get acquainted over a freshly prepared meal
and get ready for the welcome festivities that would take place later that evening and over
the next few days. As they made their way to Jeimata’s compound, the ri-palle noticed an
overpowering smell of ripening pandanus and burning coconut husk kindling; ri-aeloni-
kein calling out greetings to them from inside their low lying homes and open air
cookhouses; children of all ages playing and chewing on keys of b6b pandanus in outdoor
yard areas neatly strewn with /@ coral gravel; plants of all shapes and sizes—some
familiar and some not—including coconut trees, pandanus trees, breadfruit trees (which
at that time of year bore no fruit), and flowers such as the beautiful and fragrant kieb lily
and the indigenous utilomar flowering shrub.*

Along the way, the ri-palle also discovered that the bukun ni coconut groves they
had spotted from the ship indeed covered much of the island’s inner acreage. Many of the
trees were heavy with fruit and towered as high as one hundred feet tall. Other shorter
varieties—the fruits of which were more accessible for everyday use than those of their
taller cousins—were located closer to people’s living areas. Several of these trees were
heavy with ripening fruit and had one or more coconut fronds wrapped around their
trunks, which were perhaps a claim to ownership or a sign that the ripening fruit had been

reserved for harvesting by a particular family.”® Capelle and Caplan also noticed that

¥ Utilomar (Guettarda speciosa) is sometimes called beach gardenia. NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands:
Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 154.
> Von Kotzebue, 4 Voyage of Discovery 3: 163.
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Figure 17. Island scene, Ane-jeltak Island, Wojja Atoll, circa 1910
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image C-58)

much of the island seemed to be covered with a layer of soil made primarily of decaying
plant matter, which they soon learned was characteristic of the more fertile southernmost
atolls. Since coral atolls were generally known for their poor soil and harsh agricultural
conditions, Capelle and the others were particularly pleased by this discovery.

On their arrival to Jeimata’s compound, the irooj and his guests were greeted with
a hearty meal of ek fish, barulep coconut crab, cooked iaraj taro, fresh bob pandanus, and
bwiro preserved breadfruit, which they washed down with the water of fresh green ni
coconuts. During the meal, Capelle and Caplan divulged to Jeimata some of the details of
their plans to establish a copra plantation and coconut oil processing plant on the atoll
and the amount of land and resources they would initially require for the endeavor. The
visitors in turn got their first glimpse into the history of Epoon in particular and Ralik and
Ratak more generally, as well as some of the most fundamental components of ri-aelo7i-
kein culture including land tenure and inheritance and the two set irooj-kajoor chief-
commoner social structure and hierarchy. It was not long before the two discovered that
ri-aelomi-kein culture delineates not just structures of power and authority as embodied in
the dress and tattoos of their new friend, but also how land across Ralik and Ratak is
owned and by whom and that these would have a major bearing on their employer’s (and

later Capelle’s) prospects for a profitable agriculturally based business on Epoon and
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beyond. In fact, the ri-aelon-kein land tenure system was so complex and its rules so
strict that it would be almost three years before Capelle found a way to acquire a piece of
land of his own. And in this he likely had the help of his by then wife Sophia Limenwa,
who as a ri-Epoon and the daughter of Dauno, the first Christian convert,”' may have
served as Capelle’s first point of entry into the complex world of ri-aelori-kein land

tenure beliefs and practices.

Some Fundamentals of Ri-aelo7i-kein Land Tenure

Characterized by “limited land area, poor soils, low topography, few endemic
species of flora or fauna, and great susceptibility to damage from storms or drought,””?
the small and low lying islands and atolls of Ralik and Ratak are extremely fragile and
vulnerable ecosystems. The atolls vary in size from Kuwajleen, with a total land area of
6.33 square miles surrounding a lagoon of 839.30 square miles, to Namdik, which has
1.07 square miles of land encircling a 3.25 square mile lagoon.” Likiep Atoll in northern
Ratak consists of approximately sixty-five islets with a total land area of just under four
square miles surrounding a 163.71 square mile lagoon.’* Meanwhile, the islands’ low
elevation accentuates their vulnerability: with an average height above sea level of only
seven feet, the highest natural point in all of Ralik and Ratak is a sand hill on Likiep Atoll
that measures thirty-seven feet at most.”

Over the centuries, ri-aelori-kein have adopted and incorporated various cultural
attributes, practices, and strategies to make life in this sea of tiny islands®® possible and

sustainable. Among these are expertise in fishing and the exploitation of marine

resources, horticultural methods and techniques adapted to the coral atoll ecosystem,

3! Walsh and Heine, Etto iian Raan Kein, 138, 167.

32 Alkire, Coral Islanders, 1.

53 NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands: Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 9.

>* Marshall Islands Visitors Authority, “Likiep Atoll Map.”

>> Although Schnee does not explain how the sand hill on Likiep came into existence, oral traditions
suggest that it was created by one of several typhoons or tidal waves that struck the atoll in the 1840s, in
1854, and in 1899. Steinbach’s reference to the sand hill in an 1896 essay rules out the 1899 storm,
however, and the hill therefore likely formed as a result of one of the mid-nineteenth century events.
NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands: Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 9; Schnee, “Zur Geologie des Jaluit
Atoll,” 32; Steinbach, “The Marshall Islands,” 296; L. deBrum, “I Still Remember.”

% Hau‘ofa, “Our Sea of Islands,” 152.
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highly developed navigational knowledge and canoe building skills and technologies,
consistent mobility”’ and adaptability, and a hierarchical social structure based in mutual
obligation and reciprocity both within families and between irooj chiefs and kajoor
commoners. They also include a belief system that values genealogy and land above all
else’® and a land tenure and inheritance structure that is strict in principle but flexible
enough in practice®® to ensure that every ri-aeldii-kein has the right to live on and reap the
fruits of at least one piece of land no matter his or her status or position in society.®® At
the heart of these principles and practices are the wato land parcel, the jowi matriclan,
and the hwij matrilineage which in most cases determine, demarcate, authorize, and
perpetuate individual and familial entitlements to particular pieces of land on particular
islands in particular atolls. Together they also delineate and embody the social rank,
status, and obligations of every member of ri-aelori-kein society.

In order to begin to understand ri-aelori-kein concepts of land and land tenure, it
is necessary to set aside western notions of property, individual ownership, and class in
an effort to understand the ri-aelo7i-kein system in its own right. This is precisely what
Adolf Capelle and his future partner Anton deBrum had to do during their first months
and years in southern Ralik as they sought ways to acquire land within a social and
cultural context where two or more hwij matrilineages did not own land per se but instead
held varying interests®' in assorted pieces of land on one or more islands considered to be
sacred legacies rather than commodities to be bought and sold.®> Although this land
tenure system has been altered significantly since the German imperial government took
control of the islands in the mid-1880s,* it was still largely intact (and yet also always-
already in flux) when Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum arrived on Epoon in the mid-
nineteenth century and would become one of the major contributing factors and

challenges to the success of their entrepreneurial efforts on Epoon and later Likiep as

3T Alkire, Coral Islanders, 22-23.

8 Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 2-3.

' K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 13-14.

% A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 1.
%! Dunlap, “Marshall Property Law,” 501.

82 Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 4.

63 Mason, “Economic Organization,” 88.

105



they deployed their wives’ genealogical connections, the political and economic
aspirations of various chiefs, the islands’ devastation by typhoons and tidal waves from
the 1840s to the 1860s, and the flexibility inherent in ri-aelori-kein land tenure system to
facilitate and even legitimize land purchases on Epoon in 1864 and Likiep in 1877 as

well as on a surprising number of islands and atolls in between.

Wato: Land Parcels

Not long after their arrival to Epoon in southern Ralik, Adolf Capelle and later
Anton deBrum discovered that, at its most basic level, the ri-aelori-kein land tenure and
management system serves to facilitate daily life in the vulnerable ecosystem of Ralik
and Ratak. Over time, the wato land parcel has played a central role in this system by
defining and structuring not just how land is owned but also where people live and the
resources that are available to them for their daily subsistence needs and in anticipation of
extenuating circumstances. Indeed, as the building block of the ri-aelo7i-kein land tenure
system and the foundation of ri-aelori-kein culture and society, the wato has characterized
islands and daily life across Ralik and Ratak for centuries.**

Although wato range in size, they are generally between one and nine acres and
are on average just less than four acres.®® In most cases, the land parcels run across
islands from lagoon to ocean® and ideally give residents access to “all or most of the

%7 not unlike Hawaiian ahupua ‘a, which generally

resources available in an atoll setting,
run from the mountains to the ocean. Wild kieb lilies,®® red leafed shrubs, stone slabs,
breadfruit trees, and slashes at the base of coconut trees at approximately shoulder height

have traditionally marked wato boundaries.®” Meanwhile, each clearly demarcated wato

K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 10; Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 3.

% Pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 105.

66 Exceptions include Majro (Laura) Island, where land parcels in the Eolap and Lo-pat districts are so long
and wide that they have been divided into several lots, and Namrik, which has “property lines that bisect
the island.” K. Stege, “An Kora Aelori Kein,” 10; Spoehr, Majuro, 161.

%7 Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 59. Also see K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 10.
% There are several varieties of kieb false spider lilies, some of which are indigenous (i.e., prehistorically
introduced) and some of which have been introduced more recently. NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands:
Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 134-135.

69 Mason, “Economic Organization,” 86; Spoehr, Majuro, 161; Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall
Islands,” 8-9; Pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 105.
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has its own name, history, and genealogy, ® all of which are intimately linked to the
identities of those who hold, utilize, and reside on the land.”’

In the mid-nineteenth century, the ideal wato provided its residents with the
materials needed to build dwellings and other structures—hard wood for posts, pandanus
leaves for thatch roofs, and coral rocks for gravel, to name just a few—as well as easy
access to the resources necessary for their daily subsistence and in times of scarcity.
Among these were the abundant variety of marine life found just off the lagoon and
ocean shores and a much more limited variety of fowl, “a sheltered living area of
pandanus and palm along the lagoon side beach, the breadfruit trees and taro that grow
only in the protected interior, and finally the hardier shrubs, some with medicinal
properties, exposed to the salty spray of surf along the ocean side.”’* Other edible plant
resources including bob pandanus, ni coconut, makmok arrowroot, and keeprani banana
(also called pinana) were also widely available, however given the islands’ salty air and

poor soil quality, even this limited number of species struggled to thrive in some areas.

Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image B-67)"

0 pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 105; Spoehr, Majuro, 161.

"' Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 122.

& Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 59. Also see K. Stege, “An Kora Aelon Kein,” 10.
7 The notes for this photograph name the island as “Emejeltak,” which I have interpreted to be Ane-jeltak
Island. “Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection,” B-67, B-67 card.
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Breadftruit and taro, for example, were far less abundant in the northern atolls where the
average annual rainfall was well below that of the southern atolls’* and struggled to grow
on islands that were too small to maintain an underground freshwater lens.”> Meanwhile,
seasonal breadfruit and pandanus crops only produced fruit at certain times of year.

Over the centuries, ri-aelofi-kein adapted the wato system to meet their daily
needs and to help them prepare for unexpected (yet highly anticipated) disasters. One
approach was to inhabit only those wato that offered protection from prevailing winds
and salt spray and had relatively fertile soil as a result’® and to leave the less desirable
wato for other uses. Another approach was to build homes and other structures on the
lagoon side of an island and wato, which, as ri-aeloni-kein well knew, was much less
vulnerable to heavy winds and storms and the possibility of king tides or tidal waves than
the ocean side.”” The lagoon side was also more desirable because it generally had better
soil than the ocean side, which was often “covered with stones and overgrown with salt-

"8 For this reason, ri-aelofi-kein tended to build

water bushes and other brush of no value.
their homes and other structures approximately fifty yards from the lagoon shore. Within
these spaces, households were generally clustered together, each being situated in an
open area covered with /@ coral gravel, which served to provide drainage during heavy
rains.”” The dwellings themselves had open sides with adjustable flaps and sleeping

quarters located on elevated interior platforms, which, in addition to providing some

privacy, protected sleeping residents from nighttime showers and heavy winds*’ and from

™ Whereas rainfall in the southern atolls can be as high as 160 inches per year, many northern atolls receive
as little as twenty-five inches of rain each year, on average. NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands: Living Atolls
Amidst the Living Sea, 9.

7> “Between the rains, freshwater is naturally stored under the larger of the islands in what are called
Ghyben-Herzberg lenses. An island needs to be at least 3% acres in size in order to maintain such a water
lens ... Many important food crops, such as breadfruit and taro, cannot survive without a subterranean
source of freshwater [sic].” Ibid.

7% pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 105.

" Kramer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 150.

8 Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 34.

" Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 9.

% Krimer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 146-150. For a more detailed description of ri-aelofi-kein houses
and structures see Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 31.
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the rats that lived in abundance on many of the islands®' (hence the name of the sleeping
platform: em kijdik or imén kijdik or rat house®).

While physically small, the wato’s significance in ri-aelori-kein daily life and
epistemology has long been enormous. This is evidenced by the wato’s linguistic
prominence in several ri-aelori-kein creation stories including those that recount the
beginnings of this world and the origins of the coconut.*® These and other important
stories feature Liwatounmour, an ancestor whose name means “female life-giving land

parcel.”**

Indeed, Liwatounmour is one of Ralik and Ratak’s most legendary figures not
just because she was one of two sisters originally sent by Iroojrilik to populate the
islands, but also because she gave birth to Irooj, the legendary mother of the ri-aeloni-kein
hierarchies and inheritance systems that determine how and why land is owned and by
whom, and (some say) to Tobolaar, the first coconut, whose progeny has for centuries
remained one of the most essential resources in all of Ralik and Ratak and has in turn
made life in the islands possible (see Chapter 5). The female life giving land parcel
Liwatuonmour is thus important because she generated the physical fruits and the social
and cultural systems that have made life in this fragile ecosystem sustainable for her
descendants and those of her sisters. She also serves as an epistemological symbol for the
wato itself, a unit that is significant not only because it is the primary source of
sustenance, the basic landholding unit, and the basis for ri-aelori-kein class and status, but
also because it is the epistemological medium that connects ri-aeloni-kein to their

legendary beginnings even today.

Jowi: Matriclans

Throughout Ralik and Ratak, wato are intimately linked to ri-aeloni-kein
genealogies as bwij matrilineages descended from various and hierarchically ranked jowi

matriclans jointly hold and maintain land parcels in a culturally prescribed group tenure

81 Finsch, “Ethnologische,” 6-7.

82 Also called an imon bwi or smoke house in Ratak. Krimer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak,” 146;
“Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection,” B-67 and B-67 card.

%3 These origin stories are featured at the start of Chapters 2 and 5, respectively.

% Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 119.
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arrangement unique to the islands.® At its most basic level, this means that, in general, at
least two bwij—one of irooj chiefly status and one of kajoor commoner status—hold
various and differing rights to and interests in any given wato land parcel. These rights
and interests have been passed down matrilineally through hwij—and, in turn, through
their associated jowi—over many generations.

A jowi matriclan is a large and prevalent identity and social unit made up of
several bwij whose members are linked through a jowi name inherited matrilineally from
a common female ancestor and through the assumption that all jowi members are related
even if they cannot trace their exact genealogical connections.*® Traditionally this has
meant that members of the same jowi are forbidden from marrying even when they
belong to different hwij and their genealogical connections are far removed or unknown,
with the goal being to prevent the “mental and character deterioration” that is thought to
occur as a result of endogamous (i.e., intra-jowi) unions.®’ Rilikin doon cross cousins, on
the other hand—a woman’s daughter and her brother’s son, for example—have
traditionally been allowed to marry because they belong to two different jowi, with the
daughter inheriting her jowi from her mother and her cross cousin inheriting his jowi
from his mother.® In past times, children were often even encouraged to marry their
cross cousins—especially when such unions had the potential to result in strengthened or
double claims to particular wato land parcels—however this practice is not as common
today.”

The earliest jowi came into being as the result of disputes or contests over land
and coastal and marine resources or out of demographic necessity as families grew large
and certain lines departed islands or atolls to seek land elsewhere.”’ While the

participants in these original contests started off as members of the same jowi, affiliations

% Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 61.

% This assumption carries with it rules against intra-clan marriage and obligations to intra-clan hospitality.
The rules and obligations are much more lax today, however, as the jowi matriclan continues to lose its
prominence in contemporary culture and society. Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 84; Walsh,
“Jowi Ko in Majol,” 18.

%7 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 7.

88 Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 53; Pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 114.
% Pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 114,

% Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 96.
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were divided as the contest losers either remained on the land and took on a junior social
rank or moved to other wato where they founded new and independent jowi and bwij
sublineages, became the primary owners of their new territory, and further cemented their
group distinctiveness through subsequent contests over land and authority.”!

The original jowi fission is thought to have taken place on Namo between the
descendants of Liwatuonmour and her sister Lijileijet, with the outcome being the
formation of the Irooj and Jemaluut lines whose descendants engaged in a series of wars
and power struggles for generations (see Chapter 2). This and subsequent contests
resulted in a hierarchy in which certain jowi and their bwij sublineages were more
prominent and highly ranked than others’” and yet nevertheless recognized that they
shared fundamental genealogical connections with and thereby generally maintained an
overall sense of compassion and responsibility for the well being of the members of the
other groups. Thus in many cases the higher ranking jowi permitted the lower ranking
Jjowi to either remain on their land or to seek out residence on neighboring wato or nearby
islands.”

In the western Ralik islands, the Irooj line gained a particularly elevated status,
probably as the result of its supremacy in warfare and its genealogical connections to the
legendary Liwatuonmour who, in addition to her divine origins and connections to the
ekjab spirits, was considered the most powerful of the renowned sisters following her
banishment of Lijileijet into the sea (see Chapter 2).”* Across Ralik and Ratak, other
powerful lines including Ijjirik, Erriibra, Ri-Mwejoor, and Raarno also emerged as the
result of victories in warfare, claims to supreme divine connections, and other means and

. 95 .. . . . .
circumstances. ~ As a result, these and other original jowi were conferred a higher social

I A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 7-8.

” Ibid., 7.

% I have presented here a somewhat idealized scenario in an effort to explain disputes that may have led to
jowi and bwij divisions and subsequent agreements between irooj and kajoor to share land many centuries
ago. To be sure, things did not always happen this peacefully, and there are accounts of irooj who were
much more difficult and even tyrannical. In general, however, a system developed in which kajoor own
land jointly and generally cannot be removed from their land without just cause, despite the ultimate
authority of irooj.

% Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 89.

93 Mason, “Economic Organization,” 96; A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 7-8.
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status and primary title’® to the wato land parcels they were able to claim and at some
point adopted irooj—following the name of Liwatuonmour’s daughter Irooj—as a
generalized title or marker to differentiate them from the members of the lower ranked
jowi. The result was the formation of a two set socio-cultural system of irooj chiefs and
kajoor commoners in which the former retained primary (residual) title to or interests in
particular wato land parcels and the latter took on secondary (provisional) title to the
same wato in a sort of joint corporate arrangement.”’

Although various outsiders have asserted that this two set system of land tenure
and social ranking is feudalistic,”® with irooj lineages owning land and kajoor lineages
working the land and remaining subject to the irooj, the system actually bears little
resemblance to western ownership practices or class divisions and should therefore not be
approached through western definitions, frameworks, or assumptions.” Instead, the ri-
aelori-kein system of land tenure and social ranking can only be understood on ri-aeloii-
kein terms and through a ri-aelori-kein epistemological framework that takes into account
ri-aelori-kein culture and history and ri-aelori-kein knowledge about the spiritual and
genealogical origins of bwij in irooj and bwij in kajoor.'® Indeed, because presumed
genealogical connections to the land have played a major role in land tenure practices in
Ralik and Ratak for centuries, their significance cannot be overlooked. Meanwhile, what
is important is not whether these connections and their associated stories and traditions
are real or based in facts (i.e., whether Liwatuonmour and Lidepdepju actually came from

the west and went on to generate the original jowi and bwij in Ralik and Ratak,

9 Oliver, Oceania 2: 977-978.

” Ibid.

% See, for example, Spoehr, Majuro, 93; Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 5; Mason,
“Economic Organization,” 86-88; Lynch, “Traditional Leadership in the Constitution of the Marshall
Islands,” 1; Finsch, “Ethnologische,” 19; Yanaihara, Pacific Islands under Japanese Mandate, 170. Others,
meanwhile, have compared the system to slavery: Senfft, “Die Marshall-Insulaner,” 16-17. My point here
is that the systems are not comparable because the ri-aelori-kein system is based on assumptions about
divine origins and divinely sanctioned roles for both irooj and kajoor.

% Dunlap, “Marshall Property Law,” 501.

1% Bwij-in-Irooj (note that here Irooj is spelled with a capital “I”) is the name of a particular bwij thought to
be the descendants of the legendary Liwatounmour’s daughter Irooj. I am using the term bwij in irooj (with
a lower-case “i”) to refer to bwij that belong to the irooj set more generally (i.e., in contrast to bwij in
kajoor or those bwij that belong to the kajoor set). Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 7; Hage,
“Marshallese Royal Marriages,” 399.
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respectively), but rather the place they hold in ri-aelori-kein epistemology and the part
they have played in forging a set of cultural beliefs and practices that sanctify land-

genealogy connections above all else.

Bwijen, Bwidej, and Bwij: Land and Matrilineages

For ri-aeloni-kein, matrilineal descent and inheritance of land and social position
through jowi matriclans and bwij matrilineages according to bwij and generational
seniority and birth order defines “relationships between atolls, islands, plots of land and

their people”'”!

and is therefore one of the most fundamental components of ri-aelori-kein
culture and epistemology. Simply defined, a bwij matrilineage is a line or branch of a
much a larger jowi matriclan'®* bound together through known relationships rather than
by a shared name or presumed connections.'”® Each bwij is descended from a common

d”104

female ancestor “to whom an actual genealogical relation can be trace and who is

assumed to be a descendent of the original female founder of a much larger jowi.'®
Generally speaking, the rank and authority of a bwij stems from its connections to one of
the original and most powerful jowi (i.e., those with connections to Liwatuonmour in

Ralik and, presumably, Lidepdepju in Ratak)'

together with its own generational
position in relation to other associated bwij. Bwij in irooj are hence more highly ranked
than bwij in kajoor and, within each of these two categories, generationally older bwij
eriitto (with ritto meaning older) are more highly ranked than younger bwij edik (dik
means “small” or “young”).'"’

Much like the historic conflicts that resulted in the formation of distinct jowi,
many bwij owe their discreteness to schisms between more contemporary female
ancestors and their sisters or other close female relatives over personal or land disputes,

demographic concerns, or any number of other social, economic, or political

1" Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 122.

12 pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 106.

19 Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 42-43.

1% Spoehr, Majuro, 155.

1% DeBrum and Rutz, “Political Succession and Intra-Group Organization in Laura Village,” 12.
1% pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 93.

' DeBrum and Rutz, “Political Succession and Intra-Group Organization,” 13.
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circumstances.'*® Historically, these might have included extreme weather events such as
typhoons, tidal waves, or droughts that divided bwij into distinct and independent lines by
forcing members to seek out land on neighboring wato, islands, or atolls. More often,
bwij split into two or more sublineages following the death of an apical ancestor, with the
older bwij eriitto sublineages taking on a senior position in relation to the younger bwij
edik sublineages and any intermediate or middle bwij iolap sublineages.'®

The word bwij derives from and is related to bwijen meaning navel or umbilical
cord and bwidej which is the life giving, sustaining land a child inherits from his or her
mother, an etymological connection that reveals and reinforces the fundamental
relationship in ri-aelori-kein culture between mothers, life, sustenance, lineages, and
land.""” In general, the hwij matrilineage serves as the avenue through which rights to
lamoran and kapijukunen heritage lands historically claimed by particular jowi matriclans
are determined, possessed, and passed down to succeeding generations.''! Unlike jowi,
bwij are localized rather than spread across islands and atolls''%; in general, ri-aeloii-kein
hold that bwidej lands do not belong to hwij but rather that bwij belong to their bwidej
much as children belong to their mothers.'"

Wato land parcels are held—or, perhaps more appropriately, upheld—by bwij
rather than by individuals; because ri-aelo7i-kein children are born into their mother’s
bwij, they are also born with rights and obligations to those wato held by their mother’s
bwij. Simply put, this means that, together with their bwij affiliation, children also inherit
land and land rights from their mothers. Because these rights have been passed down
from divine and legendary ancestors across generations of hwij through the bwijen of
mothers, these rights are considered sacred and inalienable “unless otherwise prevented
by an act of the head of the bwij for reason of serious offense committed against the head,

114

or against the bwij generally.” ™ The bwij-land connection is so strong, in fact, that even

1% pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 106; A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 20-21.
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"OK. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 11.
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secondary or temporary land rights inherited through botoktok patrilineal lines (a father’s
children living on his land rather than that of their mother, for example)'"” or acquired
through other exceptional arrangements such as adoption''® generally return to the bwij
after two or so generations,''’ with the assumption being that all holders of secondary
rights will have land regardless because they can always or eventually return to the wato

of their hwij.

Irooj and Kajoor: Chiefs and Commoners

Since ri-aelori-kein inherit their bwij and jowi affiliations from their mothers and
since all bwij and jowi are differentially ranked with some being irooj and others being
kajoor, all ri-aelori-kein also inherit their social position from their mothers. Put simply,
this means that the children of /erooj (i.e., female irooj) automatically belong to a bwij in
irooj and are thus irooj and the children of kajoor women automatically belong to a bwij
in kajoor and are thereby kajoor. This being said, social rank and position are not always
so straightforward or clear cut; indeed, despite the historic divisions between irooj and
kajoor in ri-aelofi-kein culture and society, it is not at all uncommon for irooj and kajoor
to intermarry and have children together. As a result, the irooj set includes various
subcategories that distinguish and rank people according to their actual genealogical
connections to one or more bwij in irooj.

Within these subrankings, everyone with at least one irooj or lerooj grandparent is
considered to belong to the irooj set or, in some cases, to a sort of intermediate category
called bwidak (in general terms, bwidak refers to the children of an irooj father and a
kajoor mother). While generally not considered full irooj, bwidak nevertheless occupy a
higher status than kajoor. Given the importance of the bwij in determining rank and status
in ri-aelon-kein society, irooj and bwidak with direct matrilineal connections to one or
more bwij in irooj are also automatically positioned more highly than those whose

. 118
connections are farther removed.

" Ibid., 16.

"6 Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 21-22.
"7 McArthur, “The Social Life of Narrative,” 115.

18 A Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 5-6.
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As the offspring of two irooj parents (i.e., a lerooj female chief and an irooj male

119 d”120

chief), irooj bweo™ "~ or “two-shouldere irooj enjoy the highest status of all because
they belong to their mother’s bwij in irooj and are also directly connected to the bwij in
irooj of their father. The children of lerooj mothers and kajoor or bwidak fathers,
meanwhile, are called irooj (males) and lerooj (females). These irooj are second to irooj
bweo because they are directly connected to only one royal bwij through their mother.'?!
And yet because the connection is through the mother and thereby grants them
membership to an irooj in bwij, these irooj are considered irooj all the same and are thus

122 Below these

charged with “the highest authority in the administration” of their domain.
irooj are the children of irooj fathers and kajoor mothers known as bwidak (male) and
libwidak (female), also called irooj-iddik “small” chiefs in Ratak. Finally, below bwidak
are bwidak irooj/lerooj (children of an irooj and a libwidak), bwidak/libwidak in ikmouj
(children of a bwidak and a libwidak), and bwidak/libwidak in rakrak (children of a
bwidak/libwidak and a kajoor).'*

The historic and divine origins of the bwij in irooj are generally well known or at
least assumed in ri-aeloni-kein society. Intimately and inextricably linked to land, land
tenure, and beliefs about the sacred genealogies and divinely sanctioned power and
authority of certain bwij and jowi,'** these origins have bestowed on members of the bwij
in irooj “unquestionable regality, leadership, and the ultimate authority in the
administration of the land” under their domain.'*

While it may be true that irooj authority is supreme in ri-aelori-kein society, this

99126

does not mean the lower ranked kajoor are mere passive “subjects”  to be controlled

and manipulated by powerful irooj at will. In fact, both groups play important roles in

"% The contemporary spelling of bweo is unclear and does not seem to be available in the MOD. The word

is spelled dbweo in Walsh and pwieo in A. Kabua. Ibid., 6; Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 125.

120 Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 125.

2! The child of a lerooj and a bwidak would also have indirect connections to a second bwij in irooj
through the paternal grandmother but would not belong to or have land rights in that bwij.

122 4, Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 6.

12 Spellings from A. Kabua (1992); new spellings unavailable in the MOD. Ibid., 5-6. Also see Yanaihara,
Pacific Islands under Japanese Mandate, 163-164.

12* Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 19. Also see K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 10.

123 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 5. Also see Oliver, Oceania 2: 977-978.

126 Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 5.
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society, with kajoor support for and allegiance to irooj being and essential component of
irooj hegemony.

The position of kajoor in ri-aelori-kein society is reflected in the word kajoor
itself, which means power and strength'>” and whose root is joor meaning pillar, column,
pole, or post. This name reflects a much more significant, active, and even powerful role
for these bwij in kajoor that may also have divine connections to and origins in ri-aelon-
kein legendary beginnings. Indeed, just as Lowa’s heaven post men (i.e., his joor pillars)
held up the sky and thereby made life in the islands possible early on, so do kajoor
sustain ri-aelon-kein life, culture, and society by augmenting irooj resources and
upholding irooj authority through loyalty and service, by serving as the stewards and
guardians of those lands held in joint ownership, and, perhaps most significantly, by
attending to the daily subsistence needs of irooj and kajoor alike. In exchange for
continued land rights and other irooj protections and resources, kajoor clear and maintain
the land, catch fish and prepare bwiro preserved breadfruit and other foods, build homes
and cook houses, build canoes, and risk their lives to accompany their irooj in battle. In
these and other ways, the role of the kajoor in ri-aelon-kein society and culture is
important if not indispensable, and it is for this reason that, as it has often been suggested,
irooj are only as strong as the loyalty and allegiance of their kajoor affiliates.'*®

Ri-aeloni-kein oral traditions demonstrate that, while the bwij in irooj have
managed to gain supremacy and primary land rights over generations through
genealogical claims, warfare, and other means, their rights to and interests in the land are
no more permanent or inherent than those of the kajoor. In fact, as these traditions make
clear, all jowi and bwij—irooj and kajoor alike—are descendants of the original sisters
sent by Iroojrilik from the land of Ep to populate the islands of Ralik and Ratak so many
generations ago. It was as a result of the violent contests that took place between the two
sisters Liwatuonmour and Lijileijet and their descendants in Ralik and likely also among

the descendants of Lidepdepju to the east in Ratak that the first presumed irooj and

127 Tobin, “Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 5. Also see Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,”
5; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 81; Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 125-126;
and K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloni Kein,” 11.

128 Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 5.
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kajoor lines emerged. This suggests that, while the divine status of irooj may be of
particular import in ri-aeloni-kein society, kajoor have divine origins as well and in turn
share with their irooj cousins and associates inherent and inalienable rights to their
lamoran and kapijukunen heritage lands. As I demonstrate in subsequent chapters, these
presumed birthrights have been a major factor allowing Likiep kajoor (known more
commonly as ri-jerbal workers since the early twentieth century) to resist efforts by the
descendants of Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum to assert outright and complete fee
simple ownership of Likiep Atoll and to in some cases retain or regain their claims to

particular wato or [ain'*’ on the atoll over the past century.

Iroojlaplap and Alap: Lineage Heads

In addition to the abovementioned subcategories and rankings based on bloodlines
and connections to bwij, every member of every bwij, both irooj and kajoor, is accorded a
status within the hwij that is based on generation and birth order, with the oldest living
member of the oldest surviving generation of each hwij holding a position of leadership
both within the bwij and in the larger society. The generalized term for this position is
alap (with [ap meaning big, great, or large), which in its most common application means
lineage head. Among kajoor, the lineage head retains this title and is called alap or alap-
in-bwij">’; among irooj, the general term alap becomes iroojlaplap, a title that is
conferred only on the lineage head of the reigning bwij eriitto or senior bwij in a given
domain. The genealogy of each alap (irooj and kajoor) in turn determines who lives on or
holds primary and secondary rights to particular wato.

Alap and iroojlaplap retain their titles until their death, at which time the title and
any corresponding authority are passed through the hwij to the next oldest sibling. In
cases where no younger sibling remains, the title passes to the oldest child of the oldest
female in the alap’s generation. While the alap title may in some cases pass from a
mother to her oldest daughter (thereby remaining within the bwij), the title does not

generally pass from a father to his son because the son does not belong to his father’s

12 Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
Y DeBrum and Rutz, “Political Succession and Intra-Group Organization,” 16.
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bwij (although that same son could, in theory, acquire an a/ap title within his mother’s

bwij)."!

And while it is not uncommon for women to assume the role and responsibilities
of alap today, it is not altogether clear whether, historically, it was acceptable for women
to take on alap duties or if they were expected to appoint a brother to act on their behalf.
It is certain, however, that whenever the person in line to inherit the position is “too old,
feeble or otherwise incompetent,” it is customary for the title to go to the person who is
next in the line of succession.'*” This is just one of many possible applications of the
mejed kapilok koj philosophy, which allows room for practical flexibility in response to
real circumstances in what is otherwise a fairly strict system of descent and inheritance,
and which I discuss more in depth in Chapter 4 in relation to the sale of Likiep Atoll and
other islands around Ralik and Ratak in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Due to the dominant position of the bwij in irooj in ri-aelori-kein society, the
iroojlaplap serves as both the lineage head for his or her hwij and as the supreme
authority for the waro under his or her domain. Primary title to these wato is thereby held
by the iroojlaplap (together with members of his or her bwij) who may in turn choose to
reside on any one or more of these wato or assign them in whole or in part to affiliated
bwij in irooj (i.e., bwij edik) or bwij in kajoor as he or she sees fit. In general, it is the
responsibility of the iroojlaplap to ensure that all those living on the various wato under
his or her domain have adequate access to food, water, medicine, building materials,
transportation, and any other resources needed to survive. In return, kajoor are expected
to maintain the land, provide food and other resources to the iroojlaplap regularly and in
the form of ekkan tribute, and to lend irooj their faithful support in economic and political
endeavors, which in the past included warfare and today involves political campaigns and
ballot boxes.'”?

While various iroojlaplap have historically depended on the presumed supreme
status of their bwij together with warfare and other means to expand their landholdings

and authority across Ralik and Ratak, no iroojlaplap has managed to take full control of

P! Spoehr, Majuro, 157.
132 Ibid.; Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 17-18.
133 Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 123-124.

119



all the islands in either chain at any time in recorded history."**

Instead, the tendency has
been for several iroojlaplap to control various jurisdictions at any one time, with the
Ralik islands being divided among the descendants of the Ijjirik, Erriibra, and Irooj jowi
matriclans and the Ratak islands among the descendants of the Raarno and Ri-Mwejoor

.. 135
Jjowi.

While these holdings are sometimes spread across any number of non-adjacent
wato on several islands, in many cases they encompass entire atolls. Bwij in kajoor
holdings, meanwhile, may also be spread across several non-adjacent wato, with various
bwij members or sub-bwij residing on one or more of their holdings—depending, in many
cases, on environmental conditions, the quality of the land, or the discretion or whim of
the iroojlaplap. In either case, each wato is generally held jointly by a bwij in irooj and a
bwij in kajoor through a relationship that is ideally although certainly not always
reciprocal in practice.'*®

Much as bwij in irooj leadership is embodied in the supreme iroojlaplap, each
bwij in kajoor has an alap lineage head whose primary role is to act as a leader for the
bwij and as a bwij representative in any relations with the ruling bwij in irooj and
iroojlaplap for wato held by the bwij. In general, the alap does this not through direct
contact with the iroojlaplap, but rather through an intermediary designated by the
iroojlaplap who is most often an irooj-iddik (Ratak) or a bwidak (Ralik). Whereas
iroojlaplap have ultimate authority over the various waro within their domain, alap are
responsible for ensuring that their waro are well maintained and remain as productive as
possible and appropriate. Historically, it has also been the alap’s responsibility “to place,
2137

remove and assign workers [i.e., kajoor] on the land and [look] after their well-being,

to “exercise immediate authority over the members of the lineage,” and to ensure that the

34 Pollock suggests: “Being a member of a clan closely connected to Liwatoinmour, that is, one of the

original seven [clans], appears to have given higher social status than membership in clans derived from
fissioned [sic] units or from an immigrating woman. This link to the founding ancestor is an important
feature of Marshallese identity and is symbolized by the clan name. Achievements in war helped to
maintain this status, but could not create it without the all-important link to the founding ancestor.” Pollock,
“The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 93.
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irooj are supported through “a steady flow of food tribute.” '*®

This role has changed
significantly, although not completely, since the advent of the copra industry in the mid-
nineteenth century.

While it is true that the alap takes on an important leadership role within his or
her bwij and in relation to the affiliated bwij in irooj, the only real difference between an
alap and the other members of the bwij is that the alap is the oldest living member of the
oldest surviving generation of that bwij. In fact, every member of every kajoor in bwij

139 This is much different from the

has the potential to one day become an alap.
iroojlaplap title and status, which is based not only on generation age and birth order but
also on the status and prominence of the bwij itself, and which is thereby not accessible to
every member of the irooj set.'** This explains why, even though iroojlaplap and alap
are both the heads of their respective bwij and thereby share similar duties,
responsibilities, and obligations, the iroojlaplap holds ultimate decision-making authority
in all matters concerning bwidej lands. It also helps explain why, despite the power alap
hold, no one alap is more powerful than another as a result of genealogy—there are no
“two-shouldered” alap, for example—and all a/ap remain kajoor through and through.

As a result of their continued status as kajoor despite their position as lineage
heads, alap are not free agents and thus cannot simply direct their kajoor lineage
members at will, particularly when it comes to matters of bwij land and land rights.
Indeed, just as iroojlaplap rely on the support of lower chiefs, alap, and kajoor to
recognize and uphold their status and authority, so too must a/ap take the opinions of
their bwij into account before enacting any important decision related to bwij lands. In
this wayi, it is customary for an a/ap to involve his or her hwij in any issues or
negotiations that might have an impact on the land or on the hwij itself.

In a dispute with a neighboring bwij over wato boundaries, for example, an alap
should ideally consult with the other members of his or her hwij before coming to any

sort of decision or agreement. In the process, it would not be unusual for bwij members to

138 Spoehr, Majuro, 205.
139 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 17.
140 A Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 7.
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“display a lively interest in the dispute”'*!

and to actively engage in any discussions
rather than passively accept the opinions or directives of the alap. After all, interests in
and rights to hwij lands do not belong to the a/ap alone but rather to the bwij as a
whole—a reality that is made manifest as bwij members regularly refer to any land in

which their bwij has an interest as “my land.”'*

Despite the alap’s role as a leader within
the hbwij, he or she does not have the cultural authority to make decisions exclusive of the
bwij, to “give away any of the lineage land rights[, or to] give away the right of ri-jerbal
or worker [i.e., a kajoor] on a lineage land lot without consulting and obtaining the
agreement of [the] lineage” first.'* To be sure, the alap is not an exclusive owner of
bwidej lands but rather a representative of bwij opinions, concerns, and interests; in this
way, ri-aeloni-kein custom discourages alap from pursuing any action related to bwidej
lands without first obtaining the consent of the bwij. As I demonstrate in Chapter 4,
however, alap and iroojlaplap have historically been able to diverge from these

requirements under particular circumstances and may very well have done so as they

considered consenting to the sale of Likiep Atoll in 1877.

The Advent of the Copra Industry in Ralik and Ratak

Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, the value and meaning of land began to
take on a new significance for the people of Ralik and Ratak as a different breed of 7i-
palle entrepreneurs began to arrive on their shores. Inspired by initial ventures in the
production and trade of coconut oil in Ralik and Ratak by Captain Ichabod Handy and
others from the late 1830s to the mid-1850s and the burgeoning success of the industry in
Samoa to the southeast'**—together with the dwindling availability and profitability of

tortoise shell and béche-de-mer,'* which traders and whaling captains en route to Asia
g cap

"I Spoehr, Majuro, 166.

2 Ibid., 165.

" Ibid., 165-166.

" Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 210-212.

143 Béche-de-mer is trepang or sea cucumber and was commonly sought by traders crossing the Pacific on
their way to Asia for sale or trade in China. Hezel and Berg, Micronesia, Winds of Change, 280; Hezel, The
First Taint of Civilization, 211.
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had sought as trade items in the islands for over a century'*—these fledgling
entrepreneurs arrived from Hawai‘i and the United States and as far away as Europe and
parts of Asia with a vision of radically expanding coconut oil and later copra production
for export across Ralik and Ratak and throughout the region known as Micronesia.
Unlike the itinerant explorers and whalers who had come before them, these new arrivals
were prepared to establish permanent residence in the islands as necessary; in the process,
they hoped to transform the island landscape and revolutionize local cultivation practices
to make their financial dreams a reality.

Just three years after ri-aelon-kein caught their first glimpse of the Morning Star
on the Epoon horizon and welcomed Reverend George Pierson and his associates ashore
and offered them a piece of land for their mission at Rupe Wato, Adolf Capelle was the
first of the resident-traders to arrive to southern Ralik. Within a matter of just a few short
years of his arrival, Capelle’s success in the trade of coconut oil and then copra in Ralik
and Ratak and across Micronesia would earn him a name as the “father of the copra
industry” in the region; for this reason, Capelle’s arrival on Epoon with a charge from his
employer Hoffschlaeger & Stapenhorst of Honolulu has been marked as the advent of the
copra industry in Ralik and Ratak.'"’

At the same time, Capelle’s arrival signified an important turning point as ri-
aelori-kein decided for a variety of complex spiritual, cultural, political, and economic
reasons to welcome the ri-palle and his associate Herman Caplan and probably others
ashore, to allow them to establish businesses and long term residence in their islands, and
to lease and sell them land for the exploitation of coconut oil and profits. Indeed, the
success of the copra industry in Ralik and Ratak was a product not only of ri-palle

industry, but also of ri-aelon-kein willingness to permit ri-palle traders to remain in their

46 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 211; Hezel, Strangers in Their Own Land, 46.
"' Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 210-211; Hezel, Strangers in Their Own Land, 46. It has been
reported that Capelle was the first to teach ri-aelori-kein how to make copra. This seems improbable,
however, given the fact that ri-aelo7i-kein had been using coconut oil for centuries in medicines and in their
cooking and that Captain Ichabod Handy had been trading with ri-aelé7i-kein for coconut oil from the
1840s, although it is certainly possible that Capelle brought with him new methods for drying copra and
extracting coconut oil. Finsch, “Ethnologische,” 11; Williamson and Stone, “Anthropological Survey of
Likiep Atoll,” 12.
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islands and to eventually provide them with land for coconut oil and copra production
and other enterprises.

Given the abundance of coconut in Ralik and Ratak and the flourishing
commercial value of coconut oil on the European and American markets beginning in the
1840s when demand started to rapidly increase as new techniques allowed for its use in

the manufacture of candles and soap,'**

the trade in coconut oil appeared to be an ideal
enterprise for Capelle and other traders to pursue. And with few, if any, ri-palle
competitors already established there—indeed, by 1861 the missionaries were the only
ones to have taken up permanent residence—the islands of Ralik and Ratak seemed like
an excellent place to start.

Soon after their arrival, however, Capelle and the others learned that their success
in the trade depended on much more than their own ambitions or the abundance of
coconut trees and seeds in the islands; in fact, ri-aelori-kein willingness to grant them
access to land and to incorporate them into their genealogies and ownership structures
would be an important factor in the traders’ early success, as would the traders’ ability to

navigate and adapt to the ri-aelorni-kein cultural and epistemological world in which they

had found themselves.

Strict Principles, Flexible Practices

When it came to acquiring land in Ralik and Ratak, the traders quickly discovered
that ri-aeloni-kein principles and beliefs about land and land tenure restricted outside
access to a certain degree—buying and selling land, for example, were unknown,'* as
was exclusive ownership of land by an individual. Instead, most waro land parcels were
owned or held by the members of at least two bwij matrilineages—one irooj and one
kajoor—each of which had varying types and degrees of rights and obligations to and
interests in the land itself and in relation to other hwij-owners. These lands, together with
associated hereditary social positions and titles, were inherited matrilineally through bwij

rather than bought and sold.

"8 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 211.
149 Walsh and Heine, Etfo fian Raan Kein, 172.
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While these and other cultural factors had the potential to complicate ri-palle
hopes of acquiring land and establishing coconut plantations in the islands, the traders
quickly learned that, although ri-ael67i-kein land tenure systems and matrilineal
inheritance patterns were highly structured in principle—with strict rules, for example,
about inheritance through the senior lineage and multiple levels and categories of
stewardship, use, and title—they were much more flexible in practice'*° and thereby
more closely resembled a set of guidelines than strict rules. In fact, ri-aelori-kein lineage
heads from both the irooj and kajoor sets had the authority to diverge from the general
pattern under particular circumstances which had historically included strategic land
distributions to junior lineages to prevent wars, land allotments as rewards for service to

51 n this

an irooj or alap, and land gifts by a father to his children, to name just a few.
way, the traders discovered, the system that appeared firm or even fixed on the surface
actually left plenty of room for maneuvering and manipulation by lineage heads.

The power of iroojlaplap and alap to stray from the general rule of matrilineal
succession through senior lineages stemmed from the fundamental ri-aeloni-kein

99152 and

philosophy of mejed kapilok koj, which literally means “our eyes advise us
describes “the traditional authority of a lineage head ... to tweak the rules of succession
based on the perceived needs of the group at the time.”'*® This “flexible application of
strict principles in practice allowed [ri-aelori-kein] to adapt their strict land tenure system

to the changing needs of the society”'**

and gave irooj and alap the ability and authority
to actively and strategically alter culture and cultural practices in an effort to adapt to
sometimes unanticipated historical needs and circumstances—and, in many cases, to
maintain the support and allegiance of kajoor. In most cases, irooj and alap made these
kinds of adjustments in anticipation of wars between feuding lineages vying for power

and land, as payments for extraordinary service or allegiance, or in response to

Oy, Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 13; Pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 100-103.

"1 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 8-14; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno
Marshallese,” 66, 76; Spoehr, Majuro, 166-169.

132 Although K. Stege translates mejed kapilok koj as “eyes that guide us,
a more accurate translation. K. Stege, “An Kora Aelon Kein,” 12.

153 Ibid.; Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 26-47.
K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 14.
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environmental disasters such as typhoons and tidal waves'”” and relocated families and
sometimes entire lineages around their domain when necessary in response.

I demonstrated in Chapter 2 that the decision by Irooj Kaibiike of Epoon to grant
land to American and Hawaiian missionaries soon after their arrival in 1857 was not
arbitrary; instead, the chief offered the land in exchange for an alliance he thought would
benefit the people of Epoon and enhance his own material wealth and social and cultural
capital in relation to kajoor and other irooj. In this way, Kaibiike may have been the first
irooj to incorporate ri-palle into his much larger mejed kapilok koj strategy as it related to
land and land distribution. I also showed previously, however, that while Kaibiike
profited from the missionaries’ presence in southern Ralik to a certain degree, his
decision to allow them to establish a permanent station on Epoon brought with it various
unintended consequences, not the least of which was the denigration of Kaibiike’s own
chiefly authority vis-a-vis the missionaries which became apparent only after the mission
was firmly established. This unexpected reversal enraged Kaibiike so deeply that he
began to resist the missionaries’ activities—and, tradition has it, continued to do so even
after he was long dead and in the grave.

I suggest in Chapter 4 that, with the arrival of copra traders to the islands
beginning in 1861, land sales and leases became a key component of irooj efforts to forge
similar alliances and for similar reasons, and the mejed kapilok koj philosophy made this
possible and even acceptable despite a seemingly strict land tenure and inheritance
structure. I demonstrate subsequently that, much like Irooj Kaibiike’s decision to give
land to the missionaries in the late 1850s, Irooj Jortoka’s sale of Likiep Atoll to Anton
deBrum carried with it a host of unintended consequences that would not be realized until
well after deBrum and his business partners had put forward a series of legal agreements
and documents that made it possible for them and their descendants to retain ownership
of the atoll indefinitely.

While Iroojlaplap Jortoka’s sale of Likiep Atoll is just one example a much larger

context of irooj land management and decision making in the 1860s and 1870s, the

'35 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 8-14; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno
Marshallese,” 66, 76; Spoehr, Majuro, 166-169.
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transfer of Likiep is perhaps the most historically consequential land transaction of this
period; indeed, the atoll is one of the few areas that remained in ri-palle hands after
Germany took over Ralik and Ratak in 1885 and began to rule the area through its Jaluit
Gesellschaft'*® proxy in 1887 and has remained under the ownership of their descendants
ever since. Thus, while Jortoka’s sale of Likiep may have been a manifestation of his
own mejed kapilok koj strategy, the transaction had a host of outcomes that he likely
never anticipated. It is the possible reasons and the cultural, geographic, economic, and
political context for this particular sale, together with some of its many perhaps
unintended consequences, which I explore throughout the remainder of this manuscript.

Having provided a basic overview of some of the most fundamental tenets of the
ri-aelon-kein system of land tenure and inheritance in Chapter 3—an epistemological
foundation that will be important as I explore the broader cultural and historical context
surrounding the sale of Likiep Atoll—I begin Chapter 4 with yet another well known 7i-
aelori-kein oral tradition: the story of Jebrg and his mother Loktaniir and how the sail first
came to the outrigger canoe. While this story has been celebrated for the lessons it
conveys “about appropriate social conduct, the flow of power through maternal lines, and
the institution of chiefs and commoners,”"” I suggest that it also carries an important
message about mejed kapilok koj and the flexibility inherent in ri-aelo7i-kein succession
and inheritance—and, in turn, land and land tenure. Indeed, just as this flexibility allowed
Loktaiitir to consider her sons’ actions and attitudes in her decision about the succession
of her chiefly title, so would it give Jeimata, Jortoka, and other irooj room to let their
eyes advise them as they considered leasing and selling land to ri-palle traders from the
mid-1860s to the mid-1880s in light of various political, economic, ecological,
epidemiological, genealogical, and other circumstances and would ultimately empower
Irooj Jortoka to make the decision to sell Likiep Atoll to Anton deBrum in the latter part
of the 1870s.

1% Jaluit Gesellschaft is the German name for Jaluit Company. For the sake of consistency, I have chosen

to use the company’s German name except when quoting an original text.
57 McArthur, “The Social Life of Narrative,” 45.
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Chapter 4. Mejed Kapilok Koj: Our Eyes Advise

“Mejed kapilok koj ... [describes] the traditional authority of a lineage head—
commoner or chief—to tweak the rules of succession based on the perceived
needs of the group at the time.””'

Juon Bwebwenatoon Etto: Loktafiur Brings the Wojla Sail to the Outrigger

Long ago, etto im etto,” not long after Lowa and his heaven post men secured the
sky and all the islands into place, after Lowa and Lomtal sent the outrigger canoe so 7i-
aeloni-kein could travel around their sea of islands, and after Lewoj and Laneej brought
eo tattoo to the people so they might know each other and their ranks in society, a woman
called Loktafiiir came down from her home in the sky to visit her sons,’ who at the time
lived on Woja Island in Aelonlaplap Atoll. It is said by some that Loktafitr had eleven
sons in all—Tumur, Majlep, L.obol, Jape, Lomejdikdik, Jitata, Lak, Jeljelimkouj,
Lokafebar, Laatbwiinbar, and Jebrg, with Tumur being the eldest and Jebro the
youngest—and that she was the highest and most powerful /erooj female chief in all of
Ralik and Ratak.” That Loktafitir was a lerooj meant her sons were also chiefs and one of
them would inherit her claim to the highest ranking title and one day become iroojlaplap
paramount chief over all the land in their domain; traditionally, the title would go first to
Ttmur, the eldest, who would be iroojlaplap until his death, and subsequently to his
brothers in descending order of their birth.

Since the boys had generally followed ri-aelo7i-kein custom and remained
obedient and loyal to their mother, Loktafitir was surprised when she arrived on Woja to

find her sons bickering over who would ascend to the supreme title and become leader of

'K. Stege, “An Kora Aelon Kein,” 12.

* I have adapted this narrative from various and sometimes conflicting versions and interpretations of 7i-
aeloii-kein stories about how the sail came to the outrigger canoe: Carucci (1980), Downing et al. (1992b
and 1992c¢), Erdland (1914), Genz (2008), Grey (1951), Jam (2002a), M. Kabua (2004), Krdmer and
Nevermann (1938), Labedbedin (1999), Lokrap (1949a), Mason (1986), McArthur (1995), Miller (2010),
Mitchell (1973), Matauto (2002), Tobin (2002), and Walsh (2003).

? While some say Loktaiir had eleven sons, others say she had ten or twelve or as few as five. I have
followed Jam who names eleven sons in total even though some stories name additional sons (Ar and Dra-
im-kobban). Jam, “About a Woman Named Loktaiiir,” 56; Lokrap, “How Sails First Came on the
Outrigger”; Downing et al., “How the Sail Came to the Outrigger,” 21. Also see Miller, “Wa Kuk Wa
Jimor,” 62.

* Laurence Carucci quoted in McArthur, “The Social Life of Narrative,” 56.
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all the people. Their arguing was so deafening (with the eldest son Tamur’s voice being
perhaps the loudest) that the brothers scarcely heard their mother call them together to
discuss the matter further. On finally hearing her request over their bellows and shouts,
the brothers assembled on the lagoon shore close to their mother’s house where Loktafitir
pronounced that the title would be decided by a canoe race that would begin at the spot
where they were standing on Wgja Island and finish across the lagoon at Jeh Island. The
winner of the race, she declared, would become iroojlaplap and would in turn command
her loyalty and respect as well as those of his brothers and all other ri-aelo7i-kein, irooj
and kajoor alike.

With this, Timur, Majlep, Lobdl, and the others began to work diligently and
carefully on their wa outrigger canoes, each in the hope that his would take him to Jeh
faster than the others. Since canoes at that time did not yet have sails, each brother also
carved a new set of paddles to help him propel and navigate his way across the lagoon
with as much speed as possible. When the day of the race finally arrived, the brothers
lined up their wa canoes along the lagoon shore close to their mother’s house according
to their ages, with Tamur, the eldest, having a slight advantage in position and Jebro, the
youngest, having the last and least favorable starting position of all. Tensions mounted as
the brothers waited for their mother to arrive; in the meantime, each checked and
rechecked every last detail and lashing on his canoe.

When Loktanir finally arrived at the launch site, the brothers were surprised to
see that she was carrying a large, cumbersome bundle made of woven pandanus leaf
mats. Refusing to put the bundle down, Loktafitir walked with it slung over her shoulder
to the spot where her oldest son Tiimur had his canoe. Explaining that she needed to get
the large package across the lagoon to Jeh as soon as possible, Loktafitir asked Tamur if
she could ride along with him. The look of irritation and frustration on Tamur’s face was
unmistakable as he replied: “Mother, your bundles are far to heavy and will slow me
down as I make my way to Jeh. Ask my younger brother Majlep if he can take you.” And
so Loktafiur walked down the beach a distance to the place where Majlep had his canoe

and asked if he might take her to Jeh. Much like his older brother, Majlep expressed
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Figure 19. Canoe and fishing tripod, Rofilap Atoll
Source: Digital Micronesia: Marshalls’

concern over the size of Loktaniir’s cargo and asked if she could please ask his younger
brother Lobol to take her to Jeh. “I need to be able to paddle as fast as possible if I am to
win the race, and the package you are carrying will slow me down,” pleaded Lobol. “Can
you please ask Jape, Lomejdikdik, Jitata, or Lak to take you?”

Visibly exasperated by the weight of her bundle and her sons’ refutations,
Loktafitir made her way down the line asking her middle sons if they could transport her
to Jeh, with each son declining and telling her to ask his younger brother. Finally,
Loktaiitr reached her four youngest sons, and while her hope that any of her seemingly
obedient children would accept her request and allow her to ride along to Jeh was
dwindling, she approached Jeljelimkouj and asked if she might ride with him. “No,
Mother,” he said, “I am sorry, but your cargo will weigh down my canoe and make it
impossible for me to win the race. Please ask my younger brothers; perhaps Lokafiebar or
Laatbwiinbar will take you.” Much to Loktafitir’s dismay, however, Lokafiebar and

Laatbwiinbar both refused as well.

> This photograph originally appeared in Krimer and Nevermann (1938). Many of the photographs that
appear in that and other late nineteenth and early twentieth century ri-palle publications on the Marshall
Islands are thought to have been the work of Joachim deBrum, although deBrum is generally not credited
for the images. Krdmer and Nevermann, “Ralik-Ratak”; “Digital Micronesia: Marshalls.”
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And so it was that Loktaniir’s only hope of getting her heavy bundle across the
lagoon to Jeh came to rest with her youngest son Jebro, whose boat was not only situated
farthest from the starting line but was also distinctly less sturdy than those of all his older
brothers. Nevertheless, Loktafitir approached Jebro, who was busily performing some last
minute preparations for the race, and asked, “Jebro, my youngest son, will you please
carry me and this heavy parcel across the lagoon to Jeh? I need to get there quickly and it
seems there is no other way.” Jebro knew that taking his mother and her large bundle in
his canoe would slow him down considerably and lose him the race as a result. “Never
mind the race,” Loktaiir told him. “As the youngest of so many sons, you can never be
high chief anyway.”

Jebro looked around and saw his older brothers preparing to depart. He sensed a
strong wind blowing from the east and knew that this would make the journey even more
difficult. And yet despite his apprehension and disappointment (which showed visibly on
his face), Jebro conceded and agreed to take his mother and her large package across the
lagoon in his canoe. “My mother is right,” Jebrg thought to himself. “I will never be chief
anyway.”

And so Jebro took his mother’s large bundle and began loading it onto the narrow
canoe, which was balanced and kept upright by a kubaak outrigger attached to a ten foot
long ere platform made from lashed poles and sticks. On the other side of the canoe was
another, much shorter, petak platform that extended out opposite the ere. Since the
narrow canoe could not hold much, Jebro put his mother’s bundle on the petak. “Place
these along the hull and along the ere,” Loktaiiiir told Jebro, pointing to a nearby pile of
rocks. Despite knowing that the weight of the rocks would slow the canoe down even
more, Jebro gathered the rocks and arranged them as his mother had instructed, for he
also knew that, without a counterweight, her large bundle would quickly capsize his boat.

By the time Jebro finished loading his mother’s gear, his brothers had launched
their boats into the lagoon and were well on their way to Jeh. Visibly distraught and
practically in tears, Jebro asked his mother to board the canoe so they could finally be on

their way. “Wait,” Loktaniir told her son. “First you must see the gift I have for you.” By
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then, a large crowd had gathered along the shore to watch the canoes launch; with the
other brothers gone, everyone’s attention turned to Jebro and Loktandir.

Surrendering any hope of winning the race, Jebro stepped back from the canoe
and watched as his mother signaled to several men in the crowd to come and help.
“Come, Jebrg,” Loktafitr said. “Come and see what I have for you.” And so Jebrg again
approached the boat where he helped the others untie the pandanus bundle to reveal what
appeared to be a jaki mat, three long poles, and a roll of kokwal sennit. “See, Jebrog,”
Loktafiar said. “You will not lose the race after all.” Confused, Jebro looked out at the
horizon where his brothers were now barely visible and then back again to his mother’s
strange gift.

“What is it?” he asked. “It is a wojla sail,” she replied. “We will use the kokwal to
lash the three sided jaki to two of the poles and then use the third pole as the kiju mast to
hoist up the sail and hold it in place. You will see, my dear Jebro. Once the sail is up your
canoe will fly across the water with such speed that you will surpass your brothers in no
time. You will win the race after all!”

Jebrog could hardly believe his mother’s words. But, not wanting to delay a minute
longer, he put his questions aside and began assembling the wojla with the help of
Loktaniir’s direction and the efforts of a few other men. Once the sail was complete,
Jebrg and the others launched the canoe into the water and Jebro joined his mother on
board. There, Loktafiiir handed Jebro a steering oar and began to hoist up the sail until it
clicked into the masthead. This left the sail flapping until Loktaiiir pulled it taut with a
rope. Meanwhile, a strong wind blowing in from the southeast made it difficult for Jebro
to steer and began to propel the boat in the wrong direction back to Woja. With this,
Loktaiitir showed Jebro how to release the sail and swing the sail boom around from one
end of the canoe to the other and diak tack from left to right against the wind:® “Pull in
the line of the sail to tack,”” she told him. This maneuver was possible because Loktafitir
had fitted jirukli cleats and a dipaakak boom socket at each end of the canoe; these

allowed the sail to pivot and be secured at either end of the canoe. Jebro realized that his

® Downing et al., “How the Sail Came to the Outrigger,” 18.
7 Jam, “About a Woman Named Loktafiiir,” 57.
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Figure 20. Tipfiol outrigger sailing canoe, location and date unknown
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image F-185)

mother had come up with an ingenious way to change the boat’s course without turning it
around completely. And with that, Jebro and Loktafitir were headed east to Jeh.

Having learned to adjust and tack the sail with some ease, Jebrg was delighted to
find that, just as his mother had predicted, his newly fashioned #ipiiol® canoe sailed across
the water with such alacrity that he needed an oar only for steering and not for paddling.
The boat was so fast, in fact, that, before Jebro knew it, his brothers’ canoes began to
appear one by one on the horizon. Thanks to Loktafiir’s wojld sail and sailing techniques,
the space separating Jebro’s canoe from theirs was growing narrower by the minute.

Before long, Jebro and Loktaniir had passed all Jebrg’s brothers except one. When

Tumur, the oldest, spotted the sail on Jebrg’s canoe and realized that his youngest brother

% A tipiiol is a fairly large canoe with an outrigger and a sail.
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was gaining on him, he grew very angry. Tumur immediately started yelling and
demanding that Jebrg trade canoes with him: “Give me that canoe at once!” he shouted.
Jebro looked at his mother for instruction on what to do. “Very well, then, give him the
canoe,” she said. Jebro’s faced filled with surprise and disappointment but he conceded
nevertheless and prepared to hand over the canoe. Before they disembarked, however,
Loktaiitr said quietly to Jebro, “Give him the canoe, but take the jirukli cleats and
dipdakak boom socket from one end of the canoe so he will not be able to tack the sail.”

As he followed his mother’s instructions, Jebro’s disappointment quickly waned,
for he knew exactly what the missing parts would mean for Tumur and his canoe. And so
it was that Loktanur’s oldest son Tumur ended up with Jebro’s tipsio/ canoe and Loktanir
and Jebrg wound up back in a boat with no sail.

At first, Timur sailed swiftly through the water and gained a sizeable lead ahead
of his mother and youngest brother. But then, with the cleats and boom socket missing
from one end, Timur was unable to tack and could not navigate the boat toward his
destination at Jeh. In fact, since the boat would only go in one direction, Tamur started
drifting westward back toward where the race had begun. When he arrived at Woja he
carved a new boom socket and cleats and started back to Jeh with the sail fully in tact.
Meanwhile, Loktafitr and Jebrg paddled Timur’s canoe as fast as they could until they
caught a wave that took them all the way to Jeh.

When Loktaiiir and Jebro arrived to Jeh, Loktanir told her son to hide his oldest
brother’s canoe so the others would not see it on their arrival. They then quickly made
their way to the ocean side of the island where they found a small pool of water close to
the shore. There, Loktafitir bathed her youngest son, covered him with perfumed oil, and
made for him a special in skirt from the fibers of a /o hibiscus tree,” a marmar shell
necklace, and an utpaj flower wreath for his head. When Jebro was ready Loktafitir told
him, “You won the race because you were humble and obedient and willing to put your

own desires aside to help and honor me. You have truly earned the title of iroojlaplap

? In skirts were also made from the fibers of the local kono tree (Cordia subcordata or sea trumpet). Some
stories indicate that Jebro’s skirt was made from the local atat vine (Triumfetta procumbens; English
equivalent unknown). NBTRMI, The Marshall Islands: Living Atolls Amidst the Living Sea, 145, 151.
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101 ktafidir then told Jebro to remain

and for this I give you the chiefly name Jeleilof.
inside a small house they had constructed nearby until his brothers arrived. As always,
Jebro did as his mother instructed.

When Tumur got to Jeh several days later, there were no footprints on the island’s
lagoon side beaches and his canoe was nowhere to be found; indeed, he saw no evidence
that any of his brothers had made it to the island before him. With this, Timur grew
ecstatic for he was sure he had won the race and hence the iroojlaplap title. When his
other brothers arrived a short time later, Tumur stood proudly upon the outrigger of his
canoe and declared: “I alone am chief, for no one [else] has reached the island. For there
are no footprints of people, just white sand crabs.”"!

Just then, Loktafitr and Jebrg appeared on the lagoon shore. On seeing Jebro in
his chiefly in skirt and other adornments, Timur and the brothers knew immediately that
Jebro had won the race and been named iroojlaplap by their mother. Deeply ashamed,
Tamur turned his back to Jebrg and, facing south, shouted in the language of that time:
“Reje Tumur im leto, fionati. Mdajlep buii. ... Load up. Tiimur takes it to the west, a big
wind. Majlep has come down.” And with this, the wind picked up suddenly and the
waves began to swell and pound the island like a typhoon. Concerned for his people,
Jebro responded (also using many old words): “Jebro ededle rear. Ekomanman aejet.
Eeokwe armej. ... Jebro has come to the east. He calms the ocean. He loves the people.”"?
And with that, the wind subsided and the seas calmed and the island was peaceful and
safe again.

All the while, Timur was growing more and more angry and jealous. And so he
announced to his brothers that any among them who loved and respected him should
remain with him, while those who loved and respected Jebro should go with Jebro. On

hearing this, Majlep, Lobdl, and Jape decided to remain loyal to their oldest brother

Tamur. Meanwhile, Jeljelimkouj, L.okafiebar, and Laatbwiinbar chose to go with Jebro

1% Tobin notes that Jebro is called Jeleiloii in Ratak, however many stories (and the MOD) indicate that
Jebro’s mother bestowed the name on him when he became chief. Other names for Jebro include Jetakdik
and Dapeej (his name as an old man). Significantly, Jebro and Jeleilii are also the Marshallese names for
the constellation Pleiades. Tobin, Stories from the Marshall Islands, 58; Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
1; Jam, “About a Woman Named Loktafidr,” 57.

Ibid.
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while Lomejdikdik, Jitata, and Lak—who loved both their brothers and did not know
how or whom to choose—remained in the middle and did not go with either one. All the
other people on the island, meanwhile, recognized Jebro as the rightful chief, for he alone
had all the qualities of a true irooj: he was the son of Loktafitir, who is said by some to
have been the most powerful /erooj female chief in all of Ralik and Ratak; he
demonstrated considerable jouj kindness and pokake obedience to his mother even when
doing so did not appear to benefit him; he had supernatural abilities that he exercised to
calm the winds and the seas; and he confronted and stood up to his oldest brother in an
effort to protect the people. For this, the ri-aeloni-kein welcomed and accepted Jebro as
their leader even though he was the youngest of all of Loktaiir’s sons. Indeed, without
this final component—the support of the kajoor commoners—Jebrg’s leadership would
not have been possible at all."?

Many years later when it was time for Jebro and his brothers to leave the island
world, they joined their mother Loktafdir in her home in the sky. Once there, they
positioned themselves just as they had lived on earth after their loyalties were divided by
the race to Jeh. This meant that Tamur kept his back to Jebro not to look at him again; it
also meant that Jebrg and Tiimur were never close to each other in the sky (in fact, they
would never be in the visible sky together at the same time). Three of the brothers
Majlep, Lobol, and Jape continued to stay close to Tumur; Jeljelimkouj, L.okafiebar, and
Laatbwiinbar remained with Jebrg; and Lomejdikdik, Jitata, and Lak stayed between the
others. Loktafitir, meanwhile, chose to stay close to her son the iroojlaplap, just as he had

been loyal to her throughout their time in the islands.

" Julianne Walsh sites four qualities of the ideal irooj: jouj kindness, which carries with it assumptions
about generosity and providing for the needs of others; specialized knowledge and spiritual access that
allow irooj to act as intermediaries between people and the gods; bloodlines that indicate particular
positions within particular genealogies (e.g., bwij families and jowi clans) and rights to land parcels,
islands, and atolls; the ability to lead; and the support of kajoor commoners. Although the title of
iroojlaplap would traditionally go to the oldest son of the highest ranking lerooj female chief (and then
pass to her sons in order from the oldest son to the youngest), Loktaiiiir decides in the story that only her
youngest son possesses all these qualities and thereby has what it takes to be iroojlaplap paramount chief.
Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 116-127.
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And so it remains today: whenever Tamur'® is present in the eastern sky, Jebro is
nowhere to be found. Tumur’s presence brings with it strong easterly winds, hazy rainless
skies, and seas too rough for sailing or fishing. While there, Timur gradually makes his
way across the sky to the west and it is not until he finally disappears that Jebro rises in
the east. When Jebro'” finally appears, he brings nourishing rain and windless skies,
much as he did that fateful day on Jeh when he became iroojlaplap and his oldest brother
Ttamur turned away, never to face Jebro again. With Jebro present in the sky above, the
sea grows calm, conditions are again good for fishing and sailing, and ma breadfruit and
bob pandanus are abundant. These are times of peace and plenty.

Soon after Jebro and his brothers first joined Loktafiiir in the sky, the people of
Ralik and Ratak began to hold festivals'® to celebrate Jebro’s rising, for they knew that
when he appeared in the eastern sky he would calm Tiimur’s rage and bring with him
abundance and good times. In anticipation of Jebrg’s arrival, the people watched the
morning sky closely; they learned to know that Jebro is on his way up when there are two
stars called Juron-Jebro'” just above the cloud line. Once Jebro appears, his mother
Loktafiar '® and his two daughters'” can always be found nearby. Together, they are the
points of Loktaniir’s sail, which continues to help her son make his important journey,
but now from east to west in regular intervals across the vastness of the sky. These and

many other stars have guided hundreds if not thousands of 7i-meto navigators through

' Tamur is also the Marshallese name for the star called Antares in English. Antares is the brightest star in
the constellation Scorpius. Wa en an Tumur (literally Tamur’s Canoe) is the Marshallese name for the Big
Dipper, which is part of the constellation Ursa Major. Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 64; Matauto,
“The Story of Loktafiiir,” 62.

"% Jebro is also the Marshallese name for the star cluster called Pleiades or Seven Sisters in English, which
is part of the constellation Taurus. Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 65.

'® These celebrations are known as mama or gatherings “of people to celebrate the onset of breadfruit
season in summer by making offerings to Jebro, [who is also] the god of breadfruit.” Bender and Trussel,
“MOD.” Also see Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 242-245.

' In his English translation of Labedbedin’s “Loktanur,” Gerald Knight calls these two stars “Posts of
Jebro” but gives no Marshallese equivalent (the entire text is presented in translated English). I have
therefore used the names of another set of stars, Juron-Limanman or Posts of Polaris made up of two pairs
of stars that point to Polaris (the North Star), to infer that the Marshallese name for Posts of Jebro is Juron-
Jebro (with juron meaning “posts of””). Labedbedin, “Loktanur,” 6.

' Loktanir is also the Marshallese name for the star or star system Capella in the constellation Auriga.
Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 65.

' Ledik-ran-najin-Jebro meaning Jebro’s daughters is also the Marshallese name for two stars, possibly in
the Taurus constellation. These two are said to be running away from Loojlaplap, the star called Aldebaran
in English. Aldebaran is also in the Taurus constellation. Ibid.; Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
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countless voyages across their sea of islands over hundreds of years. They have also
reminded ri-aelori-kein of Jebrg’s loyalty and good deeds and of Loktafiiir’s power to
change the line of chiefly succession and the distribution of land both as a reward for
meritorious actions and to meet the needs of the larger society. In this case, Loktafir did
both: she rewarded Jebrg’s allegiance and served her people by deposing her older sons

who proved they did not have the qualities of a true irooj.

Structure and Agency in Ri-aeloni-kein Approaches to Land Tenure

The story of Loktafitir and her sons has been an important navigational tool and
mnemonic device for countless ri-aeloni-kein seafarers and others over the centuries. It
has also served to impart to successive generations of listeners crucial ri-aelori-kein
cultural values through the archetypal character Jebro who, despite his position as
Loktafiiir’s youngest son, represents an ideal leader and iroo/”” and embodies many of the
core values of ri-aelori-kein culture and epistemology. Among these are the centrality of
the hwij matriline in determining social rank and chiefly succession, the importance of
kautiej jined or honoring and respecting mothers, loyalty and allegiance to irooj and
lineage heads, jouj kindness, and the ability and willingness to kojparok care for people
and ajej share food, to name just a few.*' These and other values are key themes in the
Loktaniir/Jebro narrative and play a central role in Jebrg attaining the rank of iroojlaplap
after transporting his mother in his canoe across the Aelofilaplap lagoon.

As I explained in depth in Chapter 3 and as the story of Loktafitir and her sons
demonstrates, genealogy is the most important factor in determining chiefly succession in
ri-aelon-kein culture and society, with chiefly status being reserved for those who belong
to one of several bwij in irooj and the iroojlaplap title being further reserved for the
oldest living member of the oldest generation of the bwij eriitto or senior bwij within a
given domain. This rubric is such an important feature of ri-aelo7i-kein culture and
epistemology, in fact, that it has traditionally been common (albeit sometimes implicit)

knowledge among ri-aelori-kein—and certainly among irooj all across Ralik and Ratak.

% Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 116.
2! McArthur, “The Social Life of Narrative,” 111-143.
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Indeed, just as Jebro knows at the beginning of the story that his position as the youngest
of Loktafiiir’s eleven sons has left him with virtually no chance of becoming iroojlaplap
(the likelihood is so small, in fact, that Jebro assumes he has no chance at all), most irooj
grow up with a keen understanding of the status of their hwij, the position of their sub-
bwij within the larger bwij, and their own individual position relative to their brothers and
sisters, as well as the corresponding likelihood that they will ascend to the position of
iroojlaplap in their lifetime.

What is interesting about the Loktafitir/Jebro narrative is the idea that, despite
rules for chiefly succession that favor older children over younger children, Jebro
surpasses his older brothers and assumes the iroojlaplap title despite his position as the
youngest of Loktafitir’s sons. Jebro does this unwittingly through a display of qualities his
lerooj mother deems crucial to the success of any iroojlaplap within the social, political,
and geographic context of Ralik and Ratak and necessary for the welfare and security of
ri-aelori-kein society in general. Among the virtues Jebro displays are kindness,
selflessness, generosity, reciprocity, honoring mothers, respecting lineage heads, and
many others, all of which are essential ri-aelori-kein values. In this way, the
Loktaniir/Jebrg narrative serves to not only convey these values to ri-aelon-kein
audiences, but also to remind irooj and others that, while crucial, genealogy and birth
order alone do not determine chiefly succession or inheritance; indeed, true irooj must
also embody and perpetuate ri-aelori-kein culture in their everyday lives and as they
pursue positions of leadership and authority within the larger society.

Another interesting component of the Loktafiiir/Jebro narrative is the idea that
Loktaiitir does not blindly follow the rules of chiefly succession by mechanically
allowing her eldest son Tamur to assume the position of iroojlaplap. Instead, she creates
a situation in which all her sons must prove themselves worthy of the title by racing their
canoes across the Aeldiilaplap lagoon. Much to her sons’ surprise, however, the real test
is not the canoe race itself but rather their response to their mother’s request to transport
her across the lagoon during the race with her heavy load in tow. With the older boys so
focused on the race and on winning the iroojlaplap title by getting across the lagoon
before all their brothers, only Loktafiiir’s youngest son Jebro is willing to take this
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chance. Loktafiir quickly rewards Jebrg’s selflessness and service with a wojla sail for
his canoe and knowledge of how to use it to his advantage. In the end, she also rewards
him with the iroojlaplap title, which he earns not by being the fastest but by setting aside
his own aspirations in order to be of service to another person who, importantly, also
happens to be a lerooj female chief, a lineage head, and his own mother.

Significantly, the narrative culminates with Loktafitr purposefully defying the
typically age based matrilineal succession of titles by giving her youngest son Jebro the
opportunity to become iroojlaplap. With this in mind, I suggest that the Loktafitir/Jebro
story plays an important epistemological role in authorizing lineage heads—iroojlaplap
and alap alike—to exercise agency and flexibility in their decisions about the succession
of titles and, in turn, land use and land tenure.*

Equally important to the story’s finale is the fact that, while bold, Loktafitir’s
decision is neither arbitrary nor incommensurate with ri-aelori-kein core values. Instead,
it is based on her careful observations of and first hand experiences with her sons’
personalities and choices as well as her own knowledge of the leadership and other needs
of the community and larger society. In the end, this knowledge and experience
contribute to Loktafitir’s conclusion that only Jebro has what it takes to be a true leader of
the people and that the qualities and characteristics he displays offset the general 7i-
aeloni-kein principle of birth order. The story thus demonstrates that, while permissible
and sometimes necessary under certain circumstances, modifications to ri-aelon-kein
cultural practices—and in particular to the succession and inheritance of titles and land—
should nevertheless adhere to fundamental ri-aelo7i-kein values and remain
epistemologically recognizable within a ri-aelori-kein cultural framework.

In this way, the Loktafitir/Jebro narrative communicates two important and
interconnected messages about ri-aelon-kein culture and epistemology that, while

seemingly contradictory, actually promote and even encourage a balance between the

22 Although the succession of chiefly titles is the primary focus of the story of Jebro and Loktafidr, I suggest
that because chiefly titles are so closely linked to land tenure and inheritance, the story also contains an
important although perhaps implicit message about the possibility of chiefly discretion in decisions about
land tenure and succession. Since I have been unable to locate an equally important or popular story that
delivers a comparable message about land tenure specifically, I have chosen to use this story to demonstrate
chiefs’ overall authority to actively adjust cultural principals in practice.
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structure of ri-aeloni-kein culture and the agency of individual ri-aeloni-kein. Indeed, even
as it advises that ri-aelofi-kein culture and values are among the most essential features of
ri-aelomi-kein society and should therefore be closely adhered to—so essential, in fact,
that Loktafitir’s older sons’ blatant disregard for these values costs them the iroojlaplap
title—the story also implies that ri-aelori-kein agents have the power to actively adjust
important customs in order to meet particular needs and in response to real situations and
circumstances. While the structure of ri-aelori-kein culture is strong, the story suggests, it
also allows room for flexible applications and interpretations by key members of the
various bwij matrilineages and for ri-aelori-kein of all ranks and statuses to potentially
use active service to improve their lots in land and geography.

In this way, the story of Loktafiiir and her sons lends epistemological and even
divine credence to the important ri-aeloni-kein principle of mejed kapilok koj, which
literally means “our eyes advise us” and authorizes lineages heads to use their discretion
as necessary and appropriate to alter or “tweak the rules of succession” based on real
circumstances and personalities and the express or “perceived needs of the group” or
larger society at any given time.” At the same time, it shows lesser and non-ranking
members of ri-aelori-kein society that it is possible to overcome what appear to be fixed
social positions and lots in life. Indeed, the story reveals, while ri-aelo7i-kein culture and
epistemology do hold fairly strict rules and patterns for the succession of ranks and titles,
the application of matrilineal and age based succession and inheritance are not always as
straightforward as the overview in Chapter 3 might imply.

Given the close relationship between socio-cultural status and land in ri-aelori-
kein society, I propose that the Loktafitir/Jebrg narrative and the mejed kapilok koj
principle also authorize iroojlaplap and alap to exercise discretion in their decisions
about land use and land tenure and to stray from the general rule of matrilineal
inheritance through the bwij as necessary and appropriate. As a result, while “the
majority of [Ralik and Ratak] land holdings ... belong to the category of ancestral land

2

holdings of the maternal lineage,””* various other categories and methods of assigning

2 K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 12.
2 Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 26.
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and acquiring land have developed and been in common practice over the centuries. In
many cases, these alternative categories and customs—many of which were practiced
more regularly through the mid-nineteenth century than they are today*—have not been
based in genealogy but have instead represented responses to special circumstances and,
more often, to people’s active service or loyalty to an iroojlaplap or alap.*®

In the process, these exceptions have provided irooj and kajoor with opportunities
to earn and acquire land and titles in a system that otherwise observes strict matrilineal
inheritance and succession. They have also made it possible for lineage heads to reward
the activities and accomplishments of irooj and kajoor and, ideally, to actively modify
the distribution of land to meet communal needs at any given time much as Loktafir did
when she rewarded Jebrg with the iroojlaplap title so many years ago. Neither the mejed
kapilok koj philosophy nor the Loktaniir/Jebrg narrative that grants it cultural authority
seems to suggest that the flexible application of land or title succession should lend itself
to haphazard judgments on the part of iroojlaplap and other lineage heads. Instead,
Loktaiitr serves as a model of the importance of exercising caution and deliberation in
important decisions concerning land, power, culture, and other matters. In this way, even
as the story lends agency to individual ri-aeloi-kein, it also insists that iroojlaplap and
alap hold the needs and interests of the larger group as their first priority in decisions
about the redistribution of land and titles and holds Loktaiitir as an ideal type in this
regard.

As I demonstrate in the following pages, this authority on the part of iroojlaplap
and alap to set aside particular land parcels and even islands for use as rewards and as
reserves for special situations and emergencies—which was much more fluid on the
arrival of Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum to Epoon than it would be once fixed in place
by the German colonial administration through the registration of land titles, the cessation
of warfare, and other means®’—was highly significant in the mid- to late nineteenth

century as ri-palle traders sought land for coconut plantations and as lineage heads

25 110
Ibid., 27.

26 Ibid., 26-27; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 64-66; A. Kabua, “Customary Titles

and Inherent Rights,” 8-11; K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloni Kein,” 12-13.

*" Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 123.
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pursued alliances that had the potential to bolster their cultural, political, and economic
capital and improve the lives of their constituents. I suggest, in turn, that the encounters
and exchanges that resulted were made possible not because ri-aeloni-kein adopted ri-
palle understandings of or approaches to landownership outright as might be inferred
from the various land deeds signed during that period,*® but rather because they actively
incorporated the traders into their own interpretations and applications of mejed kapilok
koj. In the process, many lineage heads looked at least in part to culturally sanctioned and
epistemologically appropriate categories and practices of land allocation such as imon
aje, l’caat—e,lap,29 10ii6,>° and aneen aje31 to help validate their sales and leases of land to
ri-palle as they searched for economic opportunities and physical and environmental
security for the themselves and their irooj and kajoor constituents.

With this in mind, I propose that the sale of Likiep Atoll in 1877 was not a
decision Iroojlaplap Jortoka of northern Ratak approached or made lightly or easily.
Instead, it involved a host of considerations including the heretofore dominance of the
atolls and irooj of southern Ralik in the copra industry, the region’s recent history of
devastating typhoons and tidal waves and the condition of the land itself, the marriage of
Anton deBrum to one of the chief’s close relatives, and a variety of other factors specific
to the historical context in which the sale took place. In the end, I suggest, the decision to
sell Likiep was made possible by Jortoka’s culturally sanctioned authority to work within
the structure of ri-aeloni-kein culture and epistemology to override matrilineal inheritance
as necessary by uprooting and removing people from the land and enacting a kaat-elap or
“replanting” of sorts with new bwij matrilineages he thought had the capacity and

resources to make the atoll—and, he hoped, the rest of his domain in Ratak Eaii*>—more

¥ “Iroojlaplap Jortoka Statement on Transfer of Likiep Atoll to José deBrum.”

%% Spelling as in Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”

30 Spelling as in Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 42.

3! Spelling adapted from A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10.

*% Spennemann identities four regions of Ralik and Ratak: Eafi in Meto (“northern sea™), which is made up
of the northern atolls of Ralik from Pikinni in the north to the northern half of Aelbiilaplap in the south;
Rak in Meto (“southern sea”), made up of the southern atolls of Ralik from the southern half of
Acloiilaplap in the north to Epoon in the south; Ratak Eaii (“northern Ratak’), made up of the northern
atolls of Ratak from Pikaar in the north to Aur in the south; and Ratak Rak (“southern Ratak™), made up of
the atolls of southern Ratak from Majro and Arno in the north to Nadikdik in the south. Spennemann,
“Traditional and Nineteenth Century Communication Patterns,” 37.
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productive, profitable, and prosperous. In the case of Likiep and Jortoka’s other holdings,
the potential benefits of these plantings seemed to only be strengthened by the fact that
the ri-palle purchasing the land had been adopted so to speak into the bwij of his wife and
child, who were also related to Jortoka. Jortoka likely hoped that his kaat-elap on Likiep
would have the benefit of bringing with it not only invaluable ri-palle resources and
alliances, but also important ri-aelori-kein genealogical connections that would allow
Likiep Atoll to remain fundamentally and integrally part of northern Ratak.

While the various outcomes of the sale of Likiep Atoll make Iroojlaplap Jortoka’s
decision to sell seem in many respects indiscriminate at best—with people being
displaced and others losing their traditional rights and claims to the land—I suggest that
the decision was based on the chief’s cautious and careful consideration of how
replanting Likiep with people and coconuts could benefit his bwij and the other bwij
within his domain. In the process, Jortoka became one of many Ralik and Ratak chiefs
who, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century and continuing into the present, have made
astute and conscientious decisions about which land parcels, islands, and atolls to offer
for sale or lease to various ri-palle and other outsiders and on what terms. Unfortunately
for some, the outcomes of these well advised decisions have involved displacements and
dispossessions that have not always been as beneficial or advantageous to the larger
community as the iroojlaplap of atolls such as Likiep, Pikinni,” and Kuwajleen** might

have originally assumed or hoped.

Alternative Tenure: Imon Aje, In Ninnin, and Bwilok

Over the centuries, iroojlaplap and alap have employed a variety of tactics and
approaches to adapt and adjust the allocation of land and land rights within their domains
in response to the actions and circumstances of individuals and, at times, entire bwij.
Individual irooj and kajoor, meanwhile, have found ways to navigate and negotiate the

practical flexibility of ri-aelo7i-kein land tenure and inheritance through active service to

33 For more on the Pikinni displacement see Kiste, Kili Island and Barker, Bravo for the Marshallese.
** For more on Kuwajleen displacements see Johnson, Collision Course at Kwajalein; Hanlon, “Dumping
on Ebeye”; Barclay, Melal; Dvorak, “Seeds from Afar, Flowers from the Reef.”
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their iroojlaplap or alap and at times through the calculated neglect of land and
traditional responsibilities.

In the sections and chapters that follow, I suggest that, while written
proclamations and deeds of sale concerning the sale of Likiep Atoll indicate that ri-palle
perspectives on and approaches to land and landownership dominated the negotiations
leading up to the sale and even the sale itself,” ri-aelii-kein epistemology and
iroojlaplap and alap uses of specific methods to diverge from the general rules of
matrilineality likely also played an essential role. What’s more, approximately fifty years
after the sale, the ri-aelori-kein tradition of opposition to outsiders (see Chapter 2) and
kajoor resistance to irooj in the form of counternarratives and other tactics also played an
important part in ri-jerbal resistance against Likiep owners, although by that time ri-
Jjerbal goals were more about reinstating and retaining traditional rights and the fair
distribution of copra proceeds than about finding alternate leadership or islands of
residence.’

Historically, iroojlaplap departures from the general rules of matrilineal
succession took on various forms, which included but were not limited to: imon aje or
bwidej in aje land rewards for extraordinary service to an iroojlaplap or to the larger
community; reassignments of land and residence in response to natural disasters such as
typhoons and tidal waves; bwilok “breaks” in matrilineal succession as punishments for
serious offenses; and even warfare between rival irooj that sometimes resulted in land
grabs, reassignments, or concessions.’’ And while a/ap could also circumvent the general
rules of succession under certain circumstances including the disappearance or

“extinction” of a bwij matriline known as bwij elot,”® these divergences generally

3> “Iroojlaplap Jortoka Statement on Transfer of Likiep Atoll to José deBrum”; “Iroojlaplap Jortoka to the
People of Likiep”; “José (Anton) deBrum Statement on Transfer of Title to Likiep Atoll to A. Capelle &
Co.”; “Agreement between Likiep ‘Natives’ and ‘Owners’ (1880)”; “Contract of Tenancy, Likiep Atoll.”
3% «Last Will and Testament of José Anton deBrum”; “Power of Attorney: Adolf Capelle Heirs”; “Japanese
Arbitration: Likiep Owners and Ri-jerbal”; “Jaluit Jijojo to the People of Likiep”; “Agreement between
Likiep Atoll Owners and Ri-jerbal (1947)”; “Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands Resolution: Likiep Atoll
(Draft).”

37 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 32; Dunlap, “Marshall Property Law,” 504; K.
Stege, “An Kora Aeloni Kein,” 14.

*¥ Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 72-74; K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloii Kein,” 14.
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required the consent and approval of the iroojlaplap.’® Indeed, as with most other
important matters and decisions in ri-aelori-kein society, iroojlaplap had ultimate
authority and “the greatest leeway” when it came to the distribution of land rights and
titles,* although it was nevertheless “considered an abuse of Irooj power to sell or give
away land independent of the other landholders.”*!

Before the institution of the German imperial administration of Ralik and Ratak in
the late nineteenth century, land gifts known as imon aje were among the most common
departures from the general rule of matrilineal succession in ri-aelo7i-kein society.

Traditionally granted by an iroojlaplap or alap to an irooj or kajoor as a reward for

loyalty or excellent service, an imon aje gift has generally been defined as:

land given to a person who performs personal services for the chief, such as
nursing, bringing food, running other errands, making medicine, and the like. The
chief may give food, mats, coconut sennet [sic] and rope, etc., instead of land.
These are known as mweien kalotlot (goods for nursing) or mweien tiriamo
(goods of sorrow) and are given by the chief only, to anyone, irrespective of his
position [sic]. The chief may give land to a commoner, either alab or worker; no
one else may do so."
Depending on what kind of gift the imon aje represented and other factors including the
discretion of the iroojlaplap, property rights for the land in question could go either to the
recipient’s bwij matrilineage or to his or her children, although it was customary for the
rights to eventually become the heritage of a bwij, “whether immediately if assigned to
the awardee’s matrilineage or in the succeeding generations of the awardee’s female
descendants.”™® As a result, iméon aje gifts were generally considered to belong not to
individual awardees but rather to their bwij** and were therefore not altogether different

from typical /amoran heritage lands. Thus, while imon aje gifts were awarded to

individuals based on singular deeds or acts of service, they were much more than awards

** A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10; Dunlap, “Marshall Property Law,” 503;
Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 75.
K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloni Kein,” 14.
*! Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 173.
42 Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 30.
BK. Stege, “An Kora Aeloni Kein,” 14.
* Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 35.
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to those individuals alone; indeed, they also represented redistributions or reassignments
of land by an iroojlaplap from one bwij to another. In this way, imon aje also functioned
as a means for bwij to use the skills or talents of individual members to actively acquire
land outside the directives of the traditional pattern of matrilineal inheritance, with
recipients acting more as representatives of their bwij and catalysts for shifts in tenure
than distinct awardees or owners of the awarded land.

Traditionally, several types of imon aje were available to different ri-aelori-kein
constituents for various exploits or accomplishments. While these and other awards were
fairly common before the mid-nineteenth century, many went out of practice with the
cessation of warfare by the German imperial administration, the decline of long distance
outrigger canoe voyaging and the advent of European style shipbuilding and navigation
in the islands, and the transformation of other customs and their associated titles and
positions with the expansion of the copra industry and German imperialism across Ralik
and Ratak, together with the fixing in place of land holdings that occurred as a result.*” In
fact, many of these awards remain so rare that they are scarcely remembered by ri-aelori-
kein today.*®

Included among the various types of imon aje available to ri-aelorni-kein through
the mid- to late nineteenth century were two awards that went exclusively to male ri-
Ratak who served as ri-jutak-loto and ri-jutak-lomalal’” bodyguards and personal

attendants for Ratak irooj and their wives.

In the old days, in Radak, two men remained with the wife of the chief at all times
in the capacity of watchmen or body guards [sic]. One remained outside at all
times—escorted the chief’s wife, brought food to her, or guarded the chief in
times of danger. These functionaries were called [7i] jutak lomalal (“man who
stands by the chief’s room”). These men received imon aje [sic] land for their
services. They were related to the chief on the paternal side; they were last in
succession and hence least likely to try to kill the chief to gain his position and
therefore the most trustworthy. ... The person who acts as personal attendant for

* Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 123.
* Pollock, “Landholding on Namu Atoll,” 108.
*"New spellings not available; spellings adapted from Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 30-31.
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the chief[, meanwhile,] is known as the [ri] jutak loto ... [and land] was always
given for these services.’

The two most distinguished imon aje gifts given out by iroojlaplap, meanwhile, were
morijinkot (Ralik)* or made (Ratak)™ and kwéodaelem.” Like the ri-jutak-loto and ri-
Jjutak-lomalal awards, these also went exclusively to men,> with the former being
awarded in recognition for a man’s valor and bravery in warfare™ and the latter going to
a man in “recognition of [his] perseverance in bailing the flagship outrigger canoe of the
[iroojlaplap).”™

While many such awards went expressly to men in appreciation for their deeds
and services, others went to both men and women, while others went to women
exclusively. Among those that went to men and women were monkolotlot, or awards of
land granted to ri-aelon-kein who gave themselves over to the care of a dying lineage
head”—iroojlaplap or alap—and menuwora or tolemour,® which went to ri-wiino
traditional healers who provided exceptional medicinal services and witno medicine to an
iroojlaplap or alap.”” A waienbwe or jowaienbwe,”® meanwhile, was a special award

given by an irooj to a ri-bubu soothsayer (with bwe meaning “the result of a divination™)

who was also a member of the chief’s Nitij ela-Kewa-Jela* court of advisors, which

* Tbid.

* New spelling not available; spelling as in Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 34. Also
see Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 66.

3 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 34; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno
Marshallese,” 66.

! Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 39-40; A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,”
9; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 66.

>* According to Tobin, ri-jutak-loto and ri-jutak-lomalal were “institutionalized in Radak only and were the
hereditary prerogatives of certain lineages.” Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 31-32.

>3 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 34-38.

** A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 9; Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall
Islands,” 39-40.

3 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 9; Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall
Islands,” 32-33.

*® New spelling not available; spelling as in A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 9.

" Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 32-33.

¥ Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 38-39; A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent
Rights,” 9; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 66.

> Reigning iroojlaplap customarily had groups of ranking and knowledgeable associates, many of whom
were bwidak (those born of a kajoor mother and an irooj father), who advised them on matters of
governance and other issues that affected the common good. These groups were called Nitijela-Kewa-Jela,
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served to advise the chief on various matters including “the appropriate time for going to

89 While ri-bubu were often

war, building a new house, going fishing, sailing, etc.
rewarded with “food, mats and other goods” for successful prophecies and advice, they
only received waienbwe land as a reward for successful prophecies concerning war and
warfare, and this just once in their lifetime for all prophecies “past, present, and future.”®'
Awards that went exclusively to women included /imen ninnin (literally “drink

from the breast™),”

which were awarded to kajoor women who nursed (i.e., breastfed) an
irooj baby, and imoén ato or imon tutu,®® which represented a reward “for nursing and
tutoring an [irooj] child” and for performing other services for a chief including
traditional kapitpit massage with coconut oil, a highly coveted and lucrative position that
gave the nurse-tutor and her bwij access not only to land but also to food and other
resources.

Traditionally, alap lineage heads from the various bwij in kajoor were also able to
diverge from the matrilineal system of succession and inheritance under a variety of
circumstances.®* Perhaps the most common among these was the passage of land rights in
ninnin, which literally means “to nurse from the breast,”® by an a/ap to his children
through the male botoktok paternal bloodline, which, as I showed in Chapter 3, does not
generally occur in a matrilineal system of succession. Traditionally, this kind of departure
most often occurred when an alap was the only adult member of his or her bwij

matrilineage with no one remaining to inherit the land. In these cases, the a/ap could pass

the land to his children through the paternal line; not unlike morijinkot and other imon aje

which has been translated literally as “Pit-of-Knowledge-Deserves-Knowledgeable” and which I interpret
to mean something like “the council equals knowledge.” Along with ri-bubu, members of the Nitijela-
Kewa-Jela were likely rewarded for their service and loyalty with land and other resources. Spelling of
Nitijela-Kewa-Jela adapted from A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 25.
5 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 38.
* Ibid.
62 Bender and Trussel, “MOD.”
6 Although A. Kabua describes a monato (i.e., imén ato) as “a land award given for nursing and tutoring an
iroij child, and a female award only,” Tobin says an imon ato or imén tutu can go to “either a man or a
woman and his or her lineage.” A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 9; Tobin, “Part I: Land
Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 33.
%4 Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 76.
K. Stege, “An Kora Aeloni Kein,” 14.
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gifts described above, however, it was customary for this land to also return to a “bwij
matrilineal line of succession after one generation.”®

Alap controlled other types of alternate land transactions as well, many of which
closely resembled those arranged by iroojlaplap and some of which were distinct. The
primary difference was that, whereas iroojlaplap had the authority to rearrange and
redistribute irooj and kajoor holdings, alap could only manipulate kajoor rights and
holdings and generally needed the permission of the iroojlaplap and the bwij to do s0.°’
Alap could use imon aje, for example, to bypass matrilineal succession and assign alap
rights to people who had served them or remained loyal. More specifically, they could
use monkolotlot awards to pass alap rights on to those who had nursed them in times of
sickness. Under certain circumstances, alap also had the authority to designate a/ap rights
to an adopted child (kokkaajiriri), to a spouse (kitri), or to anyone else they for whom
they had a great deal of affection and who would be likely to remember the a/ap fondly
while caring for the land in question (joldt or remembrance).®® In most cases, both
iroojlaplap and alap required the consent of all other landholders—irooj and kajoor
alike—for any of these modifications to occur.”’

In situations that made it such that an a/ap could no longer take care of the land
and either lacked a sufficient number of kajoor to help or faced kajoor who were for one
reason or another reluctant or unwilling to do so, the alap could revoke alap and kajoor
rights and reassign them to the iroojlaplap or to an irooj-iddik or bwidak lesser chief.
This kind of revocation was called a kamatmat,” which means something like “land to
fully return” or land fully lost.”' Iroojlaplap could also take this kind of dramatic action,
with “negligence of land and customary responsibilities” being penalized with a bwilok
(literally “break” or “fracture™) divestiture of land rights and privileges.”* In these and

other punishable cases, an iroojlaplap or alap could remove people from the land,

66 11
Ibid.

%7 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10.

%8 Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 76.

% Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 173.

" New spelling not available; spelling as in Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among Arno Marshallese,” 76.

71 1
Ibid.

™ A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 14-16; K. Stege, “4n Kora Aelii Kein,” 14.
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renounce any responsibility for their future well being or needs for land, and reassign the
land and any associated rights to a new group related or not. ”*

When a bwilpk occurred, “another chief, hearing of the expulsion, might invite the
dispossessed persons to his domain and settle them on his land, thus gaining more
manpower [sic] for warfare and [the] exploitation of the natural resources of his

»™ With this in mind and considering that kajoor were probably sometimes

holdings.
dissatisfied with their lots of land and with their irooj associates, it is quite possible that
such refusals to work represented a form of protest on the part of kajoor who wanted to
relocate or realign themselves with an iroojlaplap they regarded as more resourceful or
better able to take care of their needs. As I demonstrate in subsequent chapters, the
iroojlaplap, alap, kajoor, and ri-jerbal of Likiep may have used similar tactics in the
mid- to late nineteenth century and again in the early to mid-twentieth century to first

facilitate and even validate the sale of the atoll and to later demand that traditional kajoor

rights be honored in spite of the sale.

“Planting” Islands with People: Kaat-elap, Loiio, and Aneen Aje

In addition to the more specified imon aje, in ninnin, and bwilok categories
described thus farm which, with the exception of in ninnin, mostly recompensed or
punished individuals and, in turn, their bwij, for explicit accomplishments or failures in
relation to the land or a particular irooj, iroojlaplap also had the authority to grant
overgrown and uninhabited lands to those who agreed to improve them or, in some cases,
to remove people from their land simply to meet the needs of another group. Imon aje
allotments that fell into these categories included kaat—e]ap,75 loiio,’® and aneen aje,77 as

well as bwidej in aje gifts used for the relocation and resettlement of one or more bwij

7 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 40-41; Yanaihara, Pacific Islands under Japanese
Mandate, 171-172.

™ Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 41.

3 Ibid., 40-41; A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10; Rynkiewich, “Land Tenure among
Arno Marshallese,” 66.

" Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 42-43.

7 A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10.
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after a natural disaster.”® Whereas at least one of these categories included provisions for
assigning land to those who agreed to clear and develop it, another authorized chiefs to
allocate land to outsiders and yet another gave chiefs the authority to remove people from
the land if they were not maintaining or developing it according to the chief’s
expectations.

With this in mind and considering the broad flexibility accorded to iroojlaplap
and a/ap in their decisions about the succession of land and titles by the mejed kapilok koj
principle more generally, I suggest that these categories, together with the kamatmat
provision authorizing lineage heads and iroojlaplap in particular to remove people from
the land when it was not being maintained to their standards, may have also served to
sanction and even justify iroojlaplap and alap decisions to begin selling and leasing land
to ri-palle in the early to mid-1860s. The flexibility accorded by these categories, which
authorized chiefs to not only remove bwij from the land but also to allocate land to
outsiders, likely played an important epistemological role in facilitating and even
validating Iroojlaplap Jortoka’s decision to sell and remove people from Likiep Atoll in
1877,” as well as in inducing numerous alap to enter into a tenancy arrangement with the
atoll’s new owners two and a half years later.*’

Among these more general categories of land distribution, kaat-elap was the most
common and may have played an important role in ri-aelo7i-kein decisions to sell and
lease land during this period.®' Etymologically, the term “kaat-elap” is said to have
“derived from katleb (large planting),” and was often used to describe an irooj “planting”

82 While the expression was at times

people on land or “planting [an] island with people.
used to describe some of the more particular redistributions outlined above including
morjinkot rewards for bravery in battle or bwilpk expulsions, in practice kaat-elap did not
always involve rewards or punishments. Instead, kaat-elap gave chiefs the authority to

move “people off the land merely to provide land for others ([and] not to punish

"8 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 32.

7 “Iroojlaplap Jortoka Statement on Transfer of Likiep Atoll to José deBrum.”

80 «Agreement between Likiep ‘Natives’ and ‘Owners’ (1880)”; “Contract of Tenancy, Likiep Atoll.”
¥ New spelling not available; spelling as in A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10.

%2 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 40.
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transgressors)”’; in these cases, the chief would in turn “find land for the people whom he
had dispossessed.”™

When such a situation arose compelling an irooj to “plant” a wato or island with a
new group, it was common for the chief to strategically appropriate “land from a lineage
that had more land than [it] needed or used” rather than from one with little land or no
place else to go, thereby making it relatively easy for the chief to attain the consent of the
bwij and, in turn, to get the bwij moved and resettled.*® If circumstances were such that
an irooj had to uproot a bwij with no other holdings, in contrast, it was customary for the
irooj to give the bwij the option of either staying on the land and working for the
incoming alap or being moved to a new wadto of the chief’s choosing.® Either way, it was
important that everyone had land to meet their residential and subsistence needs and, with
the exception of situations involving severe punishment or retribution, it was ultimately
the chief’s duty and responsibility to make sure these needs were met on all sides.

It appears that one such modification took place following a devastating typhoon
and resulting flooding that destroyed much of Likiep Atoll’s land and food resources in
the 1840s and killed as many as 300 people.® In response, the reigning iroojlaplap®’
moved the few remaining survivors who were more than likely kajoor®® to Wojja,
Maloelap, Mile, and other atolls®” under his domain where he rearranged land rights to
make it possible for the surviving ri-Likiep to reside in those areas. With that, the irooj
used the powers vested in him combined with the ri-aelo7i-kein philosophy that no person
should go without land or a means of subsistence™ to redistribute land and people across

his domain. In the process, he not only ensured that those who had lost access to their

* Ibid., 41.

* Ibid.

* Ibid., 34-35.

% Mason, “Economic Organization,” 99; Spennemann, Typhoons in Micronesia, 102.

%7 The iroojlaplap of Likiep Atoll and much of Ratak in 1840 was probably Lamari or his direct successor,
although this is not altogether clear. Mason, “Economic Organization,” 90.

% In the mid-nineteenth century, the capital of northern Ratak shifted among Aur, Wojja, and Maloelap
atolls, which suggests that these were the most important atolls in that region as far as irooj were
concerned. It is therefore unlikely that there was a permanent irooj presence on Likiep; instead, the atoll
was probably inhabited by kajoor and received occasional visits from irooj who traveled around the islands
in their domain via canoe for a variety of reasons. Ibid., 91.

* Ibid., 99.

%0 Tobin, Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands, 2.
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land on Likiep were guaranteed a place to live, food to eat, and land to steward, but also
demonstrated that he was kind, generous, and compassionate, and thus retained the
backing and allegiance of kajoor so crucial to his tenure of the title of iroojlaplap.”!

To be sure, kaat-elap “plantings” were far less complicated when the land in
question was uninhabited either due to a natural disaster such as a typhoon or tidal wave
or because it had never before been used or settled. It has been said that one such planting
took place in 1835 on Epoon “where all ... the people had been killed by a typhoon,””
although it is not altogether clear exactly where on the atoll this particular “planting” took
place. Soon thereafter, the irooj Laukuk “brought people from other parts of southern
Ralik to replant the ravaged islands in Ebon [Epoon]. They settled there and claimed use
rights to the land as [kaat-elap],” a move that not only “relieved population pressure in
the islands to the north” but also restored Epoon, which had been the most fertile land in
all of Ralik, to its former level of productivity. With this action, Laukuk performed “his
duty to his people as chief of Erroja clan in caring for their needs in a time of
adversity.””® Given that a typhoon had destroyed parts of Epoon in early 1857, it is
possible that Rupe Wato (the land parcel given to American and Hawaiian missionaries
by Irooj Kaibiike’*) or Juroj Island (three-quarters of which Irooj Jeimata sold to Adolf
Capelle in 1863 or 1864) fell into this category, with irooj using the transfers to not only
forge alliances with ri-palle but also to tap into ri-palle resources to redevelop devastated
areas. It is surely no coincidence, for example, that, although the missionaries soon began
referring to their new home at Rupe Wato as “Ruby Point,” the ri-aelori-kein name Rupe
actually derives from the word rup which means “broken””; indeed, this designation
alone may offer some insight into why Kaibiike made the transfer to begin with.

Epoon was not alone in its ruin during this period; in fact, land parcels and entire

islands all across Ralik and Ratak were devastated by a series of typhoons and tidal

I Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 116-126.

%2 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 41.

% Mason, “Land Rights and Title Succession,” 17.

%" While some sources indicate that Kaibiike gave Rupe to the missionaries soon after their arrival in 1857,
others suggest that he gave it to them in 1859. This point requires further research. Spennemann, “Foreign
Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 7; Sam, “A New Dawn,” 27-28, 63.

%% Carl Heine in Walsh and Heine, Etto fian Raan Kein, 137.
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waves that swept through the area starting in about 1840 and continued well into the early
twentieth century. In fact, two such storms struck Likiep Atoll in the 1840s and again in
1854 with such force that much of its population was either killed outright or forced to
flee to other atolls in search of food and resources. By 1877, Likiep apparently remained
scarcely inhabited”® and so “overgrown with brush” that Jortdka proclaimed the atoll to
be of “no use” to him.”” With this in mind, it is quite possible that the chief regarded the
sale of Likiep as a sort of kaat-elap replanting with both people and coconuts, which
were by 1877 a highly valuable export commodity and a source of power and profits for
chiefs all across Ralik and Ratak.

Meanwhile, the kaat-elap may have also represented a kamatmat punishment of
those alap and ri-jerbal who were living on Likiep but had not been able to improve the
land or make it fertile enough to support a larger population more than twenty years after
the last major storm had struck the atoll. When islands were uninhabited not as the result
of a storm but rather because they had never before been cleared, cultivated, or settled,
kajoor were authorized to approach an iroojlaplap and request a type of imon aje land

gift known as /oiio in exchange for their labor. Unlike kaat-elap, loiio was:

land that had never been used before because of heavy underbrush. There were
many of these areas in the old days. There is not /oiio land today. If a commoner
wanted land, he asked the chief for permission to clear a parcel of /oiié land and
to gain rights to it. If the individual cleared the land by himself, he could leave it
to his designated heir.

If his lineage cleared the land, the lineage inherited the land. The chief might
do the clearing with his own workers and in this case he would keep the land as
his personal land.

However, if a kajoor received loiio land and did not clear it as promised, the chief could

confiscate the land and reassign it to another:

9 Mason, “Economic Organization,” 99.

°7 In an undated letter to the people of Likiep, Iroojlaplap Jortoka declares: “Na mokta ejelok tokjen ene ko
iba kin an ejelok weni kab ekanuij marmar ene ko. [Na mokta ejjelok tokjan ane ko ippa kon an ejjelok
waini kab ekanooj marmar ane ko. 1 previously had no use for these islands because they have no copra
and are overgrown with brush.] “Iroojlaplap Jortoka to the People of Likiep.”
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A gift of loiio by a chief may mean that the land may have been allocated to a
commoner but not kept clear of underbrush or tended by him. The chief cleared
the land and the commoner “lost” his rights in it in punishment for not carrying
out duties and obligations.”®

Loiio lands that were inhabited but not being tended to as originally promised could thus
be confiscated by the chief and reassigned to another individual and his or her bwij.

Loiio lands were significant, therefore, because they not only gave kajoor
opportunities to access new or potentially better land, but also because they afforded irooj
the labor resources necessary to make previously unused or under-cultivated land more
valuable and productive, much to the benefit of the receiving bwij, the irooj, and the
community at large. And while no official mention of /oii6 is made in the historical
record, it is quite possible that a somewhat adapted version of this land allocation strategy
also played into Jortdoka’s and others’ decisions to sell and lease land to ri-palle traders
who were promising to clear islands of underbrush, plant them with coconut seeds, and
make them productive and profitable for ri-pdlle and ri-aeloii-kein alike.”” Indeed, with
the main coconut oil and copra trading stations being located first on Epoon beginning in
1861 and later relocating to Jalwdj Atoll, one of Epoon’s closest neighbors in southern
Ralik, in 1873,'% and with Ralik chiefs such as Kaibuke’s successor Kabua being the
primary beneficiaries of the copra industry both in terms of power and profits as a

101
result,

there is little doubt that various Ratak chiefs including Jortoka were seeking out
ways to get in on the trade, both for their own benefit and that of their constituents. Given
the continued strength and importance of the principles and traditions governing land and
land tenure at the dawn of the copra industry, Jortoka and others surely looked to their
own customs and philosophies for guidance on how to do so.

Aneen aje'"* was yet another category that sanctioned irooj to assign land for

general or nonspecific reasons and usually to an irooj “of another dominion,” sometimes

%8 Tobin, “Part I: Land Tenure in the Marshall Islands,” 43.

9 Hezel, The First Taint of Civilization, 213.

1 7bid., 215-216.

1" Walsh, “Imagining the Marshalls,” 176.

192 Spelling adapted from A. Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 10.
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following a war, or to “alien interest[s]”'"’

that may have included ri-palle or other
outsiders. [rooj likely relied on the aneen aje approach many generations ago, for
example, when i-Kiribati—people from Kiribati (formerly the Gilbert Islands) known as
ri-Pit in Marshallese—arrived to what was probably Epoon where they acquired land and
eventually formed their own jowi matriclan, which is called ri-pit even today.'®* With this
in mind, is reasonable to presume that certain irooj including Jortoka also called on aneen
aje to facilitate and even justify land sales and leases to ri-palle beginning in the mid-
nineteenth century through 1888 when the German imperial government outlawed all
sales of unclaimed'® locally owned'® land to any outsider “other than the Jaluit

Company [i.e., Jaluit Gesellschaft],”""’

which had by then taken on the administration of
Germany’s new protectorate in the Marshall Islands.'” And while ri-palle traders and
German companies including DHPG and later the Jaluit Gesellschaft surely regarded
these transactions as outright acquisitions of real property, I suggest that ri-aelori-kein
viewed them instead as enlargements of a land tenure system that was always-already
adaptable to new and changing circumstances, and yet remained one of the most
fundamental and steadfast components of ri-aelori-kein culture and epistemology even as
irooj began to offer ri-palle what was oftentimes not their best land for purchase or lease.

In the remaining sections of this chapter, I suggest that this always-already
flexible system of land tenure and allocation together with Ralik and Ratak’s then-recent
history of intermittent and yet widespread typhoon and tidal wave devastation played an
important role in initiating land transactions between ri-aelofi-kein and ri-palle traders in
the early to mid-1860s, up to and including the sale of Likiep Atoll in 1877. Indeed,

many of the islands and atolls affected by such storms including parts of Epoon and all of

Likiep and Wiijlaii'” would be among those gifted, sold, or leased even as irooj declined

' Ibid.

1% Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 96-98.

19 Riebow, “Die deutsche Kolonialgesetzgebung,” 1.

1% Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 2.

"7 Riebow, “Die deutsche Kolonialgesetzgebung,” 1.

1% Hezel, Strangers in Their Own Land, 48. Also see Deutsches Reich, “Agreement between the Jaluit-
Gesellschaft and the Reich 1888.”

109 Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 7-8, 12, 20; Spennemann, Typhoons in
Micronesia, 169.

157



to part with more fertile and prosperous areas, with Jortoka’s refusal to sell Wojja Atoll
to Anton deBrum because it was “one of the richest in that area” '’ being just one
example. (Unfortunately for Adolf Capelle, a typhoon struck and destroyed Kole Island
one year after his company purchased the island in 1874.""")

Considering how overwhelmingly destructive these storms were to the fragile and
low lying atoll ecosystem of Ralik and Ratak, land sales to ri-palle may have started off
as part of a larger ri-aelon-kein strategy to harness ri-palle resources in an effort to
bolster their efforts to redevelop islands rendered virtually uninhabitable by recent
weather events, to secure food supplies and agricultural sources, and to build up
infrastructure to hedge against future storms. At the same time, irooj likely hoped that the
alliances formed as a result of their efforts to “replant” their land with ri-palle traders,
coconuts, and copra trading stations would further enhance their own economic and
socio-political capital among their constituents and in relation to other irooj. And while it
is true that the power and hegemony of the German imperial administration of the
Marshall Islands meant that the these plantings would in many cases become legally
binding transfers of the ownership of land to ri-palle and ri-palle firms,'"? this is in no
way an indication that the irooj who facilitated the transfers intended or foresaw them as
such.

In fact, that Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum both had ri-aelo7i-kein wives and
children may be an indication that the irooj who sold them land—beginning with
Jeimata’s sale of three-quarters of Juroj Island in Epoon Atoll to Capelle in 1863 or

1864'"* and concluding with Irooj Murjel’s sale of Jekar wato, Torwa Island, Maloelap

1o Mason, “Economic Organization,” 99.

""" Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 12; Spennemann, Typhoons in
Micronesia, 169.

"2 Together with their then partner Charles Ingalls, Adolf Capelle and Anton deBrum registered their
ownership of Likiep Atoll before the Imperial German High Commissioner for the Marshall Islands on
May 17, 1887 as required by “an order ... that all foreign landholders in the Marshalls register their titles
and prove their claims by proper documentary evidence.” The registration confirmed the partners’ joint
ownership of five islands in the atoll (Likiep, Lo-to, Miikil, Piepi, and Ane-armej) and their divided
individual ownership of the remaining islands. Joint and individual ownership would be reassigned after
Ingalls’ death in the early 1890s. Mason, “Economic Organization,” 88, 100. Also see “Charles Ingalls,
Adolf Capelle, and José (Anton) deBrum Registration of Ownership of Likiep Atoll Properties.”

'3 Capelle may have also previously purchased Epoon land on behalf of his employer, Hoffschlaeger &
Stapenhorst, although the details of this are not clear. Damon, Morning Star Papers, 34.
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Atoll to A. Capelle & Co. in 1881''*—did not perceive the transfers as outright
forfeitures of ownership to outsiders. Instead, they may have regarded the transactions as
variations on the mejed kapilok koj philosophy, which in most cases sanctioned
iroojlaplap and alap to distribute land to individuals with the understanding that it would
revert to the ownership of a bwij after a generation''> or maybe two, and would in turn be
subject to future imon aje appropriations as necessary and appropriate.

In this way, it is reasonable to assume that Jortoka expected ownership of Likiep
Atoll to revert to a bwij one or two generations after his kaat-elap replanting, with the
bwij in question being the ri-aelori-kein children and descendants of Anton deBrum and
his first wife Likmeto. Jortoka may not have anticipated, however, that deBrum’s resale
of Likiep Atoll to A. Capelle & Co. in 1878 would mean that the children of Adolf and
Limenwa Capelle and Anton deBrum and his second wife Likdmju would also become
Likiep owners or that subsequent generations of the growing deBrum and Capelle
families would be able to use documents procured and validated by the German imperial
administration to authenticate legal ownership of Likiep Atoll into perpetuity.''® Nor
could he have predicted that, almost fifty years after the sale, alap and kajoor would also
turn to outsiders—this time Japanese and later American colonial officials—to have their
so called traditional rights to Likiep lands and to the copra proceeds that were by then
part and parcel to land ownership protected under colonial and ri-aeloni-kein customary

11
law.!"7

"4 Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 15.

15 AL Kabua, “Customary Titles and Inherent Rights,” 16; K. Stege, “An Kora Aelori Kein,” 14.

"¢ Oscar deBrum, grandson of Anton deBrum and formerly a prominent ri-aeléii-kein member of the Trust
Territory of the Pacific Islands Marshall Islands district administration and later of the government of the
Republic of the Marshall Islands, once cited “deBrum” when asked his jowi clan name. While perhaps a
simple mistake or misunderstanding on his part, it is interesting to consider whether, in earlier times,
deBrum and Capelle would have developed into clan names, much like 7i-pit (clan name of people with
ancestors from Kiribati, with ri-Pit meaning people from Kiribati in Marshallese) and ri-Mejiko (clan
whose founder came from Mexico). Julianne Walsh, email message to author, 20 November 2012; Walsh
and Heine, Etto fian Raan Kein, 485; Pollock, “The Origin of Clans on Namu,” 98.

"7 «Last Will and Testament of José Anton deBrum”; “Power of Attorney: Adolf Capelle Heirs”;
“Japanese Arbitration: Likiep Owners and Ri-jerbal”; “Jaluit Jijojo to the People of Likiep”; “Agreement
between Likiep Atoll Owners and Ri-jerbal (1947)”; “Agreement between Likiep Atoll Owners and Ri-
jerbal (1951)”; “Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands Resolution: Likiep Atoll (Draft).”
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Toorlok Bok: Typhoons and Tidal Waves

From the early to mid-1860s through the early 1880s, iroojlaplap across Ralik
and Ratak sold, leased, and in some cases gifted land parcels, islands, and atolls to 7i-
palle traders including Adolf Capelle and Hermann Severin of Germany, Anton deBrum
of Portugal, Basilio Terranova (“George Brown”) of Italy, Thomas Farrell of New
Zealand, and others, as well as to several trading firms including A. Capelle & Co.,
Hernsheim & Company of Germany, the Pacific Islands Company, Ltd. of London, and
A. Crawford and Co. of Honolulu, to name just a few.''® Among the earliest transfers
were Irooj Kaibuke’s gift of Rupe Wato in Epoon Atoll to American missionaries, Irooj
Jeimata’s sale of three-quarters of Juroj Island in Epoon Atoll to Adolf Capelle in 1863 or
1864, Irooj Rime’s sale of Toke-wa Island in Maloelap Atoll to Captain Ben Pease in
1866, Irooj Jortdoka’s sale of a parcel of land on Ol6t Island in Maloelap to Anton deBrum
and A. Capelle & Co. in 1869, Irooj Lekman’s sale of a parcel of land on Ine Island in
Arno Atoll to Basilio Terranova in 1872, and Irooj Kabua’s sale of several wato on
Jobwad Island in Jalwoj Atoll to A. Capelle and Co. in 1873."" Irooj Jortoka’s sale of
Likiep Atoll to his relative’s husband Anton deBrum and deBrum’s subsequent transfer
of the atoll to A. Capelle & Co. would follow just a few years later.

While the reasons for the sales were varied and complex and likely shifted as the
copra industry and German imperialism transformed irooj relations and the economic and
political landscape of Ralik and Ratak, I suggest that the typhoons and tidal waves that
swept through the islands destroying land and communities beginning in the 1840s (and
possibly earlier) played a role in initiating the transfers and were a specific consideration
in Jortdoka’s decision to enlarge his interpretation of kaat-elap, loiio, and kamatmat to
authenticate his sale of Likiep to Anton deBrum. Given the importance of genealogy and
the bwij to ri-aeloni-kein culture and concepts of land tenure, these decisions were

enhanced in some cases by the traders’ connections to a ri-aelon-kein bwij through

"8 The land parcel on Ine Island is said to have been Lejalik Wato (new spelling unavailable). The wato on

Jobwad sold by Irooj Kabua to A. Capelle and Co. were Lakutajk (Lo-kiitaak), Kwo-ai-en (Wa-en?), Badto
(Patto), and Lojekar (Lo-jekar). Spennemann, “Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 3-21.
" 1bid., 4-7, 16-17.
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Figure 21. Iroojlaplap Murjel and his wife Liwain circa 1887

Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image J-713)'*°

marriage or children or both, and seem to have been an important component of Jortoka’s
decision to sell typhoon ravaged Likiep Atoll to his relative’s husband.

As I have already explained to a limited extent in previous sections and chapters,
the threat of typhoons and tidal waves played a major role in the development of ri-

aelori-kein cultural systems including the organization and layout of wato, home

120 Murjel followed Jortoka as iroojlaplap of seven Ratak atolls: Aur, Adkup, Maloelap, Aelok, Utrdk,

Wojja, and Toka. Following Murjel came (in order of succession): Irooj Labareo, Irooj Joshua, Irooj
Tomeing, Irooj Lafimoj, Lerooj Limdjwa, Lerooj Libareo, Irooj Murjel (who took his name from his
predecessor). Had Likiep not been sold, it would have likely remained under the domain of Murjel and his
successors. Murjel was also one of many chiefs who sold land to ri-palle traders and firms from 1864 to the
mid-1880s; the holdings he sold include Jekar Wato, Torwa Island, and Maloelap Atoll to A. Capelle & Co.
in 1881 and another wato (Kidjur; new spelling not available) on the same island to Hernsheim & Co. in
1884. L. deBrum, “I Still Remember”; “Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection,” J-713; Spennemann,
“Foreign Land Holdings in the Marshall Islands,” 15-16.
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construction techniques and living arrangements, and the authority of irooj to relocate
people and modify land tenure arrangements as necessary. As I demonstrate below, these
efforts also included practical survival strategies such as food preparation and storage
techniques and various religious and spiritual practices that were intended to minimize
the effects of storms or ward them off all together. And yet despite these and other
complex and overlapping approaches, the frequency and severity of typhoons and tidal
waves in the mid-nineteenth century were devastating, with the earliest recorded typhoon
killing hundreds on Likiep and surrounding atolls in the 1840s and another wiping out
almost the entire population of Roiilap and Rofdik in northern Ralik in 1850."*' In 1854,
a second major typhoon struck Likiep, leaving the atoll with only three survivors and
probably causing similar destruction on Majej and nearby areas including Aelok Atoll
and Jemo Island.'? Then, just months before the Morning Star delivered the first
American and Hawaiian Christian missionaries to Ralik and Ratak, another major
typhoon destroyed much of Epoon Atoll leading to a major food shortage, strategic
homicides,'* widespread starvation, and a mass migration to neighboring Jalwdj Atoll
soon thereafter.'**

Just as oral traditions about encounters with ri-palle had been making their way
around the islands aboard outrigger canoes for centuries (see Chapter 2), so too were
accounts of the destruction, displacement, and death caused by typhoons and tidal waves
in circulation all across Ralik and Ratak. Given how devastating these and other storms
were to various communities during the two or more decades leading up to the initial
arrival of ri-palle missionaries and traders to southern Ralik, it is possible that when
Reverends Pierson and Doane and their associates arrived to Epoon in December of 1857,
ri-aeloni-kein who had either experienced the storms first hand or had heard oral accounts

of the storms had already started calling their own survival strategies and approaches into

12l Spennemann, Typhoons in Micronesia, 102.

2 Tbid.

' Erdland recounts a story told to him by Benjamin, who died in 1904, about a tidal wave that struck
Epoon when he was a boy. According to the story, “a certain Labufibufi was said to have killed hundreds of
starving adults on that occasion and to have thrown their bodies into waterholes. After some time when
[Benjamin] and several friends returned to Ebon from Jaluit Atoll, an unbearable cadaverous odor met
them.” Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 14.

124 Spennemann, Typhoons in Micronesia, 102.
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question. Then, when the missionaries arrived to Epoon carrying with them promises of
salvation and deliverance, those who had begun to doubt their own techniques looked to
the missionaries’ novel teachings, beliefs, and practices with the hope of augmenting or
even replacing their own efforts to defend against future storms.

And yet when another round of typhoons struck Wijlafi and Epoon atolls in 1864
causing widespread death and destruction, many started to question the effectiveness of
Christian prayers and conversions as well. It was at this point, I suggest, that many ri-
aelori-kein began turn to the ri-palle traders, who had started arriving on their shores not
long after the missionaries in search of coconut plantations and profits, for security and
salvation. Among the first to capitalize on this ri-aelori-kein quest for security were Adolf
Capelle and his partner Anton deBrum, who between 1864 and the early 1880s managed
to acquire land in Arno, Epoon, Jalwgj, Kole, Likiep, Majro, Maloelap, Mile, Namdik,
Pikaar, and Wjladi atolls from no less than eleven iroojlaplap'® including Jeimata,
Kaibiike, Nelu, Jortoka, and Murjel, and this in exchange for some of the physical,
economic, and political resources they hoped would make their islands more abundant,

prosperous, and secure.

Survival: Stories and Strategies

“Tropical storms and cyclones (‘typhoons’ in Micronesia [/a7i in Marshallese])
are [perhaps] the most frightening natural phenomenon, especially [for those who]
happen to live on a coral atoll where the maximum elevation is rarely more than six feet
above sea-level [sic]. The wave set-up associated with such events can be thirty to forty

95126

feet and more, [and are] on occasion compounded by tidal fluctuations™ “° that can be

equally devastating.
While less frequent historically than in other parts of Micronesia and Oceania,'*’
typhoons and tidal waves in Ralik and Ratak have had massive and devastating effects.

Indeed, the low elevation and small size of these coral islets, together with their paucity

"> Ibid., 4-20.
"2 Ibid., v. Emphasis in the original.
"7 1bid., 101.
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in indigenous agricultural and other food resources, has made it such that /a7i typhoons
and the tidal waves that sometimes accompany them and on occasion occur
independently have been enormously destructive to local populations and environments
across Ralik and Ratak. This seems to have been particularly true in the mid- to late
nineteenth century when a series of typhoons was raging erratically through the islands,
and this just when ri-palle missionaries and traders began arriving in the islands bearing
vast material resources, claiming access to the powers of the heavens and of foreign
companies and governments, and with dreams of acquiring land to establish and expand
what they hoped would grow into permanent religious and economic missions.

In pre- and early colonial times, when ri-aelofi-kein relied exclusively on local
building materials and local food supplies and resources were relatively unstable, the
destructive power of these storms was even more extreme than it is today. Records
indicate, for example, that on top of killing dozens and in some cases hundreds of people,
several typhoons that raged through Ralik and Ratak during the early to mid-nineteenth
century also stripped coconut, breadfruit, and pandanus trees of their fruit, decimated
food stores, turned fresh water lenses brackish, washed away relatively fertile topsoil and
increased the salinity of the soils'*® that remained, and destroyed dwellings and sailing
vessels all across affected areas. As a result, people died not just as a result of the storms’
initial force, but also because the storms rendered affected islands virtually uninhabitable.
And when outrigger canoes also fell victim to vicious winds, rain, and waves, survivors
were left with no means to call for help or seek refuge on neighboring atolls. The result
was that, in the days and weeks that followed a severe typhoon or tidal wave, many more
people perished due to festering injuries or from lack of sufficient food and fresh water.
In these cases and often as a last resort, people looked to their iroojlaplap to relocate
them and to offer the kind of imon aje or bwidej in aje land gift discussed in the previous
section to help them get reestablished in an unaffected area, and meanwhile hoping their
luck would fare better as they began preparations for future events.

Over the centuries, the devastating outcomes of these extreme weather events

have made their way into ri-aelori-kein oral traditions including jabonkonnaan proverbs,

'8 Tobin, Stories from the Marshall Islands, 299 n.9.
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Figure 22. Post-typhoon Jebwad, Jalwgj, 1905
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image J-11)

bwebwenato stories, and many others. The proverb toorlok bok, for example—which
literally means “wash away the sand”—has been used to describe and prepare people for
“the devastation sometimes wrought upon the islands if struck head-on [sic] by a
typhoon. In such a case the wave surge [had] the capability of sweeping an islet down to
its ultimate foundation—the reef.”'* One story recounts a huge typhoon and tidal wave
that destroyed Wijlafi Atoll and killed most of its inhabitants: “A huge wave, higher than
a tall coconut tree, covered all of the islands in the atoll and carried away a great deal of
land. Out of the large population, only those few people who had climbed to the tops of

130
the trees were saved.”

Yet another story tells of a typhoon that obliterated the majority
of the population of Ralik and Ratak leaving only twenty or thirty survivors on
Kuwajleen and two or three on Lae. This particular typhoon was so powerful that, in
addition to killing vast numbers of people, it also wiped out all the rimmenanuwe elves,
noonniep fairies, and rijek bearded spirits living on the islands at the time."*'!

Another story describes the horrors that occurred on Likiep after a tidal wave

inundated the atoll in 1854 and killed all but three of the people living there:

129 Stone et al., Jabonkonnaan in Majel, 40.
" Ernej et al., “Early History of the People of Wiijlafi Atoll,” 336.
! Jam, “The Big Typhoon That Devastated the Marshall Islands,” 321.
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Around 1854 a tidal wave destroyed Likiep Atoll. Only three islanders saved
themselves and eked out a miserable existence on fish, grass, and bast."*? Five
men who were driven ashore from Mejit [Majej] were simply slain, since, as one
of the survivors [explained] blandly: “There was not enough food for so many.”
When cultivation began [twenty years later] in the islands of Likiep and Jebo
[Jemo], the soil was covered with well-preserved skeletons, and when the still
uncultivated islands [were] cleared, many others [were likely] found, showing
how many lives were lost in this one tidal wave.”'*?

A small hill located in the middle of Likiep Island—which, according to oral tradition,
was formed either by this storm or one of similar magnitude—was and remains a
persistent physical reminder of the power of a typhoon to transform the landscape as well
as the lives of families and entire communities (see Figure 23)."*

In response to these and other events and their accompanying stories and
landmarks—knowledge of which circulated around Ralik and Ratak as ri-bwebwenato
storytellers transmitted them across oceans and generations—ri-aeloni-kein developed
epistemological and practical systems to protect themselves and their land and other
resources. At a practical level, this meant that, over time, ri-aelon-kein adapted their
construction techniques, residential patterns, food preparation and storage practices, and
land tenure and management systems, together with many other aspects of their daily
lives, to allow them to not only subsist from day to day, but also to remain as prepared as
possible for these kinds of devastating storms.

I have already discussed some of the construction methods, residential patterns,

and land management practices ri-aelon-kein adopted to help mitigate the hazards of

132
133

Bast is a plant fiber taken from the inner bark of certain plants.

I have found no evidence that more skeletons were actually uncovered when the other islands were
being cleared. Erdland, “Die Marshall Insulaner,” 14.

1 Leonard deBrum and others indicate that this hill was formed during a typhoon that struck in 1905.
According to most reports, however, the 1905 typhoon that inflicted major damage on Jalwdj, Majro, Ao,
Mile, and Nadikdik was felt to a much lesser degree on Aur, Maloelap, Epoon, Aeloiilaplap, and Wijlafi
and did not have much effect on Likiep. An August 25, 1905 letter to Joachim deBrum from Adolf Capelle
confirms this: “We here in Legieb felt a little of it, but thank God have been spared greater destruction. In
Julel [on the eastern end of Likiep Island], Aikini & Lukenwor the sea broke at several places in the land,
but the damages are not very great.” Steinbach mentions the sand hill in an essay published in 1896; it is
more likely, then, that the hill was formed during one of the major typhoons that struck Likiep Atoll in the
mid-nineteenth (1840s or 1854) or perhaps during an earlier undocumented event. Steinbach, “The
Marshall Islands,” 296; “Adolf Capelle to Joachim deBrum, 25 August 1905”; L. deBrum, “I Still
Remember.”
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Figure 23. Highest point in Ralik and Ratak, Biiladek, Likiep Island, date unknown
Source: Joachim deBrum Photograph Collection (Image J-169)'*

living in such a vulnerable atoll environment. With this in mind, I will only mention here
that, along with these and other survival strategies, ri-aelorni-kein also developed elaborate
food preparation methods, storage techniques, and trading practices that not only allowed
them to subsist on a daily basis and during agricultural off seasons, but also helped them
stay prepared for the extreme weather events they knew had the potential to limit supplies
of food, water, and other essential resources. And because agricultural resources and
fresh water were so scarce in the low lying coral atolls of Ralik and Ratak and became
markedly more scant after a typhoon or tidal wave felled trees or inundated freshwater
lenses with salt water, these preparations required a great deal of creativity, effort, time,
and resourcefulness, and hence became important components of ri-aelori-kein culture
and daily life.

One example of these preparations was the preservation of breadfruit as bwiro and
pandanus as mokwan'>° for consumption during the off season, in times of scarcity due to

drought or storm damage, and during long sea voyages that required navigators and

1331 eonard deBrum suggests that the boy in the photograph is his uncle however does not state his name.

L. deBrum, “I Still Remember.”
136 Mokwan is called jaankun in the Ralik chain. Mokwan was traditionally prepared on Aelok, Likiep, and
Majej in Ratak while jaankun was produced on Ujae, Lae, and Wotto in Ralik. Heine deBrum, “Mokwan ak
Jaankun,” 41.
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passengers to rely on the same foods they might eat during a famine on land. In addition,
ri-aelon-kein who had ample access to particular food resources prepared them for trade
with those living on islands where they were less abundant. People in the southern atolls,
for example, traded bwiro preserved breadfruit for mokwan preserved pandanus and
makmok arrowroot,