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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation seeks to tell histories of Samoan food from the deep past to the 

contemporary period, with an eye toward the adoption and adaptation of food over time, and to 

answer the central research questions—how has “Samoan food,” contemporarily understood, 

come to be, and what implications have any changes in Samoan food had for the economy of 

Samoan polities and the health and wellness of Samoan people over time? 

The first chapter explores the interplay between history, orality, food, and contemporary 

sciences and social sciences. The chapter highlights five forms of orality—tala (stories, myths, 

or legends), fāgogo (fables or bedtime stories), alagāʻupu (proverbial sayings derived from tala), 

muāgagana (proverbial sayings akin to idioms), and gao (village nicknames)—showing how 

these forms use food to propagate history and core values of the FaʻaSāmoa. The chapter also 

shows how archaeologists, ethnobotanists, linguists, geneticists, and remote sensing 

methodologists utilizing LiDAR have all contributed to fields of knowledge surrounding the 

origins, use, and social significance of food in Sāmoa over time. 

The second, third, and fourth chapters are case studies that show how imported foods and 

beverages, which are often both deeply local and inherently transliminal histories unto 

themselves, are adopted into Samoan culture and adapted by Samoans over time. Focusing on 

corned beef, alcohol, and Samoan-style “Chop Suey,” respectively, these chapters highlight 

food’s material value, notions of taste, Indigenous resistance and protest to racism, and labor 

migration to Sāmoa. 

The fifth chapter, ʻO le Taumafa ma le Tupe, seeks to articulate the implications that 

changes in Samoan food had for the economies of both Samoan polities, with a particular focus 

on the efforts of leaders in either polity to use food as a commodity to gain increased self-
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sufficiency. Two case studies—one of Western Samoa Breweries Limited’s efforts to grow the 

brand of Vailima beer, and another of American Sāmoa Delegate-at-Large Fofō I.F. Sunia’s 

efforts to establish a pīsupo processing plant and exporting business in Pago Pago—drive the 

chapter’s analysis and narrative. Finally, Maʻi Suka explores contemporary issues of health and 

wellness in either Samoan polity and their historical connection to imported foods. Maʻi Suka 

explores drastic rises in cases of diabetes, obesity, and hypertension, all of which are 

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) linked to diet.  
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Introduction 

 
“When they want food, they need McDonald’s” 

This dissertation owes its existence to McDonald’s. On a Friday in 2012, I sat with five 

of my best students from Manuʻa High School below the golden arches of Tāfuna, a village on 

the island of Tutuila in American Sāmoa. My students and I had just completed our journey from 

Taʻū—one of three islands in American Sāmoa’s Manuʻa archipelago, located roughly 70 miles 

east of Tutuila. We were on Tutuila to participate in the National History Day competition. 

National History Day, as its name suggests, is a U.S. national competition that rewards the 

country’s best history projects created by high school students. American Sāmoa’s Department 

of Education hosts an annual territory-wide event to determine who gets to visit Washington, 

D.C., and compete for the national award. As I watched my students eat their burgers and fries, I 

breathed a deep sigh of relief at having made it this far.  

Up to that point, I had spent several months working with over 20 students to develop 

history projects. Working from Taʻū posed immense challenges to conducting research. We often 

experienced days and weeks with no internet access. Our school library only contained about 200 

books, most of which were children’s fiction. Even the textbooks we used in my social studies 

class were of little help; they were often missing several pages, and what pages were not missing 

were sorely outdated. I encouraged my students to take advantage of the wealth of source 

material they had in their homes and villages, building their projects around family and village 

oral traditions, but most were not interested, and so we struggled ahead scrounging for textual 

sources. 

As the competition date neared, I received word from our principal that the M.V. Sili—

the only seaworthy boat able to transport large groups between islands—was dry-docked for 
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repairs. Our only option was the six-seater personal plane of the governor (who, I was told, only 

obliged to help us because he himself was born in Manuʻa). I therefore had to whittle our group 

from 20 to five just days before the competition. With several months’ worth of work finished, I 

had to tell 15 of my students that they would not be going to Tutuila.  

 No sooner had we landed on Tutuila than I was told we may be stuck there for several 

weeks, because the Governor’s plane was having issues with its landing gear—the very plane we 

had just landed in! But that was of little concern to me as I rushed to coordinate with my five 

students to ensure that we got them safely to aunties and uncles who had agreed to host them 

over the weekend. “Teacher,” one of my students said, as we sat in the baggage claim area 

waiting for their rides, “McDonald’s is across the street…can we go?” 

 As I watched my students eat their burgers and fries, I lamented the sadness I caused to 

the 15 students we left behind just hours ago, and remarked that their projects would now never 

have a chance to get to D.C. “Oh, they didn’t care about D.C., teacher,” one of my students 

responded “they just wanted to get to McDonald’s.” 

 There are no restaurants in Manuʻa, let alone a McDonald’s. My students’ food lives 

consisted of Samoan staple foods like faʻi (banana), ʻulu (breadfruit), or talo (taro), as well as 

proteins like iʻa (fish), moa (chicken), and puaʻa (pork), which the students themselves had a 

hand in procuring through feʻau (chores). These feʻau can involve taking care of pigs, collecting 

mollusks in the shallow water, and spearfishing beyond the breaks, past the coral reefs and into 

the deeper ocean. The students were, of course, no strangers to introduced processed foods, 

which can be found in any one of the handful of small groceries on Taʻū, such as pīsupo (finely 

chopped or shredded corned beef in a tin can), povi māsima (chunks of corned beef kegged in a 

salt brine), and a number of frozen meats and vegetables as well as dry goods like cereal, potato 
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chips, crackers, and saimini (saimin, or freeze-dried noodles), not to mention loli (lollipops) and 

other candies and sweets. In some ways, these introduced foods could be called “staples” as 

much as any other, simply given their presence in the Samoan diet. McDonald’s, however, 

represented a massive departure of convenience and taste, even from imported foods, and with 

hearing my student’s comment, it dawned on me that getting this far—to a Big Mac and fries—

was a victory in and of itself. 

The following morning, we reconvened for the competition. Neither of my first two 

students won their categories. While I offered words of consolation, I was brushed off. “Don’t 

worry, teacher,” one of my students said, “we already got the McDonald’s.” 

 That evening, my three remaining students—the only students among my initial 20 to 

choose a Manuʻa-themed topic—changed into ancestral Samoan attire and walked on stage to 

sing, dance, and act out their islands’ histories in front of an audience of some 200 people—bear 

in mind that the entire population of Taʻū is roughly 400. As they sang and spoke, they clearly 

began to struggle with their English. The local competition’s guidelines mandated that no 

Samoan could be used, and while my students practiced their lines extremely hard, English is 

simply not their first language and is often never used in their households. As my students 

struggled, laughter grew in the audience. When one of my students said “a-feared” instead of 

“afraid,” the laughter grew even louder, and it was clear that my students on stage could hear it. 

My students ultimately received mediocre scores from the judges, a few of whom had 

themselves laughed at my students.1 

 
1 Though it is unclear exactly how judges were chosen, I know from my own experience judging students for the 
same competition in the continental United States that judges are typically sought out by event organizers based 
on their academic credentials (and specifically those in history). It is reasonable to assume, then, that these judges 
were educators or scholars of some standing in American Sāmoa. 
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I quickly rushed to join my students backstage, and told to them how well they had done 

and how proud they had made me, their classmates, their village, and all of Manuʻa. They were 

silent. Not until half an hour later, as we waited outside for the bus to take us each home for the 

night, that one of my students—the very same who had said “a-feared” instead of “afraid”—said, 

“You know, teacher, they might laugh at us, but we’re the real Samoans. When we want food, we 

just need the land or the ocean. When they want food, they need McDonald’s.” 

 It was clear to me that food constituted a major aspect of social life in Manuʻa, pacing 

weekly and daily activities, and not only within and between families, but within and between 

villages as well. As shown in my students’ reactions during our Tutuila trip, food and identity are 

inextricably linked in Sāmoa. On the one hand, getting out of Manuʻa and into a McDonald’s 

meant achievement, but when faced with embarrassment about a lack thereof, an intimate 

familiarity with land and sea meant something even greater—that one was “a real Samoan.”  

 After the Tutuila trip, I started paying closer attention to food. I was able to attend events 

and ceremonies, including toʻonaʻi (Sunday feasts), toʻonaʻi preparations on Saturday evenings, 

and even ʻava (kava) ceremonies. I watched as food was served, noted who was served, and 

when, as well what was served, and why. I asked more questions to village elders about their 

experiences with food. What changes to “Samoan food” had they noticed over the course of their 

lifetime? It seemed that processed foods had certainly become more and more a part of peoples’ 

daily diet, but many in Manuʻa spoke highly of their ability to procure “traditional” foods. One 

friend remarked to me that “kids in Pago [Tutuila] can’t climb coconut trees.” That is not entirely 

true, of course, but the fact remained that food and knowledge of food traditions were tied to 
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peoples’ perception of themselves and to their Samoan-ness, so to speak. In this respect, food 

and identity are inextricably linked.2  

I noticed, too, how food seemed to be tied to notions of “progress” or “modernity,” as 

objects of material wealth in their own right. My students’ desire to reach McDonald’s serves as 

one example, but on a number of occasions I witnessed the exchange of oso, or food gifts, 

between visiting and hosting relatives. Some oso were deemed insufficient. For example, one 

brand of canned tuna was not as preferable as another (usually, a more expensive brand).  

After one fono (meeting) between a traveling and hosting party, someone remarked to me 

that their village had received plenty pīsupo from the traveling party, but not enough money, 

suggesting that ancestral spaces of gift-giving are not only undergoing changes in the kinds of 

foods presented, but also that food’s material value may be outpaced by cash. I also met many 

who struggled with dietary diseases, both on Manuʻa and Tutuila and several others who stressed 

the need to remake the Samoan diet into something “healthier.” 

The History Day incident also underscores that smiling and laughter are not only signs of 

happiness and joy, but also can be used aggressively and negatively against others. This fact will 

no doubt be obvious to anyone who has endured being teased, but it is worth noting that this 

particular phenomenon of human societies is under-analyzed, and especially with regard to its 

implications for class. Class is, no doubt, at the core of the entire History Day story, as well as 

many food stories presented in this dissertation. Put plainly, my students from Taʻū were poorer 

than most students from Tutuila, and certainly those from Pago Pago and Fagatogo, American 

Sāmoa’s urban centers. My students’ lack of access to resources on Taʻū included food 

 
2 It is important to note here that scholars have positioned “identity” as an analytical category in seemingly 
innumerable ways. For more on this discussion, see: Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper, “Beyond ‘Identity,’” 
Theory and Society 29, no. 1 (Feb., 2000): 1-47. 
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resources, or least convenient food resources, hence their desire to go to McDonald’s, but it also 

included educational resources, or at least those also related to convenience, such as English 

language proficiency, hence their lack of ability to pronounce English words perfectly on History 

Day.  

Ultimately, my students were shamed for their class standing as much as anything.3 At 

the same time, they found resilience in shaming (albeit privately) those who laughed at them by 

ascribing an elevated sense of Samoan-ness to themselves, using their knowledge of traditional, 

non-convenient food practices as evidence, underscoring the phenomenon of socioeconomic 

standards of mutual judgement and ridicule. While this dissertation does not explore this 

phenomenon, specifically, both class and the correlating concept of convenience, which 

permeated the History Day incident, appears in most of its chapters. Looking back to that day, I 

am also taken with my student’s reference to “wants” and “needs.” Indeed, food scholars have 

explored the interrelationship between the two as they relate to food, exploring the increasing 

importance of foodways not as sources of nutrition, but rather sources of hope (i.e., wants) and 

needs for sociability.4 This “want” for certain foods is related to class and convenience, and will 

itself appear in some of the chapters of this dissertation as well.  

 It has been more than a decade since the History Day incident. What follows is a 

dissertation that aims to make some sense of the scattered thoughts I first had back then. Since 

that time, I have made several repeat visits to Sāmoa in a range of settings and across several 

locales in either Samoan polity (the Independent State of Sāmoa and the U.S. territory of 

 
3 Sociologist Larry Ray once termed this kind of laughter, ridicule, and shaming as “the injuries of class,” in the 
sense that conscious bullying attacks from some against others ultimately require those “others” to mentally 
accept a shared standard of judgment of what is shameful. See: Larry Ray, “Mark of Cain: Shame, Desire and 
Violence,” European Journal of Social Theory 16:3 (2013): 292–309, https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431013476536. 
4 See, for example, Felipe Fernández-Armesto, Near a Thousand Tables: A History of Food. (New York; London: Free 
Press, 2002).  
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American Sāmoa). In this dissertation, I seek to tell histories of Samoan food, from the deep past 

to the contemporary period, with an eye toward the adoption and adaptation of food over time, 

and to answer the central research questions—how has “Samoan food,” contemporarily 

understood, come to be, and what implications have any changes in Samoan food had for the 

economy of Samoan polities and the health and wellness of Samoan people over time? My 

theoretical and methodological approaches are informed, as you will see in the following 

sections, by my training in Pacific history, ethnographic history, world history, and food history. 

More than anything, though, it is informed by the memories I carry of my students, my adopted 

families, and my friends in Sāmoa, whose pasts and presents inspire this project. As I hope you 

will see, I have tried to center their voices through an attention to Indigenous epistemological 

approaches in Pacific history, which have prompted me to reevaluate my own conceptions of 

“truth” and “time.” 

Theory and Methodology: Truth and Time in Pacific History  

In his essay “Pasts to Remember,” Epeli Hauʻofa said “in Oceania…truth is flexible and 

negotiable.” Hauʻofa critiqued the Canberra school of Pacific history for oversimplifying 

Oceanic pasts into a pre- and post-contact binary that inherently positions Euro-American 

imperialism as the engine of history. The inevitable result, Hauʻofa said, is a framing of Oceania 

with no real histories prior to Euro-American “contact,” save for “prehistory,” which suggests a 

time before history existed, and therefore a time only accessible through fields like archaeology, 

ethnobotany, and historical linguistics. To be sure, these approaches to Oceanic pasts are 

“essential,” Hauʻofa said, but the pursuit of carbon-dated truths still serves as a “hindrance” to 

positioning Oceania’s peoples as “major players in the shaping of their histories.”5 

 
5 Epeli Hauʻofa, “Pasts to Remember,” in We Are the Ocean: Selected Works (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 
2008), 61-63. 
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Hauʻofa offered suggestions to Pacific historians —“ideas for getting the ball rolling,” he 

called them. First, he said that Pacific histories need to rely less on archeology, linguistics, 

botany, and zoology, and turn toward “ecologically based oral narratives.” In so doing, Hauʻofa 

wrote, Oceanic histories can be “as old as our remembered pasts.” He cited the work of 

ʻOkusitino Māhina, whose essay “The Tongan Traditional History Tala-ē-Fonua,” is largely 

based on oral traditions, using empirical evidence as support where appropriate. This kind of role 

reversal—of the empirical existing to support the ancestral—is an avenue for the future of 

Oceanic pasts, Hauʻofa said. Second, he said that “we must clear the stage and bring in new 

characters,” thusly bringing “as main players, our own peoples and institutions.” Hauʻofa 

humorously asked historians of Oceania, as directors of their own plays, to “send Captain Cook 

to the wings to await our summons…[and] recall him at the end to take a bow.” In seeing this 

second call through, Hauʻofa argued that “ordinary people, the forgotten people of history” can 

take center stage, thusly producing histories that are reflective of multiple perspectives.6  

Lastly, Hauʻofa urged Oceanic historians to “introduce into our historical reconstructions 

the notion of ecological time,” and “traditional notions of past, present, and future,” which 

deviate significantly from “modern” conceptions that portray the past, and time in general, as 

linear. For Hauʻofa, time is actually “circular,” constantly linking past and present. Hauʻofa 

wrote that the sequences of things, along with “the where” and “the how,” have always been 

more important for the peoples of Oceania than the “when,” and so historians of Oceania must 

revisit the ways in which they approach not only the pasts they seek to re-present, but also the 

nature of time itself.7  

 
6 64-65. 
7 Ibid, 65-69. 
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This dissertation, while certainly falling short of Hauʻofa’s contributions, does attempt to 

build upon his seminal theoretical underpinnings. Firstly, this dissertation draws not only from 

Samoan tala (stories), but also pese (songs), solo (chants), and even village names, village 

nicknames, family names, and matai (chiefly) titles. Perhaps some of these are better 

characterized as “linguistic” forms than “oral” ones, but still, I try to situate oral narratives, and 

orality in general, as a central player in Samoan pasts, and especially its food pasts. Clearly, any 

Oceanic food history is rooted in the ecological (sometimes quite literally), and where the 

ecological meets the oral traditional, the oral historical, and/or the ancestrally performative, there 

exists rich resources for exploring food histories through oral narratives. I agree with Hauʻofa 

that recognizing these truths as no less biased or subjective than any written record helps re-

presentations of Oceanic histories, and any histories for that matter, better reflect the multiplicity 

of truth while more appropriately downplaying the importance of locating “verifiable” empirical 

sources.  

This dissertation also aims to draw from non-oral performative aspects of Samoan 

histories as well, which are reflective of Oceanic conceptions of pasts and their re-presentations 

through performance. The ʻava ceremony, as one example, is a richly texted performance that 

embodies Hauʻofa’s circular temporality. It is permeated with pasts, presents, and futures—who 

is served and when, why they are served at that time, how they are served, and what that says 

about who is there, why they are there, and where they are going. All of these designations are 

lived and performed in the moment while still being firmly rooted in historical genealogies, 

mythologies, relationships, and entanglements. In this sense, there are so many pasts, presents, 

and futures in a drink, or in a bite, which are not always represented in orality alone.  
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Chris Ballard underscored the importance of the performative aspects of history in his 

article “Oceanic Historicities,” a seminal work rooted in Hauʻofian logic. Ballard argued that 

“we all live our histories in ways that exceed our capacity to document them,” and that “we do so 

under the conditions of very different forms of historical consciousness that are both culturally 

and temporally specific.” Ballard emphasized the importance of oral narratives, but he also said 

that “historicities,” a term he uses to encompass “very different forms of historical 

consciousness,” are “something other, and something more, than oral histories.” Ballard argued 

that historicities are “intensely grounded in landscapes,” and thusly each historicity “resides in 

the lived, embodied relationship” to places and spaces, to landscapes and seascapes. Still closer 

to the historicities this dissertation examines, Ballard argued that “historicities privilege the 

performative and the sensory.” In regard to the performative, Ballard said that “the ways in 

which people manage their bodies in public contexts simultaneously evoke and communicate 

history, while storing that memory in the body.” In regard to the sensory, he said that “we 

apprehend the world and recall the past through all our senses, combining our understanding of 

location or setting, with a parallel appreciation of our auditory, olfactory, and tactile 

surroundings,” and that we “then draw on this same range of senses to communicate that past.”8 

This dissertation aims to meet Hauʻofa’s calls for privileging oral narratives and Ballard’s 

more specific calls for connecting orality with performative and sensory ways of evoking and 

expressing the past through food and food performance. The preparation of the ʻumu (Samoan 

oven or baked feast), as an example, can be called a performative evocation of the past in the 

present, and given the ways that ʻumu preparation blends ancestral knowledge, roles, and 

procedures with “modern” technologies, all within present-day contexts that are building off of 

 
8 Chris Ballard, “Oceanic Historicities,” The Contemporary Pacific 26:1 (2014), pp. 96-124, p. 96, 104, 107-108. 
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historical contexts, ʻumu preparations can also be said to evoke Hauʻofian circular temporalities. 

In regard to the sensory, the smells and tastes of ʻumu—baked puaʻa, faʻi, ʻulu, and talo, and 

other foods, represents expressions of pasts, presents, and futures—a cyclical temporal historicity 

lived, re-presented, and realized through cooking and eating.  

The challenge in meeting Hauʻofa’s call, as well as Ballard’s, is, for me, primarily a 

matter of research and sources. My research has been heavily archival, and so the vast majority 

of sources I work with are empirical, textual materials. In the future, I hope to gather more oral 

historical source materials while also carrying out more ethnographically-grounded participant 

observations. Still, even with limited time and funding, I was able to begin this work, including 

five months spent across two years in the village of Faleū (Manono, Sāmoa), a little over one 

month in the village of Fitiuta (Taʻū, Manuʻa, American Sāmoa), two weeks in Pago Pago 

(Tutuila, American Sāmoa) and a little over one month in Apia (ʻUpolu, Sāmoa), in which I 

participated and observed a range of food settings, including ʻava ceremonies, ʻumu 

preparations, toʻonaʻi feasts, grocery-stores buffets, and everyday meals as prepared for both 

pālagi (outsider, non-Samoan) and Samoan eaters. Taken together with my year of living on 

Taʻū, American Sāmoa, prior to beginning my research, those seven months of fieldwork and 

participant observation were instrumental in aiding my understanding of Samoan foods, food 

histories, food historicities, and also contemporary issues of food, health, and food security.  

Still, I must admit that my research training is more firmly grounded in what Hauʻofa 

might call ‘traditional academic history,’ and that the majority of my work here cites archival, 

textual source materials, gathered over several additional months of research conducted in 

archives in California, Washington, D.C., Hawaiʻi, Sāmoa, American Sāmoa, Aotearoa/New 

Zealand. Even where I cite tala and pese, I generally use recorded, textualized sources, and this, 
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of course, inevitably changes how the sources are texted and re-texted, or presented and re-

presented. To aid myself in working through these admitted inadequacies in my research, I look 

especially to the work of Greg Dening, David Hanlon (the Chair of my dissertation committee) 

and other ethnographic historians who have been able to take textual sources and, in the words 

Hanlon, use “critical wonderment” and “imaginative questioning” to, in the words of Dening, 

flesh out the “idiosyncrasies” and “particularities” of peoples and their pasts.9  

This is no easy task, and even at the completion of my dissertation writing, I am still 

working to understand and put to practice the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of 

ethnographic history, and of Ballard’s Oceanic historicity as well, which I see as very much 

connected to the former. The answer lies somewhere in beginning with one’s own understanding 

of “vernacular or public forms of presenting—and making present—the past,” to borrow from 

Dening’s “A Poetic for Histories,” and then using that understanding as a sort of guide through 

reading textual sources, while wondering critically, questioning imaginatively, and writing 

accordingly.10 

With Hauʻofa’s three suggestions now addressed, I would like to shed light on one of his 

overarching emphases, which calls Indigenous Oceanian scholars, in particular, to “find ways of 

reconstructing our pasts that are our own.”11 Hauʻofa recognizes and respects the work of non-

Indigenous scholars, which he says “may be excellent and very instructive,” but adds that 

 
9 Please note that this is not to say that these ethnographic historians have also failed to accrue much oral 
historical narratives or conduct ethnographic field observations. To be clear, the scholars whose work I rely on 
have spent decades in Oceania, and sometimes are themselves from and/or of Oceania, and so their work does not 
necessarily struggle with the same inadequacies mine will. Rather, it is simply to say that they have shown an 
ability to approach textual materials with a grounding in Indigenous ways of knowing and being that I will have to 
rely on given the ways in which I have not been able to conduct all of the kinds of research I had hoped to. 
10 Hanlon quotes here are from personal correspondence; Greg Dening, “A Poetic for Histories: Transformations 
that Present the Past,” in A. Biersack, ed., Clio in Oceania: Toward a Historical Anthropology (Washington, D.C.: 
Smithsonian Institution Press): 347-380. Chris Ballard, “Oceanic Historicities,” 113; See also Marshall Sahlins, 
“Other Times, Other Customs: The Anthropology of History, American Anthropologist 85:3, 517-544. 
11 Hauʻofa, “Pasts to Remember,” 64. 
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Oceanians “must rely much more on ours.”12 To this I can only say that I agree, and furthermore 

that I, too, work to rely on the work of Oceanian scholars in shaping my approaches and 

informing my interpretations.  

Dening, who is White, once wrote of introducing himself in public presentations by 

beginning with words that honored “the first people of this place where I stand to speak” before 

presenting his research. Speaking back to cynics who called such an act “politically correct,” 

Dening responded, “Yes, it is. It is politely correct as well.”13 Some will label me, too, as 

attempting to be politically correct in following Hauʻofa’s call to rely on Oceanian scholars, and 

I, too, would apply that such an act is politely correct as well, and academically correct, for that 

matter. If I am to follow Hauʻofa’s suggestions as laid out in this introduction, how can I 

responsibly move forward without privileging the work of Oceanian scholars? This is not to say, 

of course, that I will discount the work of non-Oceanians. Rather, it is to say that my stories, my 

re-presentations, look to the work of those who, through ancestry and lived experience, live their 

pasts in ways that I simply do not, and who cannot abstract their work from their lives as I 

inherently can. Though it is my goal to maintain an engagement with Sāmoa and Oceania more 

broadly throughout my life, the fact remains that I could, if I wanted to or needed to, leave 

Sāmoa in the rearview. This, of course, is not true for Indigenous Oceanian peoples, and being 

aware of this is crucial for the non-Oceanian scholar and solidifies the academic obligation to 

place my attention toward the work of those whose lives are forever inextricably linked and 

informed by Oceania. 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Dening, Beach Crossings: Voyaging Across Times, Cultures and Self (Melbourne, AUS: Melbourne University 
Publishing, 2004), 45.  
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My goal, following the lead of those who have come before me, is to try to be mindful 

and aware of who I am, in as much as that is possible, and how that shapes my approach. In so 

doing, I hope to give depth to my sensitivity through exposing myself to more conversations—

both with contemporary scholars, friends, and acquaintances, and with historical actors long 

deceased, whose voices can best be heard through critical wonderment and imaginative 

questioning—with me, the author, listening more than speaking.  

Historiography 

 To approach a food history of Sāmoa is to stand on a corner where Pacific, Samoan, 

world, and food historiographies meet. it can be difficult to know where and how to begin 

building. Most Pacific historiographies begin with J.W. Davidson’s 1954 essay “Problems of 

Pacific History,” which ushered in the establishment of the Department of Pacific History at 

Australia National University in Canberra. Davidson cited the push and pull between history and 

anthropology, a field that he and others found great potential in given its openness to “oral 

evidence and records in the vernacular languages of the islands.” He characterized Pacific history 

as a field rooted in “modern history,” whose historians “are drawn to the study of the past from 

sensitiveness and curiosity towards the affairs of the present,” and he claimed that “the special 

value of history,” and Pacific history in particular, “lies in the fact that it attempts to survey 

change in all its complexity.” He privileged “insight and imagination” and “the characteristics 

of…Indigenous cultures.” Davidson’s work laid the groundwork for a field that sought to 

pushback against “old, tired, imperial histories” and “fatal impact theory,” and steer toward 

“island-centered history” that recognized “the importance of islands as stages for the engagement 
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of different foreign groups with local cultural orders.” In so doing, it gave way to histories that 

“were not just island- but Islander-oriented.”14 

 H.E. Maude’s Of Islands and Men offered perhaps the first glimpse of such a history. 

Maude was adamant that “the Pacific Islander himself must come to the centre of the picture,” 

and underscored the importance of Oceanian cultures, societies, economies, politics, and values.” 

He also suggested that oral narratives and traditions could help historians move past an emphasis 

on the periods during and after ‘contact,’ thusly “extend[ing] our historical horizon to periods 

antedating the documentary record.” Still, while Maude did well to center Oceanian perspectives, 

he did so by relying heavily on empirical, textual records and focusing on periods during and 

after ‘contact.’ It was as though he knew where he wanted the field to go, but was unable to get 

there himself.15 Perhaps, as Peter Munz would write shortly after the publication of Of Islands 

and Men, Pacific history’s inability to meet its aims laid in the fact that history, as a field of 

professional academic inquiry, was “distinctly European.”16  

Collectively, early Pacific historians recognized the need for the field to be 

interdisciplinary. More than any other field, anthropology, and specifically ethnography, offered 

useful theories and methodologies, which led to what might be termed the “ethnographic turn” in 

Pacific historiography. I have already touched upon the work of Dening, however briefly, and so 

I will spend this time here echoing the sentiments of David Hanlon in his own historiographical 

 
14 J.W. Davidson, “Problems of Pacific History,” The Journal of Pacific History 1:1 (1966): 5-21, 5-6, 10-13. It is 
important to note that while Davidson emphasized the importance of “Indigenous traditions,” he suggested that 
too much “guesswork in history” is a negative thing, and that ultimately the historian should seek to “master” their 
given region and temporal fields of study. For another historiography of Pacific history, see David Hanlon, “Beyond 
the ‘English Method of Tattooing’: Decentering the Practice of History in Oceania,” The Contemporary Pacific 15:1 
(Spring 2003): 19-40, 22. My brief historiography here is based, in part, off of the arc offered by this piece.  
15 H.E. Maude, Of Islands and Men: Studies in Pacific History (Melbourne, AUS: Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 
xix; Peter Munz, “The Purity of Historical Method: Some Skeptical Reflections on the Current Enthusiasm for the 
History of Non-European Societies,” The New Zealand Journal of History 5:1: 1-17, p. 2, 17. 
16 Hanlon, “Beyond the ‘English Method of Tattooing,’” 23. 
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overview of the contributions of anthropology and ethnography to the doing of Pacific history. 

Hanlon wrote that the “the practice of history in Oceania has been affected deeply by a strong 

sense of the symbolic, by the consideration of events in time as historical metaphors for deeper 

mythical realities, and by the metaphor of islands and beaches.”17 Exactly how historians and 

anthropologists have examined symbols and metaphors, however, differs a good deal.  

Marshall Sahlins saw symbols as “various and contingent,” ordered and interpreted 

according to socially constituted and individually variable purposes. “Signs,” Sahlins wrote, 

“take on functional and implicational values,” the analysis of which can reveal “unprecedented 

forms and meanings (metaphors, for example).” However, he added that the value of signs, and 

their forms and meanings, can be revaluated and revised because they always exist “by reference 

to a world” that is not devoid of dynamism and change. For Sahlins, then, anthropology’s 

structuralism could not (or would not) account for historical change, “lest ‘system’ be put at 

risk,” but history also seemed to him as yet unable (or unwilling) to recognize that events are 

ordered by culture, “organized by structures of significance,” and that this process thusly 

reorders culture over time.18 Sahlins’ contribution to Pacific history lay in his aim “ to discover 

how people conducted themselves and understood the world according to their purposes, 

interests, and priorities,” and while Sahlins might label himself as an historical anthropologist, 

his approach to symbol, metaphor, and their cultural and temporal particularities has influenced 

ethnographic approaches to Pacific history a great deal.19  

 
17 Hanlon, “Beyond the ‘English Method of Tattooing,’” 24. 
18 Marshall Sahlins, Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities: Structure in the Early History of the Sandwich 
Islands Kingdom (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press in association with the Association of Social 
Anthropology in Oceania, 1995), p. 6-8.  
19 Hanlon, “Beyond the ‘English Method of Tattooing,’” 24. 
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For Dening, symbols comprised the “poetics” of history, and through articulating “all the 

other ways of knowing a past,” one might come to understand the “symbolic realism” of peoples 

and pasts. Pacific historians with an ethnographic bend seek to gain some sensitivity to symbols 

as metaphors through qualitative analyses of specific issues or events, avoiding presumptions of 

familiarity and aiming to articulate the idiosyncrasies and particularities of peoples and pasts, 

while also remaining as reflexive as possible, with some awareness of their positionality to their 

sources and to their work.20 

 Just as Pacific historians began turning to a more holistic interpretation of the past or 

pasts with greater attention to symbols and interpretations, more and more Indigenous Oceanian 

scholars began producing influential works that mirrored and sometimes drew from ethnographic 

approaches, but which, more than anything, infused Pacific history with Indigenous 

epistemologies. Hauʻofa remains one of the most influential Indigenous Oceanian scholars, 

known for utilizing his intimate and deeply personal grounding in Oceanian epistemology to 

revisit, reframe, and reorient Pacific history and Pacific Studies more broadly, but there have 

been countless others, both esteemed professors and younger students, who have pushed the 

boundaries of the field and created what Hauʻofa called a “new Pacific historiography.”21 As 

touched upon earlier, Hauʻofa cited the work of ʻOkusitino Māhina as influential in this new 

Pacific historiography, primarily because of Māhina’s argument for drawing from oral traditions 

as “valid sources for ‘academic history,’” and it is no coincidence that Māhina’s essay opens 

with a quote from Sahlins, whose work was clearly influential to his own.22  

 
20 See: David Hanlon, “Syllabus, HIST 612: Ethnographic History” Course Syllabus for HIST 612, University of Hawaiʻi 
at Mānoa (Fall 2017), pp. 1-19, p. 1-2. 
21 Hauʻofa, “Pasts to Remember,” p. 60. 
22 Ibid, 64. See also: ʻOkusitino Māhina, “The Poetics of Tongan Traditional History, ‘Tala-ē-fonua’: An Ecology-
Centered Concept of Culture and History,” The Journal of Pacific History 28:1 (June, 1993): 109-121.  
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This newer branch of Pacific historiography also has a more stated purpose to serve as a 

tangible tool for realizing a kind of epistemological decolonization, if not outright 

decolonization, flipping what Hauʻofa called “mainline history” on its head and ensuring that 

Indigenous Oceanian peoples not only contribute to, but lead discussions on Oceanian pasts 

while realizing Oceanian futures.23 Scholars like Hauʻofa, Māhina, Haunani-Kay Trask, and 

Teresia Teaiwa use their academic work to propel broader conversations and movements aimed 

at realizing decolonization in both political and epistemological senses.24   

As such, there is presently a very real tension between the fields of Pacific and world 

history, as evidenced in Hanlon’s 2017 article “Losing Oceania to the Pacific and the World.” In 

that article, Hanlon called for the “recovery of deeper Oceanic pasts” amidst a publication wave 

of “Pacific Worlds” approaches.25 Hanlon worried that “the larger scholarly world” had relegated 

Oceania as a backdrop for conversations between Pacific history and the emerging fields of 

transnational, global, and world history, and that these conversations overlooked “more 

indigenously focused and conceptualized history.”26 It is not that Hanlon saw no value in 

transnational or comparative approaches; he said outright that “Pacific history needs very much 

to be in conversation with other histories and other historians.”27 Rather, Pacific history, Hanlon 

said, should not “reorder…Oceanic pasts to accommodate historiographical trends,” nor work to 

 
23 Ibid. 
24 Teresia K. Teaiwa, “bikinis and other s/pacific n/oceans,” The Contemporary Pacific 6:1 (Spring 1994): 87-109; 
Haunani-Kay Trask, From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawaiʻi (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaiʻi Press, 1999), p. vi. Māhina’s quote taken from: Māhina, “The Poetics of Tongan Traditional History,” p. 121. 
25 David Hanlon, “Losing Oceania to the Pacific and the World,” The Contemporary Pacific 29:2 (2017): 286-318; 
286. For “Pacific Worlds” approaches cited by Hanlon, see: Matt Matsuda, Pacific Worlds: A History of Seas, 
Peoples, and Cultures (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012); David Armitage and Alison Bashford, 
Pacific Histories: Ocean, Land, People (New York: Palgrave MacMillan Press, 2014); and David Igler, The Great 
Ocean: Pacific Worlds from Captain Cook to the Gold Rush (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
26 Hanlon, “Losing Oceania,” 286-287. See also: Adrian Muckle, “Review Forum: Pacific Histories: Ocean, Land, and 
People,” Journal of Pacific History 50:2: 229-240.  
27 Hanlon, “Losing Oceania,” 306. 
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reflect “Atlantic Worlds” models to meet “utilitarian” ends.28 Hanlon emphasized “imagination, 

discursive flourish, and Deep Time” as methodological considerations for Pacific history. He 

questioned both the framing of the Pacific and the use of the term “the Pacific” itself. He cited 

Teaiwa, Hauʻofa, and Albert Wendt, among others, as examples of Indigenous scholars whose 

contributions and innovations were emblematic of “generations of survival, struggle, and 

renewal” of Indigenous peoples and scholars alike, and of the critical Indigenous methodologies 

for approaching Oceanic pasts that had survived, struggled, and renewed along with them.  

I second Hanlon’s argument that Pacific historians must be in conversation with other 

historians, including those in world history. World history is one of my doctoral subfields, and in 

world history graduate courses I have come to learn of transnational, comparative, and global 

approaches that I personally do not see as counter to the doing of Pacific history, nor to the 

recovery of deeper Oceanic Pasts. Commenting on the complementarity of these difference 

research tactics, the editor of the Journal of World History in 2017, Fabio López Lázaro, 

observed that there are several “distinct but…interconnected” approaches to world historical 

research, which in general share an attention to “experiences and events across the boundary 

lines of societies, cultures, and polities” and analyze “processes of cross-cultural and 

transnational interaction” while examining “patterns that influenced historical developments on 

trans-regional and global scales” ands underscoring “processes that have ‘worlded’ the world and 

 
28 Ibid, 306, 287. For descriptions of “Atlantic Worlds” history, which is cited by and often emulated in Pacific 
Worlds approaches, see: The Ohio State University Department of History, “Atlantic World History,” 
https://history.osu.edu/courses/info/fields/atlantic accessed 6 July 2020); Brown University Department of 
History, “Atlantic World,” https://www.brown.edu/academics/history/people/faculty/atlantic-world accessed 6 
July 2020); and The University of Florida Department of History, “Atlantic World,” 
https://history.ufl.edu/directory/faculty-by-specialization/atlantic-world/ (accessed 6 July 2020). Readers will note 
the overlaps of Pacific and Atlantic Worlds approaches, both of which are predicated upon, as stated in the latter 
citation from the University of Florida, “interactions and interrelations between peoples and cultures” rather than 
Indigenous historicities and outlined by Hanlon and others.   
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globalised it.”29 López Lázaro specifically cautions against arbitrarily selected phenomena and 

regions, and expressed disappointment over the assumption that world history is “exclusively a 

macrohistorical approach that must deal with the history of the whole world in some kind of 

synthesized way,” a tendency that he says “flattens the diverse approaches to studying 

transnational and non-national phenomena which can be properly admitted within a world-

historical field of study.”  

 López Lázaro’s caution against assuming priori categories inherently pushes back against 

Pacific World approaches that frame the Pacific—as Armitage and Bashford’s Pacific Histories 

did—as a “fulcrum” and a “pivot around which worlds turn.”30 In this regard, Armitage and 

Bashford dance dangerously close to the kinds of “teleologically-driven” analyses that López 

Lázaro cautions against.31 Because López Lázaro recognizes that “building international 

histories out of national ones was a historical project tied to the construction of the modern 

nation-state,” we can assume he might read Armitage and Bashford’s introduction, which self-

ascribes as a natural progression in historical research following in the footsteps of 

Mediterranean, Indian, and Atlantic worlds approaches and brands itself as a “model for 

transnational history,” and see it as a historical project tied to the construction of contemporary 

professional history and academia in general, thus echoing the criticisms of Hanlon.32 

 López Lázaro proposes the term “transliminality” to both connect the many diverse 

approaches within world or global history and to emphasize historical events and phenomena 

 
29 Fabio López Lázaro, “The Transliminal Approach to Researching Global, Transnational, and Non-national 
Histories: Historiography, Methodology, and Annotated Bibliography," Working Research Paper (May 2017 Draft), 
4. 
30 Armitage and Bashford, Pacific Histories: Ocean, Land, People, p. 1, 6-7. 
31 López Lázaro, “The Transliminal Approach,” 5-6. 
32 Ibid, emphasis in original. 
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that “crossed boundaries (especially, of course, national and nation-state boundaries).”33 In 

framing transliminality in this way, López Lázaro seeks to move past “local versus global or 

global versus national dichotomies in a reified way that distorts real humans’ lives and 

interdependences by essentializing their imagined collectivities, possible agencies, or 

historicisably real actions at any of these levels;” this, I think, is yet another commonality 

between his perception of world history and the sentiments shared by many Pacific historians 

who take issue with Pacific Worlds approaches.34 Here, López Lázaro argues that world history, 

not unlike ethnographic approaches to Pacific history, seek to understand the idiosyncrasies, 

particularities, motivations, and perspectives of peoples of the past, showing that a world-

historical approach is not necessarily counter to a Pacific historical approach, particularly if it 

privileges “explicitly subjective” or emic “worlding” versus worldings that, applying Kenneth 

Pike’s famous formulation, are the etic result of historians’ “galactic” perspective looking down 

on the earth, so-to-speak, from scholarly space.35  

Granted, I cannot in good faith label this dissertation as a work of transliminal history, 

alone, in that not every chapter situates “the crossing of boundaries…as the central problematic 

under investigation.”36 However, there are multiple chapters in which I hope to ask transliminal 

questions, such as my chapter on sapasui, or Samoan “chop suey,” which asks how an American 

dish became a Chinese dish before becoming a Samoan dish, thus using one plate to explore 

transliminal food ethnicization and taste, while also considering the dish’s connections to 

colonialism, agribusiness, and indentured labor. Rather than beginning with a broader question 

 
33 López Lázaro, “The Transliminal Approach,” 4. 
34 Ibid, 8. 
35 Fabio López Lázaro, “Worlding History,” in Jeffrey R. Di Leo and Christian Moraru, eds., The Bloomsbury 
Handbook of World Theory (New York: Bloomsbury, 2021), 32-33 and 25. 
36 Ibid, 16. 
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that seeks to understand macrohistorical view of global food chains, I begin with the phenomena 

of food and its ethnicization, following the entangled histories of ingredients and taste but also 

perceptions and motivations as they cross borders.   

It helps that Sāmoa is rich in both deep Oceanic pasts and inherently transliminal events 

and phenomena. However, much of Sāmoa’s historiography is characterized by works that focus 

on colonial policy in the Samoan archipelago and the formation of the Independent State of 

Sāmoa or the political history of the U.S. territory of American Sāmoa. J.W. Davidson’s Samoa 

mo Samoa is generally held as a forerunning work in Sāmoa’s historiography and within the field 

of Pacific history more broadly. A pioneer of Pacific history, Davidson analyzed Samoan history 

with a specific focus on the eventual establishment of the Independent State of Sāmoa, then 

referred to as Western Sāmoa. Davidson himself served as a kind of liaison between New 

Zealand and Western Sāmoa and aided the latter as a member of the Legislative Assembly and as 

a constitutional advisor during the decolonization period. In this respect, Davidson wrote this 

history “not only as a historian but also as a participant.”37  

R.P. Gilson’s Samoa 1830 to 1900: The Politics of a Multi-Cultural Community, 

published just three years after Davidson’s work, attempted to zoom-in on the early period of 

Christian missionization, which Davidson glossed over. Gilson was primarily concerned with the 

political ramifications of culture clash and cultural hybridity between Euro-American 

Protestantism and the FaʻaSāmoa, which is often defined as the Samoan way of life but which I 

would specify to mean the Samoan way of being and knowing. Like Davidson, Gilson primarily 

focused on the islands that would become Western Sāmoa, but his work is very useful for 

detailing missionization and the seeds of empire in the archipelago, including the commercial 

 
37 J.W. Davidson, Samoa mo Samoa: The Emergence of the Independent State of Western Samoa (Melbourne, Aus.: 
Oxford University Press, 1967), x. 



 31 

interests of whalers, traders, and especially planters, and how these interests intersected with 

notions of imperial expansion.38 American Sāmoa is given more attention in J.A.C. Gray’s 

Amerika Samoa: A History of American Samoa and its United States Naval Administration. 

Though published before Davidson’s work, Amerika Samoa is not necessarily a work of 

academic history as much as a combination between amateur history and personal recollection. 

Still, it is an important work to mention here given its contributions to the recording of American 

Samoan history, which is often overlooked in the historiography. However, it is mostly focused 

on the U.S. Naval Administration, which, though important, does not provide as much analysis 

of the thoughts and actions of Samoans themselves.39 With the exception of Gilson, early 

histories of Sāmoa generally did not consider the FaʻaSāmoa outside of the faʻamatai, or the 

chiefly system of Sāmoa, and the interactions between matai and Euro-American colonial agents 

and pālagi residents in the islands. In this sense, Sāmoa’s early historiography was characterized 

by works that focused on contact, interaction, and exchange between Samoans and pālagi, driven 

primarily by empirical records and more ‘traditional’ historical methodological approaches. 

Subsequent analyses of Samoan history paid closer attention to how the FaʻaSāmoa was 

both externally altered and internally reconstructed as a result of imperialism and colonialism, 

especially in regard to ceremonial oratory, social hierarchy, and land ownership. Malama 

Meleisea’s work is paramount among these. His Lagaga: A Short History of Western Samoa is 

primarily meant as a textbook for undergraduate students, but it is widely considered a seminal 

 
38 R.P. Gilson, Samoa 1830 to 1900: The Politics of a Multi-Cultural Community (Melbourne, Aus.: Oxford University 
Press, 1970).  
39 Capt. J.A.C. Gray, Amerika Samoa: A History of American Samoa and its United States Naval Administration 
(Annapolis, MD: United States Naval Institute, 1960). Additional information on American involvement in Sāmoa 
can be seen in: Barry Rigby, "Private Interests and the Origins of American Involvement in Samoa," Journal of 
Pacific History, 22:3 and 4, (1987): 174-194 and Joseph Kennedy, The Tropical Frontier: America’s South Sea Colony 
(Mangilao, Guam: Micronesian Area Research Center, University of Guam, 2009). 
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work in the historiography as it does well to center the narrative of Samoan history on the 

FaʻaSāmoa and its endurance and flexibility. While Lagaga certainly spent the bulk of its time 

on relations between Samoans and pālagi, it built on the historiography by fronting the 

perceptions and perspectives of Samoans themselves, while also working to introduce Samoan 

ways of conceiving the past as informed by oral traditions. The Making of Modern Samoa is 

Meleisea’s major contribution to the historiography, with an in-depth analysis of the Land and 

Titles Court of what would become the Independent State of Sāmoa, created in 1903 primarily as 

a means by which the German colonial administration could intervene in land and titles 

disputes.40 Meleisea also contributed several essays and chapters centered on Samoan history 

that featured oral historical research, including his O Tama Uli, a short collection of oral 

histories of Melanesian laborers in Sāmoa in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century.41 

Meleisea’s contributions to the historiography cannot be understated, not only due to the fact that 

as a Samoan himself, he represents the efforts of Indigenous Oceanian scholars to, as Hauʻofa 

put it, write their own histories, but also because of his grounding in the FaʻaSāmoa and his 

effort to solidify its place in any history of the islands, especially where it underscores Samoan 

agency.  

Similarly, many have emphasized Samoan agency by focusing on resistance and protest 

movements, and especially those centered on the Mau movements.42 Patricia O’Brien’s recently 

 
40 Malama Meleisea, Lagaga: A Short History of Western Samoa (Suva, Fiji: University of the South Pacific, 1987); 
Malama Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa: Traditional Authority and Colonial Administration in the History 
of Western Samoa (Suva, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies of the University of the South Pacific, 1987). 
41 Malama Meleisea, O Tama Uli: Melanesians in Samoa (Suva, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies, 1980).  
42 Michael Field, Mau: Samoa's Struggle for Freedom (Auckland, NZ: Polynesian Press, 1984); David Chappell, “The 
Forgotten Mau: Anti-Navy Protest in American Sāmoa, 1920-35,” Pacific Historical Review, 69: 2 (May 2000): 217-
60; See also: Peter Hempenstall and Noel Rutherford, Protest and Dissent in the Colonial Pacific (Suva, Fiji: 
University of the South Pacific Press, 1984); I. C. Campbell, “Resistance and Colonial Government: A Comparative 
Study of Samoa,” The Journal of Pacific History 40:1 (June 2005): 45-69. 
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published Tautai examines the role of Taʻisi O.F. Nelson in organizing a protest movement 

against the New Zealand colonial administration in Sāmoa, and does so with an attention to 

Nelson’s personal relationship with the FaʻaSāmoa and his efforts to resist foreign attempts to 

manipulate it.43 The agency of Samoan women in history has been given attention as well, 

though less so. Penelope Schoeffel’s work has been as important as any in progressing the scope 

and scale and Samoan historical study given her steadfast attention to the place of gender in 

Samoan history. Since the completion of her dissertation in 1979, which also features some 

historical discussion on the women’s Mau movement, Schoeffel has drawn from oral tradition, 

anthropological methodology, and archival sources to explore gender in Sāmoa and especially 

the role of women in shaping the FaʻaSāmoa and Samoan history.44 

Agribusiness has been a major focal point in the historiography, and especially recently 

given the ways in which copra, cocoa, rubber, and other agricultural commodities open the door 

to transnational analysis.45 Holger Droessler’s forthcoming Coconut Colonialism: Samoa and the 

Making of the Global South uses copra plantations to explore the “globalization of Sāmoa” as 

facilitated by peoples within and outside of the archipelago.46 Such works include histories of 

 
43 Patricia O’Brien, Tautai: Sāmoa, World History, and the Life of Ta’isi O. F. Nelson (Honolulu, HI: University of 
Hawaiʻi Press, 2017). 
44 Penelope Schoeffel, “Daughters of Sina: A Study of Gender, Status, and Power in Western Samoa,” docotoral 
dissertation, Australia National University, 1979. See also: Penelope Schoeffel and Gavan Daws, “Rank, Gender and 
Politics in Ancient Samoa: The Genealogy of Salamāsina O Le Tafaifā,” The Journal of Pacific History 22:4, Sanctity 
and Power: Gender in Polynesian History [Part 2] (Oct., 1987): 174-194; For more on gender and sexuality, see: 
Serge Tcherkézoff, First Contacts in Polynesia: The Samoan Case (1722-1848): Western Misunderstanding About 
Sexuality and Divinity (Christchurch, NZ: MacMillan Brown Centre for Pacific Studies, 2004).  
45 On whaling vessels see: Rhys Richards, "The Decision to Lotu: New Perspectives from Whaling Records on the 
Sources and Spread of Christianity in Samoa," Pacific Studies 17:1 (1994): 29-41; Rhys Richards and Western Samoa 
Historical & Cultural Trust. Samoa's Forgotten Whaling Heritage: American Whaling in Samoan Waters 1824-1878, 
a Chronological Selection of Extracts from Primary Sources, Mainly Whaling Logbooks, Journals and Contemporary 
News Items (Wellington, N.Z.: Lithographic Services, 1992. 
46 Bio page, “Holger Droessler,” Worcester Polytechnic Institute, online resource: 
https://www.wpi.edu/people/faculty/hdroessler (last accessed January, 2021). See also: Holger Droessler, “Copra 
World: Coconuts, Plantations and Cooperatives in German Samoa,” The Journal of Pacific History (2018): 1-19. 
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transnational labor migration, though there are a handful of historical works that detail the 

experiences of Melanesian and Chinese laborers in greater and more personal detail than most 

agribusiness histories are concerned with.47 These histories are incredibly valuable in giving 

voice to those operating a kind of middle space between Samoan and pālagi, and while they 

came to Sāmoa as laborers in the agricultural industry, many settled in Sāmoa and became 

interwoven with the fabric of Samoan society.  

Still, very little has been done on food in Sāmoa from a historical perspective. There are 

scores of studies on health and wellness in Sāmoa, which generally include brief overviews of 

food in diet in Sāmoa, though hardly any contain comprehensive histories of food, let alone those 

that build off the historiographies trend to draw from the FaʻaSāmoa and consider the role of 

food therein. Even within the wealth of anthropological studies on the FaʻaSāmoa, food is 

usually mentioned as an integral part of Samoan life and culture but not framed as a historical 

object. Moreover, histories of historical events in Sāmoa are often intwined with an overarching 

history of the nation-making of the Independent State of Sāmoa, as evidenced in the fact that the 

historiography skews heavily toward the archipelago’s four westernmost islands that comprise it. 

In this sense, a food history of Sāmoa can make a contribution to the field while also focusing on 

food as a historical object in its own right without an overemphasis on its role in the making of 

the state that seems to dominate much of the historiography, while also touching upon issues of 

gender, colonial resistance, agribusiness, and labor migration. 

 Food history as a field of academic inquiry is relatively young, proof of which can be 

seen in Jeffrey Pilcher’s proclamation in 2012’s The Oxford Handbook of Food History, in 

 
47 Ben Featunaʻi Liuaʻana, “Dragons in Little Paradise: Chinese (Mis-) Fortunes in Samoa, 1900-1950,” The Journal of 
Pacific History, Vol. 32, No. 1 (Jun., 1997): 29-48 and Nancy Tom, The Dragon Came from Afar: The Chinese in 
Western Samoa, 1875-1985 (Apia, Samoa: Western Samoa Historical and Cultural Trust, 1986); See also, Meleisea, 
O Tama Uli. 
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which he wrote, “The history of food, long derided as an amateur’s avocation, has finally won 

professional respectability based on a generation of high-quality scholarship.”48 Indeed, food 

history has long been viewed as ‘niche’ or even ‘amateur,’ the work of journalists and travel 

writers more than scholars, and when scholars did attempt to frame food and food materials as 

historical objects, they were derided as such. In his introduction to The Oxford Handbook, 

Pilcher notes that Lucy Maynard Salmon, a noted historian, was more or less dismissed for her 

1897 work Domestic Service, which analyzed recipes and kitchen appliances. Food was seen 

more as an object of anthropological or sociological study, and food historical research served as 

a supplement to more contemporarily-focused arguments.  

In The Oxford Handbook, Sydney Watts cites the Annales school as the forerunner of 

food history, as many Annales historians featured food in their historical studies, albeit as a 

smaller part of a larger process involving land distribution, agriculture, nourishment, famine, and 

climate.49 Watts argues that while food studies was granted a “sense of legitimacy in the 

academic world” under the leadership of Annales historians, food remained a mostly 

“agricultural commodity” to be framed within “larger questions of historical change over long 

periods,” which makes sense given the Annales school’s attention to Braudelian longue duree. 

Histories of taste, cuisine, and food preparation were all but absent before the emergence of a 

“new wave” cultural history that questioned “the value and customs of private life…and the 

formation of social identity.”50 Watts credits Jean-Louis Flandrin, an Annales historian with an 

 
48 Jeffrey M. Pilcher, ed. The Oxford Handbook of Food History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012): xvii. 
Pilcher’s introduction is an excellent historiography for reference to trends in food history. 
49 See: Marc Bloch, Feudal Society (Chicago, IL: Phoenix Books, 1967); Lucien Febvre, The Problem of Unbelief in the 
Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982); Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Peasants of 
Languedoc (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1974); Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the 
Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1972, 1973 [1949]).   
50 Sydney Watts, “Food and the Annales School,” in Pilcher, The Oxford Handbook, 12-13. 



 36 

expertise in anthropology, with pushing the still rather nebulous field of food history toward 

analyses of taste and cuisine, framing taste as a “‘tributary of culture, of social milieu, of space 

and time,’” which made both food and taste “intrinsically historical.”51   

However, Pilcher contends that despite the contributions of the Annales school, “the 

recent burst of historical scholarship on food was inspired largely by anthropologists.”52 This 

comes as no surprise when one considers that in the same decade that saw Lucy Maynard 

Salmon ridiculed by historians, William Robertson Smith was lauded for his work on sacrificial 

meals and its contributions to the making of modern anthropology.53 Since the late-nineteenth 

century, noted anthropologists have recognized food as an integral component of humanity. In 

the mid-twentieth century, functionalists like Audrey Richards and structuralists like Claude 

Lévi-Strauss positioned food as a medium through which to explore social cohesion and 

conceptual structures, respectively.54 Still, it was not until the 1970s and 80s that food 

anthropology shed its mostly ahistorical framework, led by anthropologists like Kwang-Chih 

Chang and Sidney Mintz, whose work examined food as both cuisine and commodity across 

time and space.55 Mintz’s work has been especially influential to food history, often cited as 

seminal in the development of the field, though one wonders whether Mintz’s example might 

have some role in the lack of ethnographic and microhistorical approaches to food history.  

 
51 Ibid, 14; See also: Jean-Louis Flandrin, “Distinction through Taste,” in Philippe Aries and Georges Duby, eds. 
History of Private Life (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1981).  
52 Pilcher, The Oxford Handbook, xviii.  
53 William Robertson Smith, Religion of the Semites (1894; reprint, New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 
2002).  
54 See: Audrey Richards, Land, Labour and Diet in Northern Rhodesia (London; New York: Published for the 
International Institute of African Languages & Cultures by the Oxford University Press, 1939). 
55 K.C. Chang, ed., Food in Chinese Culture: Anthropological and Historical Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1977); Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: Viking Press, 
1985). 
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Mintz’s Sweetness and Power applied anthropological approaches to British sugar 

consumption while implementing a material historical analysis of sugar production, and did so in 

a way that, like sugar, seemed to touch nearly every part of the globe. In its wake, Sweetness and 

Power seems to have influenced scores of works that examine food on a macrohistorical scale, 

and to a point that both undercuts the contributions of anthropology to the field and leaves the 

field vulnerable to repeating some of the mistakes of other branches of history, namely an 

overemphasis and priori application of the nation-state. In addition to Pilcher’s 2012 volume, 

collections like 2007’s Food: The History of Taste and 2012’s Writing Food History: A Global 

Perspective seek to approach food history on a macrohistorical scale, essentially seeking to tell 

the whole history of the whole world’s food and offering a so-called “global” perspective that 

essentially groups smaller regional and national food histories into neat so-called world-

historical sets.56 In this sense, it seems that contemporary food history is treading a fine line 

between using food to answer important transliminal questions and falling into age-old 

teleological traps that apply priori geographical and temporal assumptions. Still, this is probably 

less to do with Mintz and more to do with an attempt by food historians to join in on the 

popularization of global studies that have also influenced the proliferation of Pacific Worlds 

approaches. 

There are, of course, several works that focus on transliminal phenomena, such as Felipe 

Fernández-Armesto’s Near a Thousand Tables and Bartow Elmore’s Citizen Coke, which center 

on spices and soda, respectively, in ways that are less preoccupied with boundaries and polities 

 
56 Paul Freedman, ed., Food: The History of Taste (London: Thames and Hudson, 2007); Kyri W. Claflin, and Peter 
Scholliers, Writing Food History: A Global Perspective (London; New York: Berg, 2012); Frederick Errington et.al., 
The Noodle Narratives: The Global Rise of an Industrial Food into the Twenty-First Century (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2013).  
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than with commodities, tastes, and cultures of consumption.57 Using a single ingredient or set of 

ingredients in this way is a popular approach to food history as of late. Works like W.G. 

Clarence-Smith’s Cocoa and Chocolate and Lizzie Collingham’s Curry follow the food, not the 

nations that consume them nor the nations or national identities that are supposedly built by 

them, and while they are statedly works of popular history, Mark Kurlansky’s books on cod and 

salt do well to follow single food items across time and space.58 Despite its name, the relatively 

new journal Global Food History has done well to publish contributions from scholars who take 

microhistorical approaches, but these are fewer and further between. Moreover, food histories of 

Oceania are altogether absent in broader discussions within food history. There have recently 

been a handful of food historical dissertations that focus on Oceania, such as Hannah Cutting-

Jones’ “Feasts of Change: Food and History in the Cook Islands, 1825–1975,” and Josh Levy’s 

“Eating Empire, Going Local: Food, Health, and Sovereignty on Pohnpei, 1899-1986,” but these 

represent exceptions to the rule, despite the wealth of historical and cultural elements embedded 

within Oceanian food cultures.59 

It is odd that these historiographies seem to be inherently connected and yet decidedly 

distant, or even at odds. Much like Pacific history, world history, or at least those world 

 
57 Felipe Fernández-Armesto, Near a Thousand Tables: A History of Food. (New York; London: Free Press, 2002); 
Bartow Elmore’s Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-Cola Capitalism (New York; London: W.W. Norton and 
Company). 
58 W.G. Clarence-Smith, Cocoa and Chocolate, 1765-1914 (London; New York: Routledge, 2000); Lizzie Collingham, 
Curry: A Tale of Cooks and Conquerors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). See also: Mark Pendergrast, 
Uncommon Grounds: The History of Coffee and How it Transformed our World (New York: Basic Books, 1999) and 
Deborah Valenze, Milk: A Local and Global History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011). Mark Kurlansky, Cod: 
A Biography of the Fish that Changed the World (New York: Walker and Company, 1997); Mark Kurlansky, Salt: A 
World History (New York: Walker and Company, 2002); See also: James Watson, ed., Golden Arches East: 
McDonald’s in East Asia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), an excellent work of anthropology 
accompanied by strong historical analysis. 
59 Hannah Cutting-Jones, “Feasts of Change: Food and History in the Cook Islands, 1825–1975,” Doctoral 
dissertation, University of Auckland (Aotearoa/New Zealand), 2017; Josh Levy, “Eating Empire, Going Local: Food, 
Health, and Sovereignty on Pohnpei, 1899-1986,” Doctoral Dissertation, University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champagne, 2018. 
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historians who, like López Lázaro, seek to ask transliminal questions, is focused primarily on the 

nuanced perspectives and perceptions of peoples of the pasts more than assumed categories, the 

emic more than the etic. The historiographic currents in both fields seemed to have carried many 

historians to an understanding that arbitrary categories and inorganic “connections” that serve 

professionally-minded agendas are counter to the responsible sensitivity to the lived experiences 

of historical actors, and yet there exists this bourgeoning and increasingly respected “Pacific 

Worlds” approach that seems to go against these currents.  

It is odd, too, that for all of the ways in which historians of Sāmoa have discussed 

imperialism, colonialism, material culture, and hybridization while anthropologists of Sāmoa 

have underscored time and again the importance of food within Samoan society and culture, that 

there remains a considerable lack of food historical works centered on taumafa Sāmoa, or 

Samoan food. Odder, still, that food history, for all its anthropological influence, has trended 

toward macrohistorical approaches that essentialize food in nation- and world-making, especially 

considering that looping back to world historiography exposes an effort in that field to get away 

from such approaches. And so, here I stand at the intersection of these historiographic roads, 

wondering aloud; how can Pacific history work with world history, or transliminal history more 

specifically, in ways that do not undermine deeper Oceanic pasts and Indigenous 

epistemologies? How can looking at food and historical change fill a gap within Sāmoa’s 

historiography? And how can applying Pacific historical methods, and especially those with an 

ethnographic historical bend, bring food history to a place that values local, anthropologically-

grounded approaches, while still remaining considerate of transliminal questions?  

If I succeed in the goals that I have set for myself here in this introduction, then those 

questions should be answered by the time I reach the conclusion. However, it will not be for me 
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to decide whether or not I have succeeded. Just as I learned on that first day teaching in Manuʻa, 

a text’s worth is only as much as its reader ascribes to it. I hope that whatever the worth of this 

text amounts to be, that I will have done right by those who have helped me learn. 

Chapter Outline 

 The first chapter, E Lē Tasi se Tala, explores the interplay between history, orality, food, 

and contemporary sciences and social sciences. The chapter highlights five forms of orality—

tala (stories, myths, or legends), fāgogo (fables or bedtime stories), alagāʻupu (proverbial 

sayings derived from tala), muāgagana (proverbial sayings akin to idioms), and gao (village 

nicknames)—showing how these forms contain powerful and pervasive messages that propagate 

both history and core values of the FaʻaSāmoa. The chapter also shows that because each of 

these forms contain narratives or references that prominently feature and center food, it is 

reasonable to conclude that food itself is central to the history and culture of Sāmoa, and has 

been since aso anamua, or the deep past. Finally, the chapter shows how archaeologists, 

ethnobotanists, linguists, geneticists, and remote sensing methodologists utilizing LiDAR have 

all contributed to fields of knowledge surrounding the origins, use, and social significance of 

food in Sāmoa over time. 

 The second, third, and fourth chapters can effectively be characterized as case 

studies that show how imported foods and beverages, which are often both deeply local and 

inherently transliminal histories unto themselves, are adopted into Samoan culture and adapted 

by Samoans over time. However, each chapter also provides distinct areas of examination 

besides the difference in the foods or beverages explored. The second chapter, Se Pīsupo Sili, 

focuses on pīsupo, or corned beef, and shows how a food once (and in many ways, still) viewed 

as distinctly Irish became decidedly Samoan. It also demonstrates pīsupo’s material value in 
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historical and contemporary Sāmoa, which stem from both its rarity as an expensive item and its 

prized flavor as well as its sensory value as a lololo, or rich, fatty food. The chapter provides 

what may well be the first attempt at writing a history of pīsupo in Sāmoa, from nineteenth-

century whaling ships to contemporary Samoan tables. Borrowing from a transliminal approach, 

the story also shows how corned beef was a commodity that crossed national and nation-state 

boundaries as a crucial foodstuff in a global food market. 

The third chapter, ʻAva Pālagi, explores the entanglement of alcohol, race, and racism. It 

provides a historical overview of alcohol in Sāmoa before showing how waves of racist 

legislation imposed by pālagi restricted alcohol consumption amongst Samoans, but it also 

shows how Samoans of varying political and economic influence exercised their agency to flout, 

subvert, and protest these prejudicial laws. Illegal home-brew alcohol, drinking and crime on 

“the Beach,” and the life and times of Taʻisi O.F. Nelson help tell these stories. Sapasui is this 

dissertation’s fourth chapter, which uses the Samoan-style “chop suey” dish as a medium 

through which to explore the lived experiences of Chinese laborers in Sāmoa at the turn of the 

twentieth century, the global (and indeed, the transliminal) spread of so-called “Chinese food” as 

a novel cuisine designed for mostly White eaters, and the surprising origins of the dish that 

became sapasui.  

The fifth chapter, ʻO le Taumafa ma le Tupe, seeks to articulate the implications that 

changes in Samoan food had for the economies of both Samoan polities, with a particular focus 

on the efforts of leaders in either polity to use food as a commodity to gain increased self-

sufficiency. Two case studies—one of Western Samoa Breweries Limited’s efforts to grow the 

brand of Vailima beer, and another of American Sāmoa Delegate-at-Large Fofō I.F. Sunia’s 

efforts to establish a pīsupo processing plant and exporting business in Pago Pago—drive the 
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chapter’s analysis and narrative. Finally, Maʻi Suka explores contemporary issues of health and 

wellness in either Samoan polity and their historical connection to imported foods. Maʻi Suka 

explores drastic rises in cases of diabetes, obesity, and hypertension, all of which are 

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) linked to diet. It also explores the observations of dentists, 

doctors, and other medical professionals to chart evolving concerns over drastic alterations to 

Samoan diets and correlating negative impacts on Samoan health. Finally, it asks whether pālagi 

visitors and settlers in Sāmoa have been focused on the health and wellness of Samoans to a 

degree that reflects colonial paternalism. 

A Note on Samoan Language and Diacritics 

 This dissertation uses italics to distinguish between English- and Samoan-language words 

(as well as other words in languages other than English). Some scholars choose not to do this, 

primarily because they do not wish to “other” Samoan language or in any way privilege English 

over other languages. I appreciate and respect this stance. However, I ultimately chose to use 

italics for Samoan words and phrases because I think it will be helpful for non-Samoan speakers 

as they read. Inspired by my mentor Fepuleaʻi Lāsei Dr. John Mayer, noted Samoan linguist, I 

have chosen to use diacritical markers throughout this dissertation to assist non-Samoan speakers 

and Samoan speakers who may struggle to pronounce Samoan words without diacritical markers 

as they read.60  

Also inspired by Dr. Mayer, I have chosen to omit the macron in “Samoan” because this 

word is the English-spelling, as evidenced by the fact that it ends in a consonant. However, I 

have also chosen to include a macron in “American Sāmoa” and “Western Sāmoa” primarily 

because I feel that omitting gives too much weight to colonial names. This is a personal decision 

 
60 See: Eseta Magaui Tualaulelei, Fepuleai Lasei John Mayer, and Galumalemana A. Hunkin, “Diacritical Marks and 
the Samoan Language,” The Contemporary Pacific 27:1 (2015): 184-207. 
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that I stand behind, though I understand some may disagree with it. To that end, I understand that 

I may have overlooked some errors in Samoan spelling and definitions, and I jumbly ask for 

readers’ understanding that Samoan is not my first language and their forgiveness of any 

mistakes herein.  
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Chapter 1: E Lē Tasi se Tala—There is No One Story 
 

How Sāmoa Got Its Name 

I learned of how Sāmoa got its name while speaking with a toeaʻina, or elderly man, 

while living on Taʻū, though I never intended to ask the him questions about origins or histories. 

Rather, I asked him why so many people had warned me to keep my pet puppy away from 

chickens. Weeks earlier, one of my students at Manuʻa High School gifted me with a puppy, and 

before long, the puppy developed a knack for chasing around chickens that often wandered 

through my yard. I took the whole thing as a mostly humorous and harmless activity; the puppy 

was only weeks old, after all. However, I was quickly warned by my neighbor that should the 

puppy ever manage to catch and harm a chicken, he would be promptly shot. I was as shocked as 

I imagine other pālagi are upon reading this, but after speaking with the toeaʻina, I learned of 

how serious the infraction was, and about its roots in Sāmoa’s food history. 

According to the toeaʻina, I aso anamua, or in the deep past, the moa, or chicken, was 

brought to Manuʻa by the gods to aid humans with marine navigation. As ancestral Samoan 

navigators traveled from island to island, both within and beyond Sāmoa, they always took a 

rooster with them, for its crowing signaled both the time of day and the close proximity of land. 

Only the Tui Manuʻa, or paramount chief of Manuʻa, was permitted to eat the moa, making it sā, 

or sacred/forbidden, to all others. I was confused, though. If the name “Sāmoa” effectively meant 

“Sacred Chickens,” then why are chickens widely eaten in Sāmoa? After all, I joined with 

several others in eating chicken during weekly toʻonaʻi, or the large feasts shared by families 

during Sunday afternoons in between morning and evening church services. “This is true,” the 

toeaʻina, told me, “but we do not eat the moa lightly. The toʻonaʻi is a sacred time of eating, so it 

is acceptable. During toʻonaʻi, we celebrate God, our families, and our villages. How, then, 
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could we let dogs attack the moa? No, in Sāmoa, and in Manuʻa especially, the moa will always 

be sā.”61 

History in Sāmoa is often shared this way, through oral communication during everyday 

life. A question about a puppy opened the door to millennia’s worth of tala, or stories. As we 

spoke, the toeaʻina, taught me about the far-reaching authority of the Tui Manuʻa, which is said 

to have spread not only over the islands of Sāmoa, but over parts of Fiji, Tonga, Tokelau, 

Tuvalu, ʻUvea, and Futuna as well, establishing the island of Taʻū as the seat of an Oceanian 

empire centuries before the arrival of pālagi in the so-called “Pacific.”62 These histories are 

made present through their application to societal and cultural norms in the here and now, 

embodied and expressed through everyday behaviors, actions, and decisions. Food behaviors, 

actions, and decisions are no different. As with the moa in Manuʻa, foodstuffs have their own 

histories, embedded within the oral traditions passed on through generations, which shape what 

foods are eaten or not, when they are eaten, why they are preferred or not, and how they are 

procured, prepared, served, and by whom. However, food histories in Sāmoa are also informed 

by research methods originating outside of Sāmoa. Sciences and social sciences that include 

fields like archaeology, linguistics, ethnobotany, and genetics have all contributed to new 

 
61 A version of this tala o le vavau, or ancestral, historical legend, has been collected by the Dartmouth Folklore 
Archive. See: Jack Tuiolosega, “Chicken Origin Myth,” Dartmouth Folklore Archive, online resource (last accessed 1 
January 2021), https://journeys.dartmouth.edu/folklorearchive/2020/06/03/chicken-origin-myth/. Several legends 
regarding the origin of Sāmoa’s naming, include others that speak of “sacred chickens,” can be found in: George 
Turner, Samoa: A Hundred Years Ago and Long Before (London: London Missionary Society, 1884). It is worth 
noting, too, that chickens are eaten in less formal and more commercial venues as well, and these occasions are 
not the same as preparing moa for toʻonaʻi. For example, eating chicken nuggets at McDonald’s or cooking store-
bought chicken for a routine dinner are not viewed as sacred or religious occurences, the main distinction seeming 
to be that the preparation of live chickens specifically killed, cooked, and eaten for toʻonaʻi is part of a deeply 
historical and formal ceremony whereas eating foods from restaurants and grocery stores are more recently 
introduced, informal, and not a part of historical Samoan ceremony. It should be noted that throughout Sāmoa—
not just Manuʻa—dogs, pigs, and other animals caught harming chickens can be punished or restrained. 
62 For more on the Sāmoan influence on Tongan oral tradition through the rule of the Tui Manuʻa, see: ʻOkusitino 
Māhina, “Myth and History,” in Alex Calder, Jonathan Lamb, Bridget Orr, eds., Voyages and Beaches: Pacific 
Encounters, 1769-1840 (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1999).  
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understandings of food, food practice, and food culture both in the contemporary period and as 

far back as methods like soil sampling, comparative etymology, and radiocarbon dating can 

detect. Food historians of Oceania, then, must not only work to chart food histories, but to find a 

balance between how those food histories are informed by multiple epistemologies, perspectives, 

and approaches. 

In her 2011 book, Fāiā Faʻatūmua o Sāmoa mai Tala o le Vavau, the late Samoan 

scholar ʻAumua Mataʻitusi Simanu wrote, “E lē tasi se tala i le foafoaga o le lalolagi o Sāmoa 

ʻātoa,” or, “There is no one story of the creation of the Samoan world.”63 Aged 90 at the time of 

the book’s publication, Simanu spent most of her life developing the expertise that carried her 

through the writing of Fāiā Faʻatūmua, from her upbringing in Sāmoa to her long career as an 

educator and researcher that took her across the world and saw her recognized by academics and 

heads of state alike, and viewed by many as “Samoa’s living treasure.”64 It was with this 

experience and expertise that Simanu emphasized, along with her contemporaries in Samoan 

studies and Pacific Islands studies more broadly, the inherent multiplicity and flexibility of 

Oceanian pasts. Still, she also set out to present her own versions of histories, as informed by her 

experiences and familial traditions, ultimately aiming “to pass on the fading knowledge and 

skills of our ancestors to the younger generations before they are lost to them for all time.”65 For 

Simanu, then, it was important to both acknowledge variations in Samoan histories while also 

 
63 ʻAumua Mataʻitusi Simanu, Fāiā Faʻatūmua o Sāmoa mai Tala o le Vavau: A Text for the Advanced Study of 
Samoan Language and Culture (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2011), p. 58. Translation is my own.  
64 Tina Mataʻafa-Tufele, “Author, Teacher Aumua Mataitusi Passes On,” Samoa Observer August 12, 2020 (online 
resource, last accessed December 5, 2020) https://www.samoaobserver.ws/category/article/68444.  
65 Simanu, Fāiā Faʻatūmua, p. 7. Note that this sentence is part of an English-language translation written by 
Fepuleaʻi Lāsei John Mayer. See also the MA thesis of Simanu’s daughter, Manumaua Luafata Simanu-Klutz, a 
noted historian and scholar in her own right, which tells the life story of the elder Simanu; Manumaua Luafata 
Simanu-Klutz, “Aumua Mataʻitusi Simanu: Life Story of a Samoan Educator and Orator in Diaspora,” MA Thesis, 
University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, 2001.  
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printing her own versions to ensure that young learners, some of them with little or no 

knowledge of Samoan oral traditions, had a resource available to them that could offer some 

window into Samoan pasts. 

 Such is the inherent conflict in analyzing oral traditions. On the one hand, oral traditions 

are crucial in approaching Samoan pasts. As the Samoan scholar and politician Tui Atua Tupua 

Tamasese Taʻisi Efi once wrote, “The dialogue between the living and the dead is the essence of 

a Samoan spiritual being…In order to understand this dialogue you need to analyse the 

mythological, the spiritual, cultural and historical reference points of Samoans.”66 For many 

Samoans, oral traditions encompass all of these reference points. On the other hand, looking at 

oral tradition requires one to choose certain traditions over others, and thus certain nuʻu or ʻāiga 

over others. Furthermore, many oral traditions that are analyzed are in fact printed, which brings 

into question their status as ‘oral’ traditions and raises new questions about the nature of orality-

made-text. Though Simanu drew from the oral traditions as relayed to her by her ʻāiga, she also 

looked to the work of Brother Fred Henry, Dr. Augustin Kraemer, Dr. Eric Schultz, and the 

Reverend George Turner, all of whom were pālagi who collected and transcribed oral traditions 

in the nineteenth and early-twentieth century. Simanu’s task was to find a balance between what 

she heard and what she read, and transcribe them in kind to produce an analysis of language, 

culture, and history that would be educational for any interested learner.  

My goal in this chapter is similar. Though I am far from being the scholar that the late 

Simanu was, I hope to follow her method of recognizing the multiplicity of Samoan histories 

while also selecting a small number for the purposes of providing an educational analysis for any 

interested learner. Rather than present a comprehensive history of Sāmoa as Simanu did, I wish 

 
66 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taʻisi Efi, “In Search of Meaning, Nuance, and Metaphor in Social Policy,” Social Policy 
Journal of New Zealand 20 (June, 2003): 49-63, 50.  
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to focus specifically on food, both in Sāmoa’s histories and in the passing on of those histories, 

for it has been my experience both in life and research that food is never far from the 

“mythological, the spiritual, cultural and historical reference points of Samoans” that Tamasese 

said were so crucial in understanding the dialogue between Samoans and their pasts. In fact, one 

could reasonably present a comprehensive history of Sāmoa even if they only include oral 

traditions that centered on food, from the stories of Sāmoa’s naming as told to me by the 

toeaʻina, to the genealogies of families and matai titles, and even into periods of conflict and 

war. Beyond broader historical strokes, food can also speak to more intimate aspects of history 

and memory. In his exploration of meaning and nuance in Samoan orality, Tamasese also cited 

the importance of food like mama, or the tiny dumplings of masticated food that Samoan 

mothers feed to their babies, and the mana, or spiritual force, embedded within them. In these 

respects, food not only serves as a kind of material that can be identified and analyzed within 

oral traditions, but also as an integral part of the living FaʻaSāmoa passed from generation to 

generation.  

This chapter, like previous Samoan histories before it, selects a few examples of Samoan 

oral histories in an effort to underscore the central role that food plays in the recording, charting, 

and passing down of Samoan histories, while also seeking to explore the more intimate role that 

food plays in the shaping and sharing of the FaʻaSāmoa itself, primarily through actions that will 

be articulated as ‘food performances.’ In so doing, the chapter also works to be reflexive of the 

multiplicitous nature of Samoan histories, acknowledging that such selectivity is not without its 

inherent problems. However, this chapter also seeks to engage with the work of scientists and 

social scientists to both learn about their contributions to the knowing of Samoan food history, 

and also to explore how historians of Oceania might find balance between the two differing ways 
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of knowing. After exploring several forms of Samoan orality and the role of food therein, as well 

as some discussion throughout on the contexts surrounding the selected traditions shared here, 

the chapter will explore the application of science and social science in Oceania and the ways in 

which they can shed light on Sāmoa’s food pasts, before offering some concluding thoughts on 

how various epistemologies might complement one another in a holistic approach to history, and 

to food history especially. 

Tala 

 If one were keen to find an example of the ways in which printed texts can be just as 

problematic as oral traditions, one could look no further than the book Tala o le Vavau: Myths 

and Legends of Samoa, which is perhaps the single most cited collection of tala, or Samoan oral 

traditions, also called “stories,” “myths,” or “legends,” but which I tend to simply call 

“histories.” The book attributes its authorship to a “C. Stuebel,” whom it describes as the 

“German consul to Sāmoa from 1884-1894.” However, I have been unable to find any record of 

a “C. Stuebel” serving as German consul to Sāmoa.67 R.P. Gilson’s Samoa 1830-1900 mentions 

an “O. Stuebel” serving as German consul, but Gilson dates the man’s appointment as beginning 

in 1883, and describes him as a menacing figure who clashed with his British and American 

counterparts while seeking to usurp the power of the matai and place Sāmoa entirely under 

German rule, not a scholar engaging in ethnological research.68  

Only recently has The Museum of Sāmoa uncovered further details about the man, who it 

identifies as Dr. Oscar Stübel. According to the museum, Dr. Oscar Stübel spent two different 

stints as German consul in Sāmoa, one between the early 1880’s and 1885, and again between 

 
67 C. Stuebel (Oscar Stübel), Tala o le Vavau: Myths and Legends of Samoa (Apia, Western Samoa: A.H. & A.W. 
Reed Ltd., and Wesley Productions, 1976), p. 1. 
68 Gilson, Samoa, pp. 379-381. 
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1889 and 1891. The museum also stated that Stübel was both German consul and active 

ethnologist during his time in Sāmoa, actively collecting the tala that would later comprise the 

misattributed book. In addition, Stübel’s stint in Sāmoa was cut short, not because of issues with 

Samoan or rivaling pālagi leaders, but rather because the German government (and perhaps 

Stübel, himself) was embarrassed over his having fathered a child, a Ms. Lora Stübel, with 

Salusalu Faualo, of Apia, a fact that was not acknowledged in Sāmoa until the New Zealand 

colonial administration cited Oscar as Lora’s father in 1917 upon the birth of her own son, 

Bernard Hoppe, in that same year, and which was not acknowledged by the German Foreign 

Office until 2017.69  

The Museum of Sāmoa also states that while Stübel’s ethnological work was conducted 

throughout Sāmoa, that he was heavily influenced by his relationship with the matai Tōfā Maunu 

Sāuni of Tufulele, ʻUpolu. According to the museum, Stübel himself miscredited Sauni as 

“Maunu, of Leulumoega,” further complicating the authorship of his collected tala.70 Roughly 

one decade after working with Stübel, Tofā Maunu Sauni served as one of the principal teachers 

to Augustin Krämer, who described the tulāfale (orator chief) as being “generally looked upon 

by other Samoans as the wisest men among them,” suggesting that Sauni was a well-regarded 

historian, even amongst his fellow tulāfale, who would have been informed historians in their 

own rights.71 

 
69 The Museum of Samoa, “German Foreign Office Recognises Samoan Descendants” online resource (last accessed 
January, 2021) https://www.facebook.com/460537094030463/posts/german-foreign-office-recognises-samoan-
descendants-more-than-130-years-after-th/1381368931947270/.  
70 The Museum of Samoa, “The Orator Chief (‘Tulafale’) Sauni” online resource (last accessed January, 2021), 
https://m.facebook.com/460537094030463/photos/a.460877667329739.1073741828.460537094030463/174313
0115771148/?type=3&__tn__=EH-R.  
71 Ibid. 
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However, Stübel and Sauni were not the only authors of Tala o le Vavau. The book 

credits its Samoan-to-English translations to Brother Herman, a German missionary of the Marist 

Brothers who lived in both Western Sāmoa and American Sāmoa between 1914 and 1970, and 

who was regarded as an expert in both Samoan history and Samoan language. However, 

according to Tala o le Vavau’s introduction, Herman not only translated the tala into English, 

but also heavily edited Stübel’s Samoan versions as well, apparently due to several mistakes he 

made with Samoan grammar. Moreover, Herman also made the decision to omit two tala that 

Stübel collected, perhaps from Sauni, which he said “were found to contain great inaccuracies.”72 

Lastly, there may have been additional editing done by editors with A.H. & A.W. Reed Ltd., the 

publishing house with offices in Wellington, Sydney, and London, that first printed Tala o le 

Vavau in 1976. Given the date of Herman’s death in 1970, any final editing of the book would 

have been made without consultation from its initial editor.  

In sum, Tala o le Vavau, widely held as a seminal collection of Samoan oral traditions, 

was initially written by Oscar Stübel, who was somehow misnamed as “C. Stuebel” on his own 

book’s cover, and who was both oppressive toward and entirely indebted to the Samoan matai 

who informed his book, which was said to have synthesized a wide range of tala from 

throughout Sāmoa but which may have been most heavily influenced by Tofā Maunu Sauni, a 

tulāfale from Tufulele, despite Stübel citing him as being from Leulumoega, before being 

(heavily) edited by a Marist missionary who changed its grammar and omitted “inaccurate” 

stories before passing away some six years before the book’s final editing and ultimate 

publication. This is all to say that oral traditions, problematic though they might be for some 

historians seeking to establish historic ‘truths,’ are not altogether unlike their textual 

 
72 C. Stuebel (Oscar Stübel), Tala o le Vavau, p. 1. 
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counterparts, which are interwoven with the experiences, relationships, and even the mistakes of 

their authors, informants, and editors. 

With this understood, and with Tala o le Vavau’s complicated contexts in full view, one 

can still use the book and its contents as a primary source for understanding the role of food in 

stories of Samoan pasts. After all, it has been shown already in this dissertation that allowing for 

flexibility and multiplicity is of paramount importance in Pacific history and Pacific Islands 

studies more broadly. In that case, it is not imperative that each tala in Tala o le Vavau be vetted 

for its accuracy, but rather that we acknowledge its inherently problematic collection as well as 

its inclusion of widely held (albeit widely varying) Samoan histories. In so doing, we can begin 

to note the role that food plays within the narrative tala.  

Though I want to try and resist too much categorization, because it feels both antithetical 

to the nature of tala as living, breathing histories, as well as overly assuming of the uniformity 

and ubiquity of tala that are textualized, I have noticed two key ways in which food is used in 

tala. First, food is sometimes the central device of the tala, serving as a constant element in the 

tala’s narrative around which its central actors revolve. Second, and perhaps most commonly, 

food serves a background device, secondary to the tala’s central actors but significant for the role 

it plays in influencing their actions and decisions. In either instance, food is part of a broader 

narrative that serves multiple purposes; namely, to record history and to convey sociocultural 

norms. Sometimes these histories and norms concern food directly, such as how a kind of food or 

comestible arrived in Sāmoa or why a certain food or food behavior (serving food, cooking food, 

etc.) is important. In other instances, food is a device that can spread histories and norms that are 

not necessarily food-related, such as how a certain matai increased the jurisdiction of their 
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authority, with food showing up in the narrative as a way to demonstrate the matai’s prominence 

through the ways in which they were served with food gifts. 

In looking at Tala o le Vavau, several tala including foods and food performances can 

support this argument. In the tala “O Le Tala i Tufuga o le Vaʻa o Tagaloa,” or “Tagaloa’s Boat 

Builders,” it is said that Tagaloalagi, the paramount god in ancestral Samoan tradition, allowed 

his daughter Mataiteite to descend from the heavens to look for a husband on earth. After 

searching through Fiji and Tonga, Mataiteite settled in Sāmoa and married a matai named 

Matatalolo. Not long after their marriage, Mataiteite sent for her father in the heavens, asking 

him to send down divine boat builders so that her new family might have a means of traveling 

between islands. Tagaloalagi replied: 

 

Ua lelei, ae tasi le mea, ia tausi lelei i tufuga. 

Afai ni mea e ai ia uluai tapisa, (tuetue) ae aua 

le tuuina lemu mea e ai;e faigata tufuga, nei 

sosola ae le uma le galuega. 

 

Very well, but they must be taken good care 

of. Whenever they are to be supplied with 

food, the servants must not approach them 

quietly, but they must call out to them. Those 

carpenters are very particular and they might 

run away before the work is completed.73 

 

 The tala continues by saying that the boat builders or carpenters descended from heaven 

and began working in privacy a good distance away from the village. The villagers were diligent 

in preparing food for the builders, and always yelled out to announce themselves as they 

approached the work site. One day, however, the men of the village could not perform the cooking 

due to other obligations in an adjacent village, and so the women of the village had to prepare and 

deliver the builder’s food instead. Curious to see the builders for themselves, the women purposely 

 
73 “O le Tala i Tufuga o le Vaʻa o Tagaloa,” in C. Stuebel (Oscar Stübel), Tala o le Vavau, pp. 14-17. Both the Sāmoan 
and English versions presented here appear as they do in the book, without diacritics and without any editing from 
myself. As such, readers of Sāmoan might offer varying and even improved translations, though the overarching 
message should remain consistent in any translation. 



 54 

did not call out to them as they delivered their food, only to find that the builders were completely 

naked, and were not carving the boat with adzes or other tools, but rather with their teeth. Startled, 

the builders fled back into the heavens, and the tala concludes. 

 While this tala is not concerned with food as much as it is with the divine origins of certain 

ʻāiga, or families, for instance, it emphasizes the importance of food in respecting and appreciating 

service. It is perhaps useful here to cite the famed ethnologist Te Rangi Hiroa (Sir Peter Buck), 

whose field work in Sāmoa, which will be discussed in greater detail later in the chapter, contains 

a reference to food practice as it relates to supporting workers, and boat builders specifically. 

According to Hiroa’s observations in the 1920s, boat builders were part of the “Sa Tangaloa,” or 

“builders' guild,” some named for their direct genealogical ties to Tagaloalagi. As such, Hiroa 

says, “the [boat] builders had to be fed on the best of food with variety in delicacies or they 

abandoned the work which no one else would take up.”74 We can argue, then, that the feature of 

food in this tala further enforces the sociocultural norm of providing food for the Sā Tagaloa and 

for others who provide a valuable service to the nuʻu (village).  

In addition, the tala includes a brief depiction of gender roles in cooking. In the tala, we 

do not initially know the gender of the cooks, who are simply referred to as “le nuʻu,” or “the 

village/the villagers.” We only learn of their gender when we are told that women had to take over 

the duty of cooking due to the men being preoccupied with other business. That the tala essentially 

assumes that the listener knows, or should know, that only men would be in charge of cooking 

 
74 Te Rangi Hiroa (Sir Peter Buck), “Samoan Material Culture,” Berince P. Bishop Museum Bulletin 75 (1930), p. 415. 
Note the spelling of Tagaloalagi differs here. It is important to note two things; first, that Hiroa’s spelling using the 
“n” was common during the period, though it is now held that n’s to do not precede g’s in the Sāmoan language, as 
the letter “g” contains within it a phonetic “ng” sound; and second, Tagaloalagi is the name of the paramount god 
of Sāmoan ancestral tradition, but there are several gods bearing the name Tagaloa along with a varying suffix who 
had different origins and legacies. Whenever “Tagaloa” or “Tangaloa” is used alone without a suffix, like “lagi” it 
will more than likely be referring to Tagaloalagi, the paramount god. Note, too, that Hiroa’s “Sa” lacks a macron 
over the “a,” given that the word means “sacred” or “family of.”  
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such important food, and so we can gather that the tala’s use of food also enforces the 

understanding that such food offerings would be typically be prepared by the men of a village. 

In another tala, “O le Tala ia Pili,” or “The Legend of Pili,” a descendant of Tagaloalagi 

named Pili is cast down from the heavens for misbehavior and sent to live on the island of Taʻū, 

hence his full name Pilipaʻū, or “Pili the Fallen.” It is said that the people of Taʻū, recognizing 

Pili’s divinity, bestowed upon him the title of Tui Manuʻa. However, Pili quickly grew tired of the 

people of Manuʻa for their lack of preparedness in providing him with the appropriate tools for 

cultivating taro, and so he left for the island of Tutuila. As in Manuʻa, the people of Tutuila 

recognized his divinity and bestowed upon him their highest title, Tuitele. Still again, Pili grew 

tired of the people there, as they also could not provide him with the tools to cultivate taro as he 

desired, and so he left for ̒ Upolu. Once there, he married the daughter of one of the highest-ranking 

titles of ʻUpolu, the Tui Aʻana. While Pili finally seemed to find a place where he could cultivate 

taro, he soon drew the ire of his wife’s father, who desired to eat fish instead of taro. As a show of 

his prowess, Pili mocked the Tui Aʻana by bringing him enough fish to overflow every boat in the 

village, thus striking fear and awe into the matai’s heart. When the Tui Aʻana recognized that he 

could not possibly eat all of the collected fish, Pili released the fish back into the ocean. The union 

of Pili and the daughter of the Tui Aʻana is said to have borne four sons—Tua, Ana, Saga, and 

Tolufale—each of whom later founded preeminent itūmālō, or political districts, on the islands of 

ʻUpolu, Manono, and Savaiʻi. The political organization of these districts thusly became a 

foundation for much of the sociopolitical organization of the FaʻaSāmoa and the matai system.75 

As such, we might gather that food in this particular tala serves to establish Pili’s authority and 

 
75 “O le Tala ia Pili,” in C. Stuebel (Oskar Stübel), Tala o le Vavau: Myths and Legends of Samoa (Apia, Western 
Samoa: Wesley Productions, 1976), pp. 22-25; Augustin Krämer, The Samoa Islands, Vol. 1 (Auckland, Aotearoa-
New Zealand: Polynesian Press, 1994), pp. 9-11; See also: Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 631-633. 
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majesty, and therefore the authority and majesty of his descendants and the enduring itūmālō they 

are said to have founded.  

In another tala published within the historical work of the LMS missionary George Turner, 

the history of the coconut’s origin in Sāmoa is relayed.76 Turner’s publication of the well-known 

tradition Sina ma le tuna, or Sina and the eel, tells the story of a young girl named Sina who takes 

an eel as her pet. Eventually, the eel grew too large and too violent, biting Sina whenever she tried 

to feed it. Sina’s parents feared that the eel had been possessed by a demon and made plans to 

leave the village and move elsewhere, but no matter where they went, the eel followed in the water 

alongside them. The family traveled through several villages, asking the matai of each village to 

help them kill the eel, but time and again the matai were too afraid, and simply shooed the family 

away. Eventually, Sina and her family found a hospitable village whose matai agreed to kill the 

eel. One tradition holds that the matai did so by giving the eel ̒ ava, which must have been poisoned 

or else possessed some kind of magic, for when the eel drank of it, he began to die. Just before 

death, however, the eel called for Sina, and told her that after the matai cooked him, as he knew 

they surely would, Sina should ask for the eel’s head and bury it. “Then take [my head] and bury 

it near the stone wall,” the eel said, “and it will grow up a cocoa-nut [sic] tree for you. In the nuts 

you will see my eyes and mouth, and so we shall be able to look at each other face to face still. 

The leaves of the tree will be a shade for you, and you can plait them into mats, and make a fan 

also to fan yourself.”77  

 
76 Turner is cited throughout this dissertation, so I will not expand on the context of his presence in Sāmoa here. 
However, it is worth noting that Turner’s collected oral traditions were, like Stubel’s synthesized versions of what 
he heard from multiple informants. 
77 Turner, Samoa A Hundred Years Ago and Long Before, pp. 244-245; As with all Sāmoan tala, or stories, there are 
multiple versions on the origins of foods in Sāmoa, such as coconut or taro. More often than not, however, these 
versions involve gods, and Tagaloalagi, specifically, bestowing taro to humans via travelers who traversed heavenly 
and earthly realms. See also: “Losi Introduces Taro,” in Rev. John B. Stair, “Jottings on the Mythology and Spirit-
Lore of Old Sāmoa,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 5:1 (March, 1896): 33-57, p. 36. 
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It is worth noting that unlike the first two tala shared here, a foodstuff is a central actor in 

this tala’s narrative, both in the eel and in the coconut he ultimately became, while also serving 

primarily to explain the origin of the foodstuff in Sāmoa. In another tala that will be explored in a 

later chapter on alcohol, the origin of ʻava, or kava, is linked to the journey of siblings between 

islands. In addition to the origin of the name Sāmoa shared earlier, several others exist that speak 

of sacred chickens, or sā moa. In this respect, coconuts, ̒ ava, and chickens, among other foodstuffs 

and comestibles, are not only a part of Sāmoa histories, but are also historical entities unto 

themselves. If we are to accept the assertions of Hauʻofa, Wendt, Tamasese, and Simanu, among 

many, many others, that pasts, presents, and futures in Oceania are understood through prisms of 

Indigenous vernacular, such as tala, and that food features so heavily within these forms, then it 

must also be true that food is a prism through which Samoans understand themselves, their culture, 

and their histories. Just as with toeaʻina cited earlier, I have heard several versions of “Sina and 

the Eel” while living in Sāmoa, and usually when I am engaged in preparing peʻepeʻe, or coconut 

cream. To hear a tala is to be transported in time, and given the prevalence of food within them, 

and sometimes as the primary ‘character,’ then engaging with food, such as preparing peʻepeʻe, 

can be equally transportive. 

Fāgogo 

 

 If tala can be translated as “stories” or “histories,” then fāgogo are perhaps best translated 

as “fables,” or even “bedtime stories.” This is not to say that fāgogo cannot or do not convey 

history or aspects of Sāmoa’s pasts, but rather that they are not necessarily intended to do so in 

the same way as tala. According to noted anthropologist and ethnomusicologist Richard Moyle, 

fāgogo are “mostly told at night, privately, inside individual homes,” generally include a song 
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embedded within the narrative, called a tagi, hence his initial interest in recording them during 

his ethnomusicological research, and are usually told by an older member of an ʻāiga to younger 

members.78 This latter factor is crucial for understanding the role of fāgogo in everyday life, for, 

perhaps even more than tala, fāgogo are used to “highlight the contrast (and conflict) between 

culturally acceptable and unacceptable behavior.”79 Using entertaining and memorable songs, 

rhymes, and characters, older Samoans pass on the norms of the FaʻaSāmoa on to younger 

generations through fāgogo as much as any other form of oral tradition. Moyle’s book, Fāgogo, 

published selections from his fieldwork during the late 1960s, during which time he recorded 

roughly 200 fāgogo.80 In the book, Moyle says that the cultural norms conveyed in fāgogo are 

generally fleshed out through the use of “thematic dichotomies,” such as: 

 

Siblings living together, followed by an attempt at incest;  

A dying parent’s instructions disobeyed by his family;  

Parental instructions disobeyed by a child; 

Obtaining food, but not sharing it; 

Concubines killing one of their number out of jealousy; 

Concubines killing their lover out of jealousy; 

Brothers cursing each other in anger; 

A bridegroom’s family providing inadequate bride accommodation.81 

 

 Moyle says that fāgogo, unlike tala, are much less concerned with specific locations and 

periods of time than they are with emphasizing the repercussions of unacceptable behavior. They 

typically begin with a setting and character description, move into an action of unacceptable 

behavior, climax with a tagi that highlights the behavior and/or punishment, and conclude with a 

punishment of the fāgogo’s antagonist that ultimately serves as a “positive reassertion of 

 
78 Richard Moyle, Fāgogo: Fables from Sāmoa in Sāmoan and English (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1981), p. 
7. 
79 Ibid, 45. Parenthesis in original. 
80 Ibid, 45, 7. 
81 Ibid, 45. 
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acceptable values” within the FaʻaSāmoa—a kind of “‘Don’t do that, or else here is what will 

happen to you,’” as Moyle plainly puts it.82 

 As with tala, food plays a central role in many fāgogo, either as an integral part of the 

fāgogo’s narrative, or as the broader norm being passed on, such as the importance of sharing 

food or providing food to one’s family and village. Consider the previously cited thematic 

dichotomies; while only one mentions food explicitly, food can play a role in teasing out nearly 

each of them, depicting characters who fight over food, who disobey their parents orders to 

procure or prepare food, or not providing a suitable enough feast for an important ceremony, for 

example. So, my argument here is, much like my earlier argument regarding tala, one of 

transitive properties; If fāgogo communicate foundational principles of the FaʻaSāmoa, and food 

is central to the plot of many fāgogo or even to the specific moral messaging of a fāgogo, then 

we can say that food must also be central to the principles and values of the FaʻaSāmoa, either in 

that they propagate explicit food norms, or in that they express and convey other norms through 

using what we might call ‘food examples.’  

 Unlike many ethnologists and anthropologists before him, Moyle did not synthesize 

narratives he heard from multiple locations. Rather, he recorded each speaker as they told 

fāgogo, and subsequently did not make any edits other than placing diacritics (macrons and 

inverted commas noting vowel elongations and glottal stops, respectively) over words once he 

transcribed the fāgogo from audio to text. He also did not make any edits to fāgogo, outside of 

providing English translations and explanations for Samoan idioms he found difficult to 

translate, or that he felt readers without an understanding of Samoan idioms might struggle to 

comprehend. Any issues with interpretations were noted in detail with his endnotes. Moreover, 

 
82 Ibid, 47. 
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Moyle always attributed authorship of fāgogo to those he collected them from, identifying them 

by name and village. In recent years, the University of Auckland’s Archive of Māori and Pacific 

Music uploaded a few of Moyle’s collected fāgogo to a special website hosted by the university 

and dedicated to preserving and sharing these fāgogo.83 Any member of the public can access the 

site, listen to the fāgogo, and read along with both Samoan and English transcripts. I would urge 

any reader to visit and engage with the site, as it allows one to better absorb the flow and feel of 

fāgogo as their authors and tellers intended them. In any event, Moyle’s work is perhaps the most 

direct, unaltered form of Samoan oral tradition collected, though one must understand, of course, 

that while fāgogo can be shared across families and villages, that the tellers themselves can make 

adjustments as they see fit, and so none of these fāgogo should be taken as concrete or 

authoritative. 

 The first fāgogo of Moyle’s book, told to him by Toʻofā of Sāmata, Savaiʻi, revolves 

around a couple, Saētānē and Saēfafine, and their children, Pipitū and Pipitala. In the fāgogo, the 

couple had no food, and so Saētānē, the husband and father, went off to catch an octopus. After 

catching and cooking the octopus, along with yams and taro, Saētānē left the food in the ʻumu, or 

earth oven, and went inland to do his usual work of planting taro. When Saēfafine spotted 

Saētānē’s boat on a distant shore, she immediately suspected her husband of hiding the food and 

intending to eat itself, and set off to investigate. When she found the food in the oven and her 

husband nowhere to be found, Saēfafine took the food to her children so that the three of them 

could eat. Upon discovering this, Saētānē calls out for his aunt, an “ogress,” to punish his wife 

 
83 The University of Auckland Archive of Māori and Pacific Music, “Fāgogo: Fables of Sāmoa,” online resource (last 
accessed February 2021), http://www.fagogo.auckland.ac.nz/. In addition to Moyle’s work, the website’s content 
was aided by the contributions of Galumalemana Alfred Hunkin, Former Programme Director, Samoan Studies, 
Vaʻaomanū, Victoria University of Wellington. The University of Auckland Library also houses Moyle’s original 
recordings for any interested researchers and listeners.  
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and children by eating them. The ogress obliges, but when Saētānē realizes that he still loves his 

family, he begs the ogress to restore his family to life. The ogress, however, punishes Saētānē for 

his vindictiveness by eating him as well, thus destroying the entire family. It is not a stretch to 

suggest that the overarching moral of this fāgogo is two-pronged; first, to share food with your 

family and/or not to steal food from your family, and second, to avoid vindictive behavior, 

especially against your family. In this sense, food is simultaneously a central part of the moral 

messaging.84 

 Many of Moyle’s collected fāgogo are similar to Toʻofā’s cited here in their format and 

in their use of food. Rather than relay them all here, I will highlight just one additional aspect of 

the fāgogo as it pertains to food, change, and flexibility in Samoan orality. As stated, fāgogo are 

not used to record history in the same manner of tala, and as such, they can sometimes include 

the presence of more contemporary additions to Samoan society, such as “the replacement of the 

vaʻatele double-hulled canoe by the Fijian-style ʻalia,” which is just one example cited by 

Moyle.85 Moyle also noticed that some of his collected fāgogo contained mentions of boiling, an 

introduced cooking technique, or canned food, a much more recent introduction, even when 

authors and tellers set their fāgogo in a “traditional context.”86 In “Tuivalea and Tuiatamai,” told 

to Moyle by Sefo of Sāmauga, Savaiʻi,  two brothers attempt to outsmart a villainous ogre by 

luring him to a selected spot with an offering of food before ultimately killing the ogre. The 

fāgogo uses food, then, as a means of emphasizing the importance of familial bonds through 

suggesting that two brothers working together can overcome great obstacles.  

 
84 Toʻofā of Sāmata, Savaiʻi, “Saētānē ma Saēfafine,” in Moyle, Fāgogo, pp. 51-55. 
85 Moyle, Fāgogo, p. 27. 
86 Ibid, 29. 
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However, it is also worth noting here that Sefo spoke of “tinned meat” in his fāgogo, 

including it as one of many food items that the brothers included in their offering to the ogre. 

According to Moyle, the audience laughed when they heard mention of the tinned meat, 

suggesting that the Sefo intended to use humor to engage his audience, or perhaps that he made 

an error that the audience found funny. Regardless, it is worth noting the ways in which fāgogo 

offer more flexibility, intended or otherwise, than other forms of oral tradition that, despite their 

variations, are wedded to specific times and locales, and thus could only include temporally-

specific materials.87 Clearly, by the 1960s pīsupo and other “tinned meat” had become an 

integral part of Samoan society and culture, although, at least in the reaction of Sefo’s audience, 

remained peculiar in the context of a more “traditional” food setting. In this regard, we might not 

only say that fāgogo underscore a correlation between food and broader societal and cultural 

norms and values, but also that they allow for the incorporation of what we might call ‘food 

changes’ in Samoan society and culture, either by mistake or by design. Through this specific 

kind of flexibility, historians can potentially identify changes in food practice in Samoan history 

more broadly, emphasizing that fāgogo, like other oral traditions, or not static, but rather change 

right along with food and food culture, themselves.  

Alagāʻupu and Muāgagana 

 

 Anthropologist Jeannette Mageo’s 1989 article, “Ferocious is the Centipede,” 

examined links between food and everyday speech in Sāmoa, underscoring “the centrality of 

eating and speaking in Samoan symbolism.”88 Though Mageo’s piece analyzed a specific pese, 

or song, she also touched upon the inclusion of food symbolism in everyday speech, including 

 
87 Sefo of Sāmauga, Savaiʻi, “Tuivalea and Tuiatamai,” in Moyle, Fāgogo, pp. 91-99.  
88 Jeannette Marie Mageo, “‘Ferocious is the Centipede’: A Study of the Significance of Eating and Speaking in 
Samoa,” Ethos 17:4 (December, 1989): 387-427, p. 390. 
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common sayings and even profanity. Among these more common, everyday utterances, Mageo 

cited alagāʻupu and muāgagana, both of which can be described as proverbial sayings but which 

are differentiated by the fact that the former has a direct connection to a tala and the latter is 

more independent of historical events, albeit permeated with cultural contexts in ways that are 

similar to idioms. Alagāʻupu and muāgagana can be evoked by speakers at any given time and 

place, both formal and casual, ranging from the oral performance of tulāfale in a fono, or 

meeting, to general utterances in everyday village life. Given their connection to tala and the fact 

that, in some cases, alagāʻupu may be better known and more widely used than the tala to which 

they are connected, alagāʻupu do much to preserve Samoan history. And while muāgagana may 

not be connected to tala, per se, they are generally interlaced with cultural contexts that make 

them, too, vessels of storing and propagating cultural knowledge.  

Mageo’s piece cited two muāgagana—“ʻO le sala e tauʻave i le fofoga,” or “sin is carried 

in the mouth,” and “Faʻalata le fuia i le esi,” or “The fuia bird is lured by the papaya”—as 

examples of the connection between symbols of eating and widely used orality.89 Writing some 

twenty years later, Samoan historian Damon Salesa cited alagāʻupu as crucial for conveying 

Samoan historical reference points, and argued that Samoan orality is quite literally “the path to 

knowledge.”90 Some ten years after Salesa’s essay, Samoan psychologist Siautu Alefaio said that 

alagāʻupu and muāgagana, along with other forms of oral tradition, can be valuable tools for 

Samoan psychologists to use when seeking to understand “how psychological and social issues 

in Samoan communities might be addressed.”91 Clearly, scholars concerned with Sāmoa and 

 
89 Ibid, p. 389, p. 410. 
90 Damon Salesa, “Remembering Samoan History,” in T. Suaalii-Sauni, et. al. Suʻesuʻe Manogi: In Search of 
Fragrance; Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taʻisi and the Samoan Indigenous Reference (Apia, Samoa: The Centre for 
Samoan Studies of National University of Samoa): 215-228, p. 226.  
91 Siautu Alefaiao, “Samoan Indigenous Psychology,” in Wendy Wen Li, et. al., Asia-Pacific Perspectrives on 
Intercultural Psychology (New York: Routledge, 2019): 218-231, p. 218, 225.  
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working from a wide range of disciplines have noted the diverse power of Samoan proverbs, 

which can act as harbors of histories while also serving an everyday utility like praising 

someone’s work or admonishing someone’s misbehavior. These scholars are in agreement that, 

even in cases where proverbial evocations are seemingly mundane, they in fact speak to deep 

seated cultural knowledge and epistemology.  

However, very few have emphasized the role of food within these proverbs. Though 

Mageo touched upon it, she was much concerned with food in pese.92 As with tala and fāgogo, 

many alagāʻupu and muāgagana feature food, either as part of the literal message of the proverb 

or as a device to convey a broader value, ideal, or other aspect of Samoan society or culture. 

Though alagāʻupu and muāgagana are living entities unto themselves, sometimes altered, 

adjusted or uttered differently by their speakers to address specific contexts, many have been 

collected and transcribed.  

One such collection comes from, of all sources, a former colonial governor of German 

Samoa, Eric Schultz. According to Malama Meleiseā, Schultz was, at best, a problematic 

ethnologist. While he seemed to take his training in ethnology seriously, Schultz was nonetheless 

biased in favoring his own highly “legalistic” interpretations of Samoan custom and law over the 

advice of Samoan advisors, and his decisions as both colonial governor and, before that, as 

Imperial Judge, reflected a kind of hubris about his authority as an expert on Samoan culture.93 

Still, his collection of alagāʻupu and muāgagana remains one of the most widely cited sources of 

Samoan oral tradition. As with published collections of tala and fāgogo, the publication of 

 
92 Readers should note that there are a good deal of songs and chants that contain food symbolism, but I have 
omitted discussion on this subject in this chapter because I will discuss it at length in a later chapter that 
juxtaposes the use of ‘traditional’ foods in ‘traditional’ songs, and introduced foods in more ‘contemporary’ 
musical genres of the twentieth century.  
93 Meleiseā, Making of Modern Sāmoa, 84.  
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Schultz’s seminal essay, “Proverbial Expressions of the Samoans,” represents a kind of freezing-

in-time of alagāʻupu and muāgagana as he heard and transcribed them in the early twentieth 

century. As such, analyzing them as I do here inherently constitutes an analysis of text as much 

as it does an analysis of orality. Still, that some of these proverbs and idioms are still used today, 

albeit with occasional variations from speaker to speaker, points to their sustained function. In 

addition, unlike Stübel, it appears that Schultz did not amalgamate popular expressions that he 

heard from multiple informants across villages, but rather recorded and transcribed alagāʻupu 

and muāgagana as he heard them shared by one of “about thirty” Samoans who provided their 

“unselfish assistance” to his research.94 Schultz arranged his collected alagāʻupu and muāgagana 

into seven categories or themes based on his perception of the proverb and its meaning, function, 

use, or context: “Fishing,” “Hunting,” “Manual work inside and out of the house,” “Food and its 

preparation,” “Games, dances, and feasts,” “Land and sea travel,” and finally, “Miscellaneous.”95  

Beginning with alagāʻupu, it is clear from the selected examples that food and history are 

inextricably linked with this form of proverb, and that one, short sentence can be much larger 

than the sum of its parts. Below are but a few the of many alagāʻupu that feature food, along 

with their literal translations, their implied meanings or uses (in parenthesis), and their historical 

foundations in tala [in brackets] as told to Schultz by his Samoan teachers: 

Seʻi muamua atu mea i Matautu sa  First the things for Matautu sa. 

 

(Refers to the introductory ceremonies to any function, such as the ceremonial greetings 

introducing a speech, grace before meals, etc.) 

 

[There used to live in Matautu near Apia a demon named Moaula, to whom each passer-

by had to make an offering. Another explanation originates in Matautu, Savaiʻi. Custom, 

 
94 Eric Schultz, “Sprichwortliche Redenserten der Samoaner, Apia, 1906,” translated by Brother Herman in 1945 
and published as: Eric Schultz, “Proverbial Expressions of the Samoans,” Journal of the Polynesian Society across 
four issues; 58:4, pp. 139-184; 59:1, pp. 35-62; 59:2, pp. 112-134; 59:3, pp. 207-231. Quotes used here are from 
58:4, p. 140. 
95 Ibid, 58:4, 140.  
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there, required that a tribute of food be given to the faleupolu, i.e., the body of orators, 

whenever a house or a boat was being constructed, a new plantation laid out, a net made, 

etc. If anyone disregarded this rule, his property was destroyed and his pigs and 

plantation produce were eaten.] 

 

Ua mataʻu i le ufi, ʻae fefe i le papa. They feared the yam and were afraid of the rocks. 

 

Or     Or 

Ua manaʻo i le ufi, ʻae fefe i le papa.  He desires yam, but he fears the rocks. 

 

(Perplexity in a dilemma. 

or 

The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.) 

 

[The Siʻumu people were looking for yam in the bush to prepare a meal for high chief 

Malietoa Fuaoletoʻelau. The ground was so rocky that the tubers could be dug out only in 

fragments from which blood was oozing. The people feared to set such food before the 

chief; but they were afraid also to continue digging as it was impossible to pull out a yam 

root intact.  

 

Another explanation is as follows: In Fiji there used to be people who knew how to fly. 

They were called the Winged Fijians (Fiti apaʻau). One day they came to Samoa and 

plundered the yam plantation of Malietoa Faiga at Malie. When Malietoa noticed the 

theft, he set out with his servant Leʻapai to find the thieves and recover the property. In 

Falelatai, Chief Fanuanuatele of Fagaiofu told them that during the night he had heard the 

Fijians pass overhead and knew from their conversation that they were the thieves. So 

Malietoa made a big net and caught the Fiti apa'au. They admitted they had hidden the 

yam in Pulotu (the Polynesian underworld). As a punishment Malietoa changed them into 

flying foxes and chased them to Tonga. Leʻapai was sent to Pulotu to recover the yam. 

When he reached there, he found the entrance blocked up by big rocks and he was in the 
same predicament as the Siʻumu people. If he returned without the yam he would suffer 

the wrath of Malietoa; on the other hand, he feared the laborious task of removing the 

obstruction.]96 

 

Tau ina uia o le ala o le atu.  Let it go the way of the bonito. 

 

(This is said by a person when Samoan custom requires him to give away some valuable 

object, such as a pig or a fine mat. Often a somewhat inferior object is chosen for such a 

presentation. The saying is then used by a member of the family or a third person to 

indicate that the quality of the gift does not correspond with the dignity of the receiver. It 

is also used as an ʻupu faʻamaulalo, an apology to the receiver whom courtesy then 

requires to praise the value of the gift.) 

 

 
96 This alagāʻupu is referenced in the song “Naunau i le Ufi,” by the Sāmoan group AVA, featuring popular Sāmoan 
musician Jerome Grey, released in 1980. 
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[Nafanua, the war goddess, dwelt in Falealupo, Savaiʻi... There were three entrances to 

her house. The front entrance was used by those who came with a request. Through the 

back entrance she received the food which had to be offered to her as tribute. The side 

entrance had a different purpose. It was called “the passage of the bonito” and through it 

the bonito fisher had to bring her a fish, even though he had caught only one. Opposite 

this entrance was Nafanua’s seat.]97 

 

 Looking at these examples, it is clear that food functions either as a device within the 

alagāʻupu, as in the second and third examples, or that food is embedded in the larger message 

or connotation of the alagāʻupu, as in the first example and potentially the third example if used 

in the contexts of food-gifting. However, it is perhaps most important to note how these 

alagāʻupu are inextricably linked with historical narrative, as they emanate from important 

events in Sāmoa’s pasts. In this sense, using an alagāʻupu not only requires the speaker to be 

familiar with its immediate, contemporary function, i.e. admonishing an inadequate food gift in 

the here and now, but also requires at least a cursory familiarity with the tala to which it is 

associated if, for no other reason, than to give depth and purpose to the present-day statement. 

Understanding this fact is crucial for understanding some of the arguments touched upon in this 

chapter and in the introductory chapter regarding how the past informs and permeates the 

present-day. 

Muāgagana, on the other hand, are closer to ‘turns of phrase’ or idioms; what Schultz 

referred to as an “embellishment of the language, elevated style.”98 Like alagāʻupu, several well-

known muāgagana reference food and use food as a device to convey a broader message, such as 

the following:  

 

 
97 To observe the use of this alagāʻupu in contemporary contexts, see: “Grateful Family Says ‘Thank You,’” Samoa 
Observor, June, 2018 (https://www.samoaobserver.ws/category/letters/10113), in which a family writes an open 
letter thanking their community for helping cover travel costs for their child’s medical procedure. In the letter, the 
authors use the alagāʻupu to accentuate their gratefulness to their generous supporters.  
98 Schultz, “Porverbial Expressions,” 58:4, 139. 
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E tuai tuai, ta te ma'ona ai. Since it takes such a long time to prepare 

food, we are sure to get plenty. 

 

(Comforting words when one feels hungry.)99 

 

 

E mū mata o le tama i lona tuafafine. 

 

 

The brother’s face burns for his sister. 

 

(Brothers are to do the hard work of cooking 

meals over the burning coals and smoke of 

the ʻumu, or earth oven. This is a metaphor 

for the feagaiga, or covenant, between 

brothers and sisters, which ensures that 

siblings care for each other in keeping with 

the FaʻaSāmoa.)100 

 

Ai lava le tagata i le mama a lona matua. 

 

A person eats well of the mama (dumplings of 

chewed food) of their matua (elders). 

 

(A person derives substance and direction 

from their elders.)101 

 

 As stated, while these forms of proverbial sayings are not necessarily linked with tala, 

they often do require cultural contextual knowledge, as can be most clearly seen in the second 

and third examples. In the second example, a reference is made to the feagaiga, or the sacred 

relationship between brothers and sisters, in which there are solidified gender and sibling roles 

that facilitate exchanges of service and duty between siblings that last a lifetime.102 In the third 

example, a reference is made to mama, which are masticated balls of food that elders feed to 

babies, evoking notions of ʻāiga, parentage, and the exchange of both food and wisdom, 

 
99 Ibid, p. 35. 
100 Latu Latai, “From Open Fale to Mission Houses: Negotiating the Boundaries of “Domesticity” in Samoa,” in 
Hyaeweol Choi, Margaret Jolly, eds., Divine Domesticities: Christian Paradoxes in Asia and the Pacific (Canberra< 
AUS: ANU Press, 2014): 299-323. 
101 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Efi, “In Search of Meaning, Nuance, and Metaphor in Social Policy,” Social Policy 
Journal of New Zealand 20 (June 2003). 
102 See: Penelope Schoeffel, “The Samoan concept of feagaiga and its transformation,” in Judith Huntsman, ed., 
Tonga and Samoa: Images of Gender and Polity (Christchurch, NZ: Macmillan Brown Centre for Pacific Studies, 
1995): 85-106. 
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embodied by the terms matua and mama used here. While these are not direct references to tala, 

per se, they are directly linked with the FaʻaSāmoa and its conveyance, and thusly can be framed 

as sources of historical reference even if they do not reference a specific event. That food would 

be used in these muāgagana further underscores the ways in which food can either be a direct 

conveyance of proverbial and idiomatic sayings (i.e., “Let’s be patient and we’ll get more food,” 

literally) or can serve as allegories that convey broader messages (i.e., “Patience is a virtue”). 

 

Gao 

In her article on tala and Samoan understandings of place, Samoan scholar Saʻiliemanu 

Lilomaiava-Doktor said that growing up in the village of Salelologa, Savaiʻi taught her that 

“telling stories was and is a means of learning and transmitting knowledge about Samoan history 

and relationships with the environment, other people, and the rest of the world.”103 Lilomaiava-

Doktor’s work emphasized the connection between tala and landscapes by examining the origins 

of the names of beaches, mountains, valleys, villages, and districts, among other physical, 

environmental, and topographical features. For example, her analysis of the tala of Metotagivale 

and Alo recounted the history of a tāupou, or village maiden, and the son of a high-ranking 

matai, respectively, showing how storytelling elements like love, betrayal, adventure, and 

tragedy are embedded in landscapes and place names, and sustained both in the names of these 

places, and in the alagāʻupu associated with their tala. Lilomaiava-Doktor’s research and 

approach supports her assertion that “many place-names [in Sāmoa] are only understood in the 

context of the historical account that accompanies them.”104 However, there is another form of 

 
103 Saʻiliemanu Lilomaiava-Doktor, “Oral Traditions, Cultural Significance of Storytelling, and Samoan 
Understandings of Place or Fanua,” Native American and Indigenous Studies 7:1 (Spring 2020): 121-151, 123.  
104 Ibid, 128. 
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place-naming, called gao, or “nicknaming,” that has yet to be explored in its totality, primarily 

given the ways in which it is inherently derogatory. Though I have not engaged with gao to the 

fullest extent, and so do not purport to have closed this gap in the research by any means, I have 

scraped the surface of gao in discussions with historians and linguists, and have learned that 

many of these gao have connections to food histories, albeit ones that are nearly as self-promoted 

as they are externally ascribed. 

 If the stories, fables, and proverbs that people share openly with one another can be 

categorized as “face to face” forms of communication, then gao, or nicknames, might be labeled 

as a “behind the back” form of orality, because they are often derogatory, deriding, or even 

hurtful and threatening.105 Gao can be used to describe people or families, but also entire 

villages. They are never self-ascribed, but rather always imposed upon an individual, family, or 

village by outsiders, and they generally pull from some past offense, legitimate or alleged, to 

deride said person or group. On the individual or familial level, gao often speak to immediately 

personal traits or deeds. For example, should someone have a permanent scab or other skin 

condition on their hand, that person might be derided with a gao that suggests they or their 

family stole something from their neighbors. This kind of gao might have connections with food; 

perhaps the person in this example would be specifically accused of having stolen food, or 

having not shared food with their matai or their faifeʻau (pastor). However, these more 

specifically tailored, individualized gao can speak to any range of topics, materials, deeds, or 

histories, food aside. Such individualized gao are fluid and fleeting; one might be derided with a 

 
105 Group talanoa with Dr. Luafata Simanu-Klutz, Fepuleaʻi Lāsei Dr. John Mayer, Mr. Devin Murphy, and Ms. 
Sharman Murphy, 16 December 2020. The quote used here is Dr. Mayer’s. 
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gao for a period of days by their friends or family and then, all of a sudden, another gao for 

another person has taken attention away from them, and their gao is a thing of the past.106 

 Village gao, however, are different. They are generally tied to a locally or even widely 

known history, memory, or rumor about a village. Though their use and function are indeed 

fluid, village gao themselves seldom change or vary, for just like official village names, they 

become synonymous with a given place, referred to over decades or even centuries to refer to a 

geographical locale. In my research, and with the help of those who have a much more extensive 

knowledge of village gao than I, I have learned of several gao, and have found that the vast 

majority have some sort of connection to food. These village gao often even begin with the word 

ʻai, or “to eat,” and feature a kind of food, or perhaps an animal or a material that is foul tasting 

or inedible, thusly suggesting that the peoples of that village are known to eat that item. Like 

individualized gao, village gao pull from an alleged stereotype, and are aimed at hurting the 

peoples to whom the gao refer, either playfully or seriously. For this reason, it is very uncommon 

to hear someone use a gao to describe their own village, though they might freely use a gao to 

speak of a village to which they have no affiliations, obligations, or immediate connections.   

Even discussing gao, let alone writing about them in this kind of an analysis, can have 

serious and even dangerous implications. On the one hand, gao are often used in jest among 

friends as a way of playfully teasing one another, and so discussing them or writing about them 

is a harmless exercise in understanding playful forms of communication. On the other hand, gao 

are also used to seriously hurt peoples and groups by using their personal, familial, or village 

histories (or alleged histories) to “shame” them and establish or reinforce a “power dynamic.”107 

As such, it is not my desire to share each and every gao with which I am familiar, and certainly 

 
106 Ibid. Paraphrase from the contributions of Dr. Simanu-Klutz. 
107 Ibid. The quote used here is Dr. Simanu-Klutz’s.  
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not any gao that are used against individuals or families. Rather, I wish to share a select few 

village gao to further illustrate the way in which food is embedded within Samoan orality, 

memory, history, and relationships, and even in instances that are not openly discussed or 

warmly shared. If nearly every village gao involves some kind of food, and the processes of 

either eating, preparing, or serving that food, then this further supports the overarching argument 

of this chapter; that Samoan histories are inextricably linked with orality, and so if food is 

embedded in many of these oral forms of communicating, remembering, and sharing the past, 

then food must therefore also be embedded in Samoan histories themselves. 

When I first moved to Manuʻa in 2012, my students often told me to be on the lookout 

for any snakes in my house. Sensing a (sincere) fear of snakes from me, my students regularly 

teased me in between classes to “watch out for snakes!” I thought that they were simply trying to 

scare me, but I soon came to learn from elders in my village of Lumā, Taʻū that there are in fact 

snakes in Manuʻa. Though I was thankful to learn that these snakes generally resided upland and 

inland, far from my home on the coast, I was warned by the elders to be careful if traveling to 

Western Sāmoa, where they told me several places were quite literally crawling with snakes, and 

that some people even ate these snakes. At the time, I was not at all aware of gao, nor was my 

Samoan language strong enough to pick up on the vernacular subtleties and slights of tongue that 

were surely swimming around me in every conversation, but in the years afterward, I came to 

learn of a village gao that specifically refers to the practice of eating snakes. 

The village of Āsau, on the northwest coast of Savaiʻi, is sometimes referred to by 

outsiders as ʻAi Gata, or “those who eat snakes.”108 Though stories on the origin of the gao 

differ, it is said that at some point in the past, villagers of Āsau were known to cook and eat 

 
108 The translation here is my own, and is not necessarily exact. The literal translation would be “to eat snakes,” but 
I have made adjustments to account for the way the gao is used to refer to the villagers of Āsau themselves.  
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snake meat.109 Several pālagi accounts from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries make note of 

snake-eating in Sāmoa, and some with specific reference to Āsau.110 In March of 1959, the 

Hungarian zoologist Janos Varga visited Tonga to begin a survey of snake populations, and 

specifically that of Candoia bibroni, or the Pacific Boa, in Polynesia. However, Varga was 

quickly told by his Tongan informants that the only snakes in all of Polynesia were in Sāmoa. 

Whether his Tongan informants gathered this information via communication with Samoans 

regarding Āsau’s well-known gao is unclear, but Varga certainly targeted the village after 

arriving in Western Sāmoa and learning of the village’s not-so-flattering nickname. However, 

Varga only heard the gao used by those living outside Āsau, and especially in villages bordering 

Āsau. When speaking with the Āsau villagers themselves, Varga was told that there was no truth 

to these stories. He determined that the people of Āsau were “apparently…ashamed of the 

alleged eating of snakes by previous generations,” but he nonetheless concluded that Āsau 

villagers, as well as Samoans from other villages in both Savaiʻi and ʻUpolu, cooked and ate 

snakes as recently as the late nineteenth century.111 

That the villagers of Āsau themselves were steadfastly in denial of the pasts embedded in 

a nickname widely known by their neighbors underscores the strength of gao within Samoan oral 

tradition, while also highlighting the ways in which such ‘behind the back’ talk differs from 

‘face-to-face’ communications like tala, especially where it regards place names. According to 

the linguist Fepuleaʻi Lāsei John Mayer, standard place names, such as Āsau, “contribute to the 

dignity of the village and the history of the village and connect to the matai titles and the families 

 
109 Group talanoa, 16 December 2020. 
110 The LMS John Williams made several notations in his diaries of witnessing Sāmoans cooking and eating snakes, 
and also wearing snakes as necklaces, in both Savaiʻi and ʻUpolu. See: Rev. John Williams, The Diaries of John 
Williams, pp. 127, 144, 196-7, 226-7, 236. 
111 Apia Correspondent, “On the Search for Polynesia’s Snakes,” Pacific Islands Monthly XXIX:8 (March 1, 1959), pp. 
57-59. 
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and the founding families,” whereas gao like ʻAi Gata “has to do with ridicule or pointing out 

weaknesses.”112 As to why exactly these gao are established, shared, and propagated, and what 

purpose is served in ‘ridiculing’ other villages might have something to do with power dynamics. 

According to the Samoan historian Luafata Simanu-Klutz, gao exist to “regulate behavior,” and 

establish principles of how to treat one another both within and between villages, and 

specifically doing so through “public humiliation” that “weaponizes” stories, histories, and even 

simply conjured “stereotypes.”113  

If one endorses Mayer’s and Simanu-Klutz’s arguments, then the food embedded within 

gao serve as a kind of device to facilitate ridicule and, in so doing, establish norms and ideals, 

including sometimes those pertaining to eating and serving. For example, some outsiders refer to 

the village of Sāvaia, on the southwest coast of ʻUpolu, as ʻAi Tāpili, or “those who eat 

rudders.”114 Like ʻAi Gata, the origin of Sāvaia’s gao is somewhat unknown, but the commonly 

held story is that one day in the not-so-distant past, a fishing group, or ʻaufaiva, of Sāvaia came 

back to the village wish an odd-looking fish. They cleaned and cooked the fish and, in 

accordance with the FaʻaSāmoa, served it to their matai. The matai grew frustrated when they 

could not properly chew the odd fish, only to find out that it was, in fact, the rudder of a sunken 

pālagi boat.115 Such a gao assuredly serves to shame a village and point to a perceived 

deficiency of its inhabitants, while also establishing ideals for other Samoans within the villages 

that use such gao to describe their neighbors; i.e., we are not so naïve that we would mistake a 

rudder for a fish.116  

 
112 Group talanoa, 16 December 2020. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Again, the translate here is my own and has been reworded slightly to provide the terms conveyed meaning, 
though it literally means “to eat rudders/fans.” 
115 Group talanoa, 16 December 2020. 
116 Ibid. 
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Simanu-Klutz also cited the gao “ʻAi Niusami,” which is sometimes used to describe the 

villages in the bay of Lefaga, on ʻUpolu’s west coast, as another food-related gao. Though she 

could not ascertain exactly why that specific gao was used, she surmised that it was likely due to 

some rumor about Lefaga’s people preferring to eat (or perhaps to serve to guests from other 

villages) coconuts in a sasami stage, in which they are transitioning from young coconuts, or niu, 

whose meat is soft and sweet, to mature coconuts, or popo, whose meat is harder, but creamier 

and richer. According to Simanu-Klutz, sasami coconuts are not preferred because they are in 

“that transition stage” between sweet and rich, and because their meat is typically “chewy” and 

therefore cannot be used for producing coconut cream. For this reason, sasami coconuts are not 

typically used in cooking or drinking, according to Simanu-Klutz, and so they are not something 

that would be served to guests. As such, perhaps this gao speaks to some peculiarity or even lack 

of attention to proper hosting that was rumored about Lefaga enough to ascribe it this gao.117 

Mayer, whose work and life experience includes several years spent on the island of 

Manono, cited the gao “ʻAi Pōtoi,” which can translate to “those who eat cakes of baked dough 

from fermented breadfruit (or masi Sāmoa).”118 According to Mayer, this gao is “a connotation 

of being land poor,” suggesting that the people of Manono “do not have enough land to 

consistently produce food or grow crops throughout the year, especially in times of famine, and 

so they depend on masi Sāmoa, or pōtoi.”119 In the case of Manono, then, food is used in the gao 

to speak to perceived food deficiencies, which in turn carry connotations of wealth, reinforcing 

the notion that food is integral with Samoan material culture beyond its basic utility as a 

sustenance.  

 
117 Ibid. 
118 See: “Pōtoi,” in Milner, Samoan Dictionary, 188. 
119 Group talanoa, 16 December 2020. In fact, the Samoan government gave the people of Manono a plot of land 
on ʻUpolu directly across the bay, which is now called Manono ʻUta. 
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According to Mayer, these kinds of village gao “parallel, on a village level, the kinds of 

things people say about each other” with personal or individualized gao, such as moe tolo, or 

“sleep crawling,” which is used to chastise anyone (usually males) suspected of sexual 

impropriety or even sexual assault, and peʻa mutu, or “unfinished male tattoo” which refers to 

anyone who stops in the middle of receiving a peʻa, or tattoo, due to pain. Just like these 

personal gao that both address a specific individual’s behavior while also reinforcing notions of 

appropriate behavior for others, village gao are used both to refer to a specific village and 

history, legitimate or alleged, while also regulating and emphasizing both bad and ideal 

behavioral norms throughout villages across Sāmoa. 

The Sciences and Social Sciences in Oceania 

 To this point, I have spent my time discussing Samoan ways of knowing, remembering, 

and evoking the past through oral tradition. Until recently, oral traditions were seen as merely 

supplemental to the doing of history in Oceania, which relied heavily on empirical sources. For 

much of the twentieth century, historical studies of Oceania were divided into “history,” which 

drew mostly from colonial archival sources, and “prehistory.” To a certain degree, this duality of 

thought continues to this day. Scholars concerned with “prehistory” tend to lean on fields 

couched within the sciences and social sciences, and specifically archaeology, linguistics, 

ethnobotany, and more recently genetics. As such, there seems to have developed some antipathy 

within contemporary Pacific history and Pacific Islands studies more broadly toward these 

approaches—older works of history for their reliance on empirical evidence and both older and 

contemporary works of science and social science for the intimacy of their intrusion (sometimes 

literally, in the case of archaeology, digging into family lands and pasts), and both approaches 

for their seeming obsession with the establishment of settlement origin theories. 
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 However, when discussing food history, it is crucial to engage with scientific and social 

scientific approaches, even when attempting to work within a theoretical framework predicated 

upon Indigenous epistemologies. Though these fields have not always valued Indigenous oral 

traditions and understandings of the past as much more than mythology, they have been 

instrumental in helping to understand settlement patterns, societal structures, and cultural 

changes in Oceania prior to the “contact” period, as well as the documentation of practices (and 

especially food practices) both prior to, during, and after this same period. However, it is equally 

important to engage with these approaches with a comprehensive understanding of their own 

histories as to not overlook the difficult pasts of the fields themselves, which have generated 

much of the aforementioned antipathy toward them. 

The application of science and social science in Oceania has its origins in the nineteenth 

century, with the missionaries who established orthographies for Indigenous languages, the 

colonial officials who collected oral histories and genealogies, and the various explorers and 

travelers whose more casual writings posed questions about the bodies and practices of 

Indigenous peoples. From the onset, academic and pseudo-academic inquiries in Oceania were 

primarily concerned with pinpointing the origins of Oceania’s people. For most of the late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century, ethnology dominated the academic landscape in 

Oceania, as scholars sought to compare the various peoples and cultures of Oceania in the hopes 

of establishing links between them until they could establish reliable sequences of time and 

space.120 

 
120 There are nearly two and a half centuries’ worth of theories on the origins of the Indigenous peoples of 
Oceania, and much of these focus on the origins of Polynesia, specifically. For more information on these theories, 
see: Alan Howard, “Polynesian Origins and Migrations: A Review of Two Centuries of Speculation and Theories," in 
The Prehistoric Exploration and Colonization of the Pacific, Geoffrey Irwin, ed., (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992); Peter Bellwood, James J. Fox, and Darrell Tryon, eds., The Austronesians: Historical and 
Comparative Perspectives (Canberra: The Australia National University, 2006). For more on the range of theories 
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World War II resulted in an increased interest in, and funding for, cultural research in 

Oceania, due mostly to the increased exposure of Oceania to much of the Euro-American world. 

In addition, Willard Libby’s invention of radiocarbon dating in 1949 allowed archaeologists to 

date materials with greater accuracy, thus allowing for better analysis of what was still being 

called “prehistory.” In the late 1940s, radiocarbon dating of stamped pottery fragments allowed 

archaeologists to identify cultural stratification over time based on changing sequences between 

pottery styles. Moreover, these archaeologists noted links between pottery throughout Melanesia 

and Polynesia, establishing a clear connection between historic peoples and places throughout 

Oceania. This stamped pottery came to be known as “Lapita,” so named for the location of these 

findings in New Caledonia.121  

In 1984, archaeologist Matthew Spriggs coined the term “Lapita Cultural Complex,” 

referring to the fusion of Papuan- and Austronesian-speaking peoples that occurred around 1500 

BC in the Bismarck Archipelago before shifting into the Solomon Islands.122 Around 1200 BC, 

these Lapita peoples left the southeastern Solomon Islands and ventured into what Green called 

“Remote Oceania,” or those islands eastward of the Solomon Islands, moving into Vanuatu, New 

Caledonia, Fiji, and Sāmoa, respectively, before continuing on into New Zealand, the Society 

Islands, the Marquesas, Hawaiʻi and Rapa Nui.123 As for the region called “Micronesia,” while 

 
offered by various ethnologists during this period as well as a background of the field of ethnology in Oceania, see: 
Kirch, On the Road of the Winds, pp. 11-36. 
121 This name was misheard and thusly altered from its original name; See: Kirch, On the Road of the Winds, pp. 11-
36. 
122 Matthew Spriggs, “The Lapita Cultural Complex: Origins, Distribution, Contemporaries and Successors,” The 
Journal of Pacific History 19:4, “Peopling the Pacific [Part 2]” (Oct., 1984): 202-223. 
123 In 1991, Roger Green introduced classifications of ‘Near Oceania’ and ‘Remote Oceania.’ Near Oceania includes 
Papua New Guinea, the Bismarck Archipelago, and the Solomon Islands, with Remote Oceania including all the 
islands eastward. Near Oceanic islands were first settled at least 40,000 years ago, whereas Remote Oceanic 
islands were first settled as far back as 1500 BC, roughly. This grouping, then, is not nearly geographic, but also 
historic, in that divides Oceania into two major epochs. See: Roger Green, “Near and Remote Oceania: 
Disestablishing ‘Melanesia’ in culture history,” in A. Pawlet, ed., Man and a Half: Essays in Pacific Anthropology and 
Ethnobiology in Honour of Ralph Bulmer (Auckland, NZ: Polynesian Society, 1991): 491-502. 
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archaeological evidence shows that Lapita peoples did settle in the region, the presence of non-

Oceanic languages, including the Western-Malayo-Polynesian languages of Chamorro and 

Palauan, suggests that Lapita peoples were one of several waves of migration into Micronesia.124 

Sometimes lost in all of these findings are the implications they have for food history, 

despite the ways in which scientific and social scientific studies often touch upon food or the 

cultivation and production thereof. For example, Les Groube’s work with stone tools in Papua 

New Guinea, on its surface, is concerned with the use of stone axes. However, his findings 

suggest that Papuan-speaking peoples used axes to thin the stands of Pandanus trees to speed up 

the ripening of its fruit as far back as 40,000 years ago.125 This establishes, then, not only the 

presence of advanced technologies and tools within Oceania’s earliest settlements, but also the 

importance of Pandanus fruits in early diets. As another example, the work of ethnobotanist 

Jacque Barrau showed that early settlers in Oceania cleared native forests and planted root- and 

tree-crops, and that most early Oceanian societies practiced shifting cultivation tactics by cutting 

forest trees and burning them prior to planting.126 In his efforts to examine these early slash-and-

burn techniques, Barrau also identified Papua New Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago as the 

places of origin for many Oceanian staple crops, such as specific species and genera of banana, 

taro, breadfruit, and sugarcane, solidifying the region as instrumental in the independent 

 
124 According to the archaeologist Patrick Kirch, three successive waves entered Micronesia, with the first being 
directly from island Southeast Asia, the second being Lapita peoples from the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, and 
the third being Lapita peoples from the Bismarck Archipelago, who moved into Yap, which is credited to linguistic 
research showing that Yapese is quite distinct from all other language groups in Micronesia. 
125 L.M. Groube, “The taming of the rain forests: A model for the late Pleistocene forest exploitation in New 
Guinea,” in D. Harris and D. Hillman, eds., Foraging and Farming: The Evolution of the Plant Exploitation (London, 
UK: Unwin Hyman, 1989): 292-304.  
126 J. Barrau, “L’Humide et le sec: An essay on ethnobiological adaptation to contsrastive enviornments in the Indo-
Pacific area,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 74: 329-346. See also: Kirch, “The Pacific Islands as a Human 
Enviornment,” On the Road of the Winds, 51. 
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invention of horticulture.127 Clearly, the work of sciences and social sciences throughout Oceania 

can help further our understanding of food history as well, including that of Sāmoa, specifically. 

 

The Sciences and Social Sciences in Sāmoa and Their Food Historical Implications 

Sāmoa has always been at the center of scientific and social scientific studies of Oceania.  

One of the foremost archaeologists researching Lapita expansion, Roger Green, conducted most 

of his work in Sāmoa, and his findings there allowed him to establish Sāmoa as a central point of 

both Lapita cultural development and Samoan influence on large swaths of Polynesia, and into 

Melanesia and Micronesia as well.128 But Green’s archaeological work in Sāmoa, along with that 

of contemporaries Jack Golson, Janet Davidson, and A.G. Buist, did more than explore the 

origins of Samoans and Samoan culture; they provided key insights for Samoan food historians 

as well.  

In their collective volume Archaeology in Western Samoa, Green and Davidson edited 

together a series of archaeological studies with food historical implications. Buist’s “Field 

Archaeology in Savaiʻi” detailed several archaeological features, including middens (dump sites 

used for domestic waste), boulders with worked surfaces (some of which were used for the 

preparation of anointing oils), and several mounds, including the widely known star mounds 

involved in the chiefly sport of pigeon snaring. Among these, Buist documented several circular 

pits originally sighted by Golson, which they discovered were used as ʻumu tī, or ovens for 

cooking the cordyline plant, which are one of the key earthen structures identified by 

 
127 Ibid. See also: T. Denham, “Early agriculture and plant domestication inn New Guinea and island Southeast 
Asia,” Current Anthropology 52 (S4): S3479-S3495. 
128 R.C. Green, “Lapita,” in J. Jennings, ed., The Prehistory of Polynesia (Canberra: 1979); See also: Jack Golson, 
“Report on New Zealand, Western Polynesia, New Caledonia and Fiji,” Asian Perspectives 5:2: 166-80; David 
Addison, et. al., “Rethinking Polynesians Origins: A West Polynesia Triple-I Model,” Archaeol. Oceania 45 (2010): 1-
12.  
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archaeologists in other parts of Oceania and used as an indication of shared lineage and the 

establishment of settlement sequences and patterns.129 Using radiocarbon dating technology on 

the charcoal found on the sides and bottom of the ʻumu tī pit on Savaiʻi, the group discovered 

that it had been in use since at least 1200 CE.130  

Archaeology is still contributing to our understanding of Samoan food history. The recent 

work of archaeologist Seth Quintus, who teaches food history courses within the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa’s Department of Anthropology, has centered on food and agriculture in Sāmoa 

prior to Euro-American contact. Quintus’ work has focused primarily on the islands of American 

Sāmoa, and especially the Manuʻa group, and has examined Samoan agricultural strategies and 

their connections with Samoan sociopolitical systems. In the article “In Surplus and Scarcity,” 

Quintus, along with Melinda Allen and Thegn Ladefoged, conducted archaeological digs, 

topographic surveys, and carbon dating to examine the role of environmental hazards like 

cyclones, extensive rainfall, and steep topography in shaping developments in both agriculture 

and sociopolitics. The group focused on an agricultural infrastructure typically constructed on 

sloping mountainsides known as “ditch-and-parcel complexes,” which are characterized by two 

morphological elements; a U-shaped “ditch,” which acted as a drainage system when increased 

rainfall threatened to destroy crops and erode developed soil, and “parcels” of land that were 

used to grow herbaceous crops. In addition to their function as a protective measure against 

environmental disaster and ensuing food scarcity, the sheer scope and scale of work that went 

into them reveal that ditch-and-parcel complexes were linked with the faʻamatai due to aspects 

of agricultural management, labor supervision, and spatially defined cultivation areas inherent in 

 
129 For example, see: Hardwicke Knight, “Umu-Ti,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 75 (1966): 332-347. 
130 A.G. Buist, “Field Archaeology on Savaiʻi,” in R.C. Green and Janet Davidson, eds., Archaeology in Western 
Samoa, Volume 1 (Auckland, NZ: Bulletin of the Auckland Institute and Museum, 1969): 34-54. 
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their construction. Quintus, whose work has done well to incorporate ancestral Samoan 

traditions, argued that ditch-and-parcel complexes may well have been a way that ancestral 

Samoans displayed their ability to tautua and display their mana for the procurement of matai 

titles.131 

 Ethnobotany, a field melding the sciences and social sciences, has also contributed to 

findings that hold implications for Sāmoa’s food history. In the early 1980’s, ethnobotanist Paul 

Alan Cox explored the historical use of ʻumu tī by reviewing historical and archaeological 

studies and conducting his own interviews with Samoans familiar with the use of tī, and 

eventually combining his findings to guide his own experimental construction of ‘umu tī pits and 

preparation of ‘umu tī. Cox argued that the historical and archaeological data, along with his 

interview and experimental findings showed that cooked tī was used as a sweetener and perhaps 

even as an oral remedy to illnesses related to malnutrition.132 Ethnobotanical studies, which seek 

to understand the nature and use of plants in a given region or culture through a combination of 

scientific and ethnographic approaches, provide these kinds of insights, which are of obvious use 

to food historians.133  

Perhaps one of the most important works of ethnobotany in Oceania with implications for 

food history is that of D.E. Yen, who explored the origins of the sweet potato, or ʻumala. Yen 

drew from archaeology, ethnography, and botany and found reliable evidence suggesting sweet 

 
131 Seth Quintus, Melinda S. Allen, and Thegn N. Ladefoged, “In Surplus and Scarcity: Agricultural Development, 
Risk Management, and Political Economy on Ofu Island, American Samoa,” American Antiquity 81:2 (2016): 273-
293. 
132 Paul Alan Cox, “Cordyline Ovens (Umu Ti) in Samoa,” Economic Botany 36:4 (Oct.-Dec., 1982): 389-396. 
133 For more ethnobotanical studies of Sāmoa, see: W. Arthur Whistler, Plants in Samoan Culture: the Ethnobotany 
of Samoa (Honolulu, Hawaiʻi: Isle Botanica, 2000); Whistler, Samoan Herbal Medicine: “o Lāʻau Ma Vai Fofō o 
Samoa,” (Honolulu, Hawaiʻi: Isle Botanica, 1996); Michael Wysong, “Quantitative Ethnobotanical Study of Selected 
Plants and Coastal Trees in Manuʻa, American Samoa,” Doctoral Dissertation (University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, 
2002). 
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potatoes were grown in parts of Hawaiʻi, Aotearoa, and Rapa Nui long before European arrival. 

This finding in turn opens the door for the possibility that sweet potatoes were brought back by 

voyaging Polynesians returning from South America. While Yen’s evidence supporting a deeper 

introduction of the sweet potato in Sāmoa is, by his own admission, limited, he does well to cite 

linguistic evidence to draw some potential conclusions. Namely, he shows that the proto-

Polynesian term for sweet potato, kumara, is a clear derivation of an ancestral Peruvian term for 

the sweet potato, and also a clear antecedent of the Samoan term ʻumala. This may mean that 

Samoans, if not travelers to South America themselves, may have had exchange networks with 

further flung peoples and locales than previously thought.134  

Such linguistic evidence has had significant implications for our understanding of history 

and food history, in both Oceania broadly and Sāmoa specifically. Historical linguistic evidence 

found by linguists like Robert Blust have shown that Proto-Austronesian and Proto-Malayo-

Polynesian vocabularies included words for taro, coconut, banana, breadfruit, pig, dog, and 

chicken, which influenced the developing vocabularies of Lapita peoples following the fusion of 

Papuan- and Austronesian-speaking communities.135 In addition, Kirch’s archaeobotanical 

research has shown that Lapita gardeners successfully cultivated and transported 28 species of 

crop plants throughout Oceania, including various genera of taro, yams, coconuts, bananas, tree 

nuts, breadfruit, and apples.136 In their work on irrigation terms, Kirch and Dana Lepofsky found 

that agricultural terminology traced linguistically throughout Oceania could help establish links 

 
134 D.E. Yen, The Sweet Potato in Oceania: An Essay in Ethnobotany (Honolulu, HI: Bernice P. Bishop Museum 
Belltin 236, 1974). See also: Yen, “Polynesian Cultigens and Cultivars: The Questions of Origin,” in Islands, Plants, 
and Polynesians: An Introduction to Ethnobotany; proceedings of a symposium (1991): 67-96. 
135 Robert Blust “The Austronesian Homeland: A Linguistic Perspective,” Asian Perspectives 26: 45-67.  
136 Patrick Kirch, The Lapita Peoples: Ancestors of the Oceanic World (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1997), table 7.2. 
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between islands, peoples, and cultures, which helped them establish a Samoan influence on 

nearby Futuna’s agricultural practices.137 

More recently, scientists utilizing genetics have shown how DNA evidence can establish 

new understandings of origins and settlement patterns in Oceania. While these innovative studies 

seem to focus mostly on origin theories, much like the early scientific studies of Oceania in the 

early-twentieth century, they can have ramifications for our understanding of food origins as 

well. Naturally, where people go, food follows, and settlement patterns can therefore help to 

establish a timeline and sequence for the origins and introductions of various crops and 

foodstuffs into island places and cultures as well.138 Some genetic studies are bypassing people 

altogether, focusing solely on crops and foodstuffs themselves, exploring the genetic diversity 

and structure of plants to track their dispersal from East Asia and Southeast Asia to the far 

reaches of Remote Oceania. Samoan staple crops that have received recent attention include the 

paper mulberry tree (uʻa), the banana (faʻi), and the yam (ufi).139 

 
137 Kirch and Dana Lepofsky, “Polynesian Irrigation: Archaeological and Linguistic Evidence for Origins and 
Development,” Asian Perspectives 32:2 (Fall, 1993): 183-204. 
138 See: Irina Pugach, et al., “The Gateway from Near into Remote Oceania: New Insights from Genome-Wide 
Data,” Molecular Biology and Evolution 35:4 (2018), pp. 871–886; Nicole Pedro, et. al., “Papuan Mitochondrial 
Genomes and the Settlement of Sahul,” Journal of Human Genetics 65:10 (June 1, 2020), pp. 875–887; P.A. Soares, 
et al., “Resolving the ancestry of Austronesian-speaking populations,” Human Genetics 135 (2016), pp. 309–326; 
Ana Duggan and Mark Stoneking, “A Highly Unstable Recent Mutation in Human mtDNA.” American Journal of 
Human Genetics 92:10, pp. 279-284; Pontus Skoglund, et. al., “Ancient Genomics and the Peopling of the 
Southwest Pacific,” Nature (London) 538:7626 (October 27, 2016), pp. 510–513; D. Andrew Merriweather, et. al., 
“Mitochondrial DNA Variation is an Indicator of Austronesian Influence in Island Melanesia,” American Journal of 
Physical Anthropology 110 (1999): 243-270; J. Koji Lum and Rebecca L. Cann, “mtDNA and Language Support a 
Common Origin of Micronesians and Polynesians in Island Southeast Asia,” American Journal of Physical 
Anthropology 105 (1998): 109-119. 
139 Gabriela Olivares, et. al., “Human mediated translocation of Pacific paper mulberry [Broussonetia papyrifera (L.) 
L’He’r. ex Vent. (Moraceae)]: Genetic evidence of dispersal routes in Remote Oceania” PLOS ONE 14:6: e0217107; 
Julie Sardos, et. al., “A Genome-Wide Association Study on the Seedless Phenotype in Banana (Musa spp.) Reveals 
the Potential of a Selected Panel to Detect Candidate Genes in a Vegetatively Propagated Crop” PLOS ONE 11:5: 
e0154448; Gemma Arnau, et. al., “Understanding the Genetic Diversity and Population Structure of Yam 
(Dioscorea alata L.) Using Microsatellite Markers, PLOS ONE 12:3: e0174150. 
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In addition to genetic technology, scientists are beginning to utilize other contemporary 

technological innovations to uncover historic findings, some of which is taking place in the heart 

of Sāmoa itself. Scholars at the National University of Sāmoa’s Centre for Samoan Studies have 

recently begun using light detection and ranging (LiDAR) technologies to explore historical 

populations and settlement in Sāmoa. LiDAR is a remote sensing method that uses lasers to 

measure ranges (or variable distances) to the Earth, which effectively allows researchers to 

identify new archaeological features that may be otherwise imperceptible to the human eye, such 

as buried features like mounds and structural foundations. NUS’s LiDAR teams have not only 

identified historical villages that suggest Sāmoa’s early populations were both larger and more 

inland-settled than has been articulated in earlier studies, but also that Sāmoa’s irrigation and 

agricultural economies were much more extensive than previously thought. These large-scale 

agricultural economies also have implications for the size and scope of Sāmoa’s early political 

systems, as such large-scale agriculture would certainly require more labor and therefore an even 

more extensive authority network than some studies have shown. LiDAR and technologies like it 

can therefore have strong implications for Sāmoa’s food history moving forward as new findings 

reveal an even more complex network of food production and power in Sāmoa’s Deep Past.140  

At NUS and elsewhere, Samoans are themselves leading the charge to explore their pasts 

and make new discoveries, drawing from rich traditions and innovative technologies alike. Any 

historian skeptical of the intrusiveness of the sciences and social sciences might well bring their 

criticisms to NUS and other institutions where Samoans are working in these fields for an 

 
140 Gregory Jackmond, Dionne Fonoti, and Matiu Matavai Tautunu, “Sāmoa’s Hidden Past: LiDAR Confirms Inland 
Settlement and Suggests Larger Populations in Pre-Contact Sāmoa,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 127:1 (2018): 
73-90; Jackmond, Fonoti, and Tautunu, “Did Sāmoa Have Intensive Agriculture in the Past? New Findings from 
LiDAR,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 128:2 (2019): 225-243. 
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intellectually rich discussion about issues of autonomy, agency, and Indigenous participation. 

Such dialogue would further nuance discussions surrounding the balance of Indigenous and 

epistemologically-driven historical research and technologically-driven scientific and social 

scientific research. For the food historian, both approaches are rich sources for inquiry. 

Conclusion 

On thinking of the balance between Pacific historical approaches that value oral tradition 

and the social and hard sciences, it is perhaps useful to recall an exchange between the famed 

ethnologist Te Rangi Hiroa (Sir Peter Buck) and a group of matai during one of Hiroa’s visits to 

Sāmoa in the 1930s. During that visit, Hiroa sat before the matai and explained to them that their 

origins were not in Sāmoa, as their oral traditions held, but rather in Southeast Asia, which he 

thought he could prove through an ethnological approach to the past that did not have much 

consideration of oral traditions. One matai stood up and remarked, “We thank you for your 

address. The rest of the Polynesians may have come from Asia, but Samoans – no. Samoans 

come from Sāmoa.”141  

This recounting speaks again to the broader question of complementarity between 

science, history, and Indigenous ways of remembering and expressing the past. In the case of 

Sāmoa, ancestral oral traditions hold that man originates from Lagisautuasefulu, the tenth 

heaven, and was created by Tagaloalagi. Though such ancestral beliefs may have been replaced 

by Christian doctrine, the matai system is still very much present in Sāmoa, and this system is 

rooted in the belief in Tagaloalagi, whose direct descendants made up the original matai. Indeed, 

the matai who responded to Hiroa was speaking some 100 years after the introduction of 

Christianity to Sāmoa and was most likely an ardent Christian himself, and yet he expressed a 

 
141 Meleiseā, Lagaga, p. 2. 
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steadfast belief in Samoan origins that predated Christian thought in the islands by thousands of 

years.  

However, it is important to emphasize the tension between disciplines and approaches, as 

not to paint too rosy a picture between their complementarity. Indeed, in the Hiroa story, a 

‘trained scientist’ posed a ‘theory’ that was outright rejected, and, reading subtext, in a manner 

that reflected significant contestation. This contestation is front and center in the contemporary 

academic field of Pasifika or Pacific Studies, as evidenced in the works already cited in this 

dissertation multiple times, such as that by Hauʻofa, Wendt, Teaiwa, and more. This same 

contestation exists between ‘trained scientists’ themselves, as evidenced in the work of Kirch 

cited here, and especially his On the Road of the Winds, which contains detailed histories citing 

sources that contain more still, all detailing the evolution of the various fields that have 

descended upon Oceania over the last two centuries to dig, prod, and ‘explore.’ Still, these very 

real contestations within and between disciplines and approaches should not cause historians to 

shy away from their findings, nor should their potential for complementarity be overlooked or 

dismissed. 

This is all to say that oral traditions should be considered by historians not merely to 

solidify or correspond with archaeological and other social scientific findings, but to understand 

how Samoans see themselves, their pasts, their presents, and their futures. As has been shown in 

this chapter, many of these oral traditions have implications for very real, contemporary 

sociocultural aspects of life, meaning that Indigenous ways of remembering and expressing the 

past can be as, if not more important, than the kinds of ‘hard facts’ that the sciences and social 

sciences often seek to establish.  
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In reflecting on the designations and separations of “history” and “prehistory,” one 

should consider the argument made by Greg Dening in his 2004 book, Beach Crossings. Dening 

saw this distinction as false, arguing that the Before (times prior to European contact, when 

Indigenous cultures are viewed to have been so-called ‘pure’) and After (times after European 

contact that seemingly ‘adulterated’ or ‘corrupted’ indigenous cultures) are not helpful to the 

doing of Pacific history, and are very much colonial categories. For Dening, “Deep Time,” or the 

“Deep Past” are better designators for periods prior to European contact in the Pacific because 

they speak to “the continuity of living” and allow for historians to consider contemporary 

consciousness and expressions of the past as history in and of itself. For Dening, it would seem 

that archaeology, linguistics, and other social sciences are imperative for the exploration of Deep 

Time, largely because such an exploration requires a deep reflection and consideration of the 

motivations, desires, beliefs, and practices of peoples of the past, making scientific and social 

scientific approaches not only useful for exploring Deep Time, but imperative. With that said, 

Dening also warned against seeking “real history,” which he called an inherent falsehood that 

reflects imperial and empirical egos, and which discounts nuance, variety of understandings, and 

what he called the “vernacular.”142  

We can see in the oral traditions examined in this chapter—tala, fāgogo, alagāʻupu, 

muāgagana, and gao—that Samoan vernacular is permeated with histories.143 We can also see 

that these histories are themselves permeated with food. As such, we can gather that food is part 

 
142 Dening, Beach Crossings, pp. 47-52. For more on the larger literature surrounding the use of oral traditions as 
historical sources, and specifically the oral traditions of Oceania, see: Patricia Mercer, “Oral Traditions in the 
Pacific: Problems of Investigation,” Journal of Pacific History 14:2 (1979): 130-153; Thomas Spear, “Oral Traditions: 
Whose History?” Journal of Pacific History 16:3 (1981): 133-149. For more on the advocacy of oral traditions as 
historical sources, see: Jan Vansina, Once Upon a Time: Oral Traditions as History in Africa (Cambridge, MA: 
Daedalus, 1971). 
143 It is worth noting here for future scholars that food is embedded in other forms of orality that fell outside the 
scope of this dissertation due to timing and resources. These forms include jokes, puns, and works of fiction.  
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and parcel with Samoan vernacular, and thus can provide a window into deeper pasts. The 

sciences and social sciences offer still another window, into the movements and motivations of 

Samoans to increase their mana and that of their ʻāiga and nuʻu through the establishment of 

innovative techniques for procuring, cultivating, and preparing food, which in turn loop back to 

the kinds of themes that can be seen in oral traditions, such as service, familial kinship, sharing, 

and other sociocultural norms, behaviors, and expectations that form the foundations of the 

FaʻaSāmoa. In her studied wisdom, ʻAumua Mataʻitusi Simanu told us “E lē tasi se tala,” or 

“there is no one story.” It is crucial that as I embark upon the ensuing chapters of Samoan food 

histories, that both I and the reader remain mindful of the multiplicity of which Simanu wrote, 

and of the versatility and flexibility of vernacular and the FaʻaSāmoa itself. 
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Chapter 2: Se Pīsupo Sili—That Great Can of Corned Beef 
 

 
Photo 1: The pīsupo (canned corned beef) aisle in the Ah Soon family store, Faleasao, Taʻū, Manuʻa,  

featuring Pacific and Ox & Palm brands of corned beef on the top shelf. Photo by author, 2018. 

 

Oka Oka, Laʻu Hani 

In 1939, an anonymous letter to the editor appeared inʻO le Faʻatonu, American Sāmoa’s 

Samoan-language newspaper.144 The author described himself as a young man born and raised in 

Pago Pago but only recently returned home after roughly ten years abroad. Though we do not 

know much more about him, we can safely assume that he was returning from the United States, 

and likely the Pacific Northwest, or perhaps New Zealand or Australia, as many young American 

Samoans journeyed to these locales during the early twentieth century, motivated by the promise 

of earning money to send home to their families. After all, as a man of his ʻāiga, his primary role 

was to serve his family’s well-being–“ʻO le ala i le pule o le tautua,” or “The path to authority is 

service.”145 

 
144 “Editorial,” O le Faʻatonu (June, 1939); See also “Tropicalities,” Pacific Islands Monthly 9, no. 11 (June 15, 1939). 
145 Tanuvasa Tofaeono Tavale, O Le Ala i Le Pule o Le Tautua (Auckland, NZ: PIERC Education, 1999). The 
muagagana, or proverb, means: “The road to authority is through service,” and is often evoked when speaking of 
the service young people owe to their family before taking on any chiefly responsibilities later in life. 
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In his letter, the man described his “disgust” at a new song whose popularity he could 

hardly escape as he listened to his radio. With each lyric, he said, he heard the “deterioration” of 

the “beautiful Samoan language,” degraded primarily by the “intrusion” of “English terms and 

American jargon.”  

 

Oka oka, laʻu hani, laʻu hani faʻasilisili 

ʻOu te faʻatusaina i se ʻapa helepi 

Poʻo se pīsupo sili 

Poʻo ni masi keke mai Fiti 

Poʻo sina Sapa Sui 

A fai i tamato ma ni pi… 

Oh, oh my honey, my precious honey 

Whom I compare to a can of Hellaby’s meat 

Or that great can of corned beef 

Or those sweet cookies from Fiji 

Or some chop suey 

Made with tomatoes and peas… 

 

What was this music? How could this happen? How could the Samoan language, Samoan 

pese, become tainted with such vulgarity, comparing one’s loved one to canned meat, to cookies, 

and to Chop Suey? While away in America, he had longed for the pese of his childhood, pese 

that sang of Sāmoa, its people, its culture, and its histories. What he heard that day was nothing 

of the sort—and yet it was. 

While we cannot say who this man was, we can say that his “disgust” over the widely 

popular hit “Oka Oka Laʻu Hani” spoke to great historical changes in tastes, both material and 

sensory, and these histories were most certainly Samoan. By the time this man’s letter reached 

ʻO le Faʻatonu in 1939, both Western Sāmoa and American Sāmoa had adopted and adapted a 

range of imported foods, including those mentioned in the pese. Just as the song suggests, many 

Samoans loved these new foods, not only for the way they tasted sensorially but for the way in 

which they spoke to material tastes as well. To taste pīsupo (corned beef), masi keki (cookies), or 

sapasui (Samoan ‘Chop Suey’) meant that one could afford pīsupo, masi keki, and sapasui. 

Moreover, affording these foods also meant affording convenience, in that these foods did not 

require work to procure—or at least the more traditional kinds of work practiced in Sāmoa prior 
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to the arrival of wage-earning both at home and abroad. There was an irony in this man’s letter, 

then, and his frustration over the intrusion of new tastes in Samoan society and culture, as he and 

his contemporaries played a major role in making these tastes available and accessible for many 

Samoans throughout the twentieth century. 

This push and pull between protecting traditions, languages, and cultures and the 

adoption and adaptation of new tastes has been touched upon before. In his treatment of Samoan 

fāgogo, or fable stories, Richard Moyle noted that several introduced foodstuffs and other 

materials often found their way into the recitations of the fāgogo he listened to throughout the 

archipelago, despite the fact that fāgogo are typically set in aso anamua, or that period of time 

straddling the line between myth and history. Moyle specifically cited pīsupo as entering into 

fāgogo stories he heard, and he noted that audience members would sometimes recoil and scold 

the storyteller for the ‘intrusion’ of such ‘imports.’146 In his poem, “Corned Beef by 

Candlelight,” Michael Fanene-Bentley laments the economic and health ramifications of relying 

on foreign imported foods, touching upon mutton flaps, turkey tails, and ramen noodles, while 

emphasizing the mana within ancestral, locally-sourced foods. 147 

 Beginning to explore the entanglement between food, money, and taste, along with the 

push and pull between tradition and modernity, brings to the fore a few key questions. First, how 

were imported foods adopted and adapted into the FaʻaSāmoa? Specifically, from where and 

when did these foodstuffs permeate Samoan shores? How quickly were these foods adopted, and 

 
146 Moyle, Fāgogo, 27-29. 
147 Michael Fanene-Bentley, “Corned Beef by Candlelight,” in Albert Wendt ed., et. al., Whetu Moana: 
Contemporary Polynesian Poems in English (Auckland, NZ: Auckland University Press, 2003): 57-58. Selected text 
here is an excerpt of the full version, with lack of italics and diacritics to match the author’s text. “Pisupo lolo,” 
which will be touched upon later, simply refers to a richer, fattier corned beef. Palolo refers to the seasonal 
polychaete, or marine worm, that is harvested from coastal waters throughout Sāmoa each year, generally in 
October, and is eaten as a delicacy.  



 93 

why? What role did ancestral tastes play into the adoption of new foods? In what ways and for 

what purposes were new foods adapted within the FaʻaSāmoa? Specifically, how did imported 

foodstuffs become entangled in both ancestral gifting and the modern Samoan economy?  

Answering all of these questions for each and every imported foodstuff would take more 

pages than a dissertation would allow, let alone one chapter of a dissertation. Therefore, this 

chapter will narrow its focus to one; the aforementioned pīsupo, or corned beef, which is among 

the most widely consumed imported foods throughout the Samoan archipelago. One 1999 study 

found pīsupo to be among the highest sources of protein in the archipelago, and a more recent 

study published in 2017 found pīsupo to be among the most commonly consumed foodstuffs in 

all of Sāmoa, responsible for a large portion of daily sodium intake.148 In addition, pīsupo is one 

of the longest-standing imported foodstuffs both in the archipelago and the region as a whole. As 

evidenced in the “Oka Oka, Laʻu Hani” song, pīsupo has long been a part of Samoan food 

culture, and as this chapter will show, goes back much deeper into Sāmoa’s past.   

Corned beef is a world history unto itself, stretching back several millennia and 

crisscrossing the globe before finally reaching Samoan shores by way of pālagi ships in the 

nineteenth century. During the twentieth century, pīsupo became ensconced in Samoan patterns 

of gifting and exchange, while also altering the way people thought about food procurement, 

preparation, and consumption. Today, the yellow and red cans of the Palm brand’s pīsupo can be 

seen on the shelves of small village stores and large super markets from Savaiʻi to Manuʻa, 

alongside a handful of other brands, with consumers picking their favorites based on taste, both 

in the sensory and material sense.  

 
148 Daniel Galanis, et. al, “Dietary Intake of Modernizing Samoans: Implications for Risk of Cardiovascular Disease,” 
Journal of the American Dietetic Association 99: 2 (Feb., 1999): 184-190. 
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This chapter will begin with an exploration of the deep historical links between sensory 

and material tastes in Sāmoa by looking at gift-giving, notions of rarity and prestige, and deeply 

historical sensory tastes attributed to foods stretching much further back than the more recent 

period of processed food importation. In this same section, concepts of Samoan taste, both in the 

sensory and material, will be explored, with an emphasis on lololo, with describes a “rich/fatty” 

taste that has been highly prized in Samoan food culture since long before the arrival of pālagi 

and pālagi foods. The chapter will argue that lololo foods laid the groundwork for the speedy 

adoption and adaptation of rich, fatty foods like pīsupo into Samoan diets. Next, the chapter will 

explore the broader history of pīsupo itself, providing corned beef’s own deeper contexts and 

histories, before identifying its earliest potential points of presence in Sāmoa. Finally, the chapter 

will explore the dual nature of pīsupo as both sensory and material, and the ways in which pīsupo 

has become embedded in Samoan culture and society over time. This section will place a 

particular emphasis on the twentieth century by drawing from a range of archival materials, 

before the chapter concludes by highlighting the role of corned beef, and imported foods in 

general, in the entanglements of food, tradition, and wealth.  

One important distinction to highlight before beginning this chapter’s exploration of 

corned beef is that between pīsupo and povi māsima, both of which are technically corned beef—

as “corned” simply refers to any beef that is cured with salt—but which are distinct in Sāmoa.149 

Pīsupo is corned beef that is cut or shredded into small pieces and canned, causing its own water 

and protein (along with preservatives and other additives used in the production and canning 

processes) to form a jelly-like substance that is mostly collagen (and which contributes to its 

 
149 It is important to note that some may refer povi māsima’s full name—fasi povi māsima, meaning “piece of salt 
beef”—but historical records often drop this first word, fasi. This chapter therefore shortens fasi povi māsima to 
povi māsima.  
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flavor, discussed later in this chapter). Pīsupo can be (and often is) eaten directly out of the can, 

and will have a rich and fatty flavor, as discussed later. Povi māsima, however, can best be 

described as chunks of beef floating in salt brine. Historically, these chunks of salt beef were 

transported in kegs filled with this salt brine, hence the additional names used for it: “pickled 

beef” and “keg beef.” Later on, into the mid-to-late-twentieth century, wooden kegs were 

replaced by large plastic buckets or barrels. Unlike pīsupo, povi māsima cannot be eaten straight 

out of its receptacle, as it is far too salty and tough. Rather, it has to be boiled (saka) to strip 

away excess salt and hydrate the meat for palatability.  

This distinction will be touched upon throughout the chapter, but it is important to note 

here as not to conflate the two. Nevertheless, for the purposes of this dissertation, “corned beef” 

will be used to speak to any salted, processed beef, encompassing both povi māsima and pīsupo, 

simply given that both are technically forms of corned beef. However, wherever appropriate, the 

Samoan terms will be used to draw distinctions, and these distinctions will be expanded upon 

throughout the chapter wherever necessary. More than anything, it is important to emphasize 

that, despite their distinctions, both pīsupo and povi māsima have been integral to Samoan food 

history, shaping both material and sensory tastes over time. 

 
Material and Sensory Tastes in Sāmoa 

 

Rarity and Prestige in Food Gift-Giving 

 

 While living in the village of Toʻomatagi in Apia, Sāmoa, I struck up a conversation with 

a loʻomatua, or elderly Samoan woman, who often visited the home of my host family. As we 

discussed the nature of my work and my interest in Samoan food, she shared with me a 

recollection of food from her childhood during the 1960’s. Pīsupo, she told me, was a food for 

the wealthy back then, and as the daughter of an untitled man who rarely received any kind of 
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gifts or tributes, pīsupo seldom came her way. However, she told me, a nearby neighbor of hers 

with a high-ranking matai title often received pīsupo in food gifts made to him by visitors and 

others in the village, and so she and her little sister would sneak behind the matai’s fale on 

occasion to check for discarded pīsupo cans. On the lucky occasions that they discovered a can, 

they would take it back to their own fale, and rub pieces of bread, taro, or breadfruit along the 

sides to collect some of the remaining scraps and juices. That taste, she told me, will remain with 

her forever, not only as a marker of her love for pīsupo, but as a marker of her identity. For this 

loʻomatua, taste was twofold. Certainly, it was about the sensory taste; putting that bread into her 

mouth and collecting the different notes of the pīsupo scraps and juices on her palate. But it was 

also about the material taste; of her identification as mativa, or poor, and her efforts to access the 

seemingly inaccessible. 

Taste has been a concept of academic inquiry as far back as 1899, when economist and 

sociologist Thorstein Veblen published his seminal work The Theory of the Leisure Class. 

Writing on the heels of the Gilded Age, Veblen outlined the concepts of “conspicuous 

consumption” and “conspicuous leisure,” which critiqued capitalism broadly and the American 

uber-rich more specifically—the “lords of the manor,” Veblen called them—by analyzing their 

“wasteless and useless” indulgence. Acknowledging the fact that Veblen’s analysis of American 

“gentlemen of leisure” cannot be superimposed onto a discussion of taste in Sāmoa given the 

vast differences in culture and society between the two spaces, not to mention the fact that in the 

first three hundred words of his landmark text, Veblen describes “Polynesian islanders” as living 

in a “stage of barbarism,” it is still useful to note that his work was the first to establish a link 

between taste, prestige, and rarity that subsequent scholars later built upon.150  

 
150 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899, reprint, Project Gutenberg eBook, online resource): 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/833/833-h/833-h.htm (last accessed July, 2021). 
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Perhaps the most significant of these scholars was Pierre Bourdieu, who analyzed taste in 

his seminal work Distinction. Though the more technical points of Bourdieu’s argument—

namely that cultural capital and elite tastes perpetuate social inequalities—are not readily 

applicable to discussions of taste in Samoan culture and society, his overarching argument that 

taste is not developed by individuals themselves in accordance with individual preferences but 

are rather conditioned by social and cultural environments, does have some applicability to the 

present discussion, and draws obvious links to Veblen’s earlier work. Many scholars of Sāmoa 

have noted collectively conditioned taste by observing intra-village giftings, exchanges, and 

ceremonies, where collective expectations conditioned over several millennia dictate what is 

tasteful and what is not.151 

For example, when noted ethnologist Te Rangi Hiroa, otherwise known as Sir Peter 

Buck, visited Sāmoa in the 1920s, he spent a considerable amount of time observing Samoan 

gift-giving and exchange and quickly identified pork as “the most desired food…on all festive 

and ceremonial occasions,” as opposed to fish, which he called “the staple flesh food,” or 

protein, of daily Samoan life. Hiroa questioned why pork was held in such high esteem, and 

surmised that it was connected to an oral tradition stating that pigs were stolen from Fiji and 

brought to Sāmoa at great political risk, due to Fiji being a capricious ally of Sāmoa throughout 

its early history. According to the tradition, Samoans only tasted pork when they journeyed to 

Fiji for various trade and political reasons, and the Fijians had strict rules against Samoans taking 

live pigs on their return journey, presumably to maintain an aspect of leverage in their dealings 

with Samoans. However, on one trip, a group of Samoans hid several small live pigs in the 

abdominal cavity of a large dead pig, which “enabled them to evade the customs of the country.” 

 
151 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Taste (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984). 
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While pigs eventually multiplied to the point that several Samoan families owned and 

maintained them, they never entered into everyday Samoan diets, kept only as “a source of 

wealth to a family enabling them to make a good showing at the various functions demanding 

pork.”152 It can be argued, then, that pork maintains its tastefulness due to its historic and 

enduring rarity in Samoan life, in addition to its sensory appeal. 

This rarity, of course, is linked with prestige as well. Hiroa also analyzed the ceremonial 

division and distribution of pork, and while Hiroa’s observations are not necessarily uniform, 

they do reflect the general character of pork distribution that persists throughout both Samoan 

polities to this day. The process of pork carving and distributing is either performed by or 

directed by a tulāfale, and each section of the pig is specifically allocated to a member of the 

village based on their rank. The diagram below shows Hiroa’s illustration as dictated to him in 

the 1920s by Fepuleaʻi Ripley.153 

 

 
Photo 2: An image from Te Rangi Hiroa's Samoan Material Culture depicting the ceremonial distribution of pork. 

 
152 Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 120. 
153 Ibid, 121. 
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Such a process reveals how prestige in Samoan society and culture is embedded within, 

and routinely reified by, food, and specifically rare and special foods. Not only is the pig itself 

prestigious, denoting wealth for those families who can afford to own, maintain, and serve pigs 

at ceremonial gatherings, but specific cuts of pork can be especially prestigious given that they 

are only presented to those with the rank to earn it, which in turn makes that particular cut even 

rarer to eat. This more material aspect of taste—that is, a particular cut of pork as a material 

presented to a chief during a ceremony—supersedes the sensory aspect of taste—that is, how the 

pork is cooked and how delicious it is to eat—at least according to some of the notes made by 

Hiroa, who wrote in the 1930’s that “the actual cooking of the pig has become a secondary 

matter.”154 In fact, Hiroa said that Samoans preferred pigs to be cooked briefly because its flesh 

needed to be soft enough to cut cleanly along the boundaries dictated by the tulāfale. The 

following excerpt from Hiroa’s study reveal just how deeply societal and cultural conditioning 

influences how pork is cooked and served: 

 

If the pig is too well done, the flesh is liable to tear away and the exact boundaries of the 

ceremonial divisions cannot be maintained. This creates adverse criticism and comment 

on the part of those watching…The failure reflects on the talking chief in charge. He in 

turn, vents his displeasure on the young men who overcooked the pig. This, by creating a 

fear of overcooking, has brought about an avoidance custom of undercooking the 

pig…When the guest (chief or person of rank) receives his share…he is not compelled to 

eat it. His correct share has been given to him which is the all important thing…The 

appearance of raw pork in feasts is often adversely criticized by people of another race 

and wrong deductions are made. The pork is not uncooked because the Samoans like raw 

pork, but because it is necessary to the proper carrying out of the ceremonial division. A 

failure in ceremony cannot be remedied, but underdone pork can be recooked.155 

 

 Evidently, the sensory aspects of taste take a backseat to the material aspects in the 

ceremonial distribution of pork. According to Hiroa’s notes, pork’s rareness—that is, its 

 
154 Ibid. 
155 Ibid, 121-122. 
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undercooked quality—is less about its sensory tastefulness than it is about maintaining its 

material tastefulness by allowing one to make clear cuts and subsequent distributions, which 

reifies pork’s rareness—that is, its special quality. That Hiroa observed gifted pork being 

“recooked” within the homes of recipients further solidifies the transcendent nature of food in 

Sāmoa based on space. For example, in spaces of gifting, undercooked pork is preferable to 

make proper cuts and gifts, but in spaces of eating, cooking the pork further is preferable.  

Still, Hiroa did not make extensive notes on sensory taste preferences, nor did other early 

anthropologists and ethnologists, and the material aspect of food dominates historical narratives. 

With that said, historicizing sensory tastes and charting their change over time is one of the great 

challenges all food historians face, not just historians of Samoan food. The dilemma of 

historicizing sensory taste, argues food historian Jeffrey Pilcher, “is not only the ephemeral 

nature of flavors but also the fundamental difference between sensory perceptions and the 

language with which we seek to convey them.”156 Charting material changes is an easier task. As 

will be shown later in this chapter, we can identify the periods that certain foods first entered 

Sāmoa as products of exchange, the periods during which they became more entangled with 

ancestral Samoan foods, and the economic changes that allowed for their purchase by more and 

more Samoan families over time (or less, depending on economic circumstances). Identifying the 

role of sensory tastes in these histories, however, and how sensory tastes changed over time 

poses a greater challenge, and requires a deeper look into the ways sensory tastes and flavors 

have been described and expressed in Sāmoa over time. 

 

Lololo Tele and Richness of Flavor 

 

 
156 Jeffrey Pilcher, “Cultural Histories of Food,” in Pilcher, ed., Oxford Hanbook of Food History, 47.  
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 The Samoan language has several words describing flavor, some with specific 

connotations and others that are more general. Suamalie, feū, and ʻoʻona can be translated into 

English as sweet, spicy, and bitter or salty, respectively. As shown in an earlier chapter, some of 

these words are also built into Samoan orality and oral traditions like muāgagana and alagāʻupu, 

or sayings and proverbs, respectively, but they are also used during mealtimes to describe foods 

and express pleasure or displeasure. The same can be said for more general terms like mānaia, 

which means nice, delicious, or very good depending on the context. As shown in a later chapter 

on homebrewed alcohol, or faʻamafu, the word mafu can mean moldy or spoiled, but it can also 

be used as a taste term to describe a food that is stale. Malamala is another more general food 

term used to mean “funny tasting.”  

Perhaps more than any of these terms, the word lololo is one with a deeply historical 

significance in Samoan food history, and just as this chapter narrowed its focus to one particular 

imported food, pīsupo, so too will this brief section narrow its focus to one particular taste term, 

lololo, not only because of its correlation with pīsupo, but also because of its wide use in texts 

and traditions allows it to be historicized in ways that other taste terms, and especially those 

more general ones, cannot. Lololo, which can mean rich, fatty, or oily, is one of the most widely 

used taste terms in Sāmoa, and primarily because it is among the most prized and desirable. 

Though I again hesitate to draw equivalencies across spaces and cultures, I often tell those who 

ask about its meaning that lololo is akin to the Japanese flavor term umami, not necessarily in 

regard to how it tastes (although many English-speakers do use the term “rich” to describe to 

umami, and the Japanese often identify meats and cured meats as possessing umami qualities), 

but because lololo is simply Sāmoa’s favorite flavor.157 

 
157 On umami, see: Kumiko Ninomiya, “Science of Umami Taste: Adaptation to Gastronomic Culture,” Flavour 4:1 
(2015): 1-5. 
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 References to lololo appear in many early ethnographic and linguistic works wherever 

food or food-related terms are mentioned. Pratt’s early-twentieth-century dictionary defined 

lololo as “to be fat, to be rich” as it relates to food, and linked lololo specifically to the “fat of 

pork.”158 However, in Kramer’s seminal text, lololo is connected with a wide range of dishes, 

including fish dishes, soups, and puddings. For example, Kramer and his primary informant Tōfā 

Sāuni called piasua, a pudding made from heated soft starch and coconut cream, “lololo lava,” or 

very rich.159 Lalafutu, or round batfish (Platax orbicularis), was said to be “highly praised by 

Samoans as a food fish because its meat is rich and fat (lololo),” and suatautu, a soup made with 

the tautu, or porcupine fish (Diodon maculatus), was described as very lololo.160 Pālolo (Palola 

viridis), the marine worms that spawn in Samoan coastal waters once per year and are eaten both 

cooked and raw as a delicacy, are said to be named for the way “their bodies burst (pā) and pour 

out their rich (lolo) content into the water.”161  

It is important to note here that the shorter word lolo can also mean rich or fatty in flavor, 

but that the longer lololo is more often associated with that meaning given that the reduplication 

(the additional lo), adds emphasis to the description, and also that lolo has other meanings, most 

prominently as the word used for ceremonial coconut oil.162 In fact, according to linguist 

Fepuleaʻi Lāsei John Mayer, lolo and lololo may have come to mean rich and fatty in flavor 

given how prevalent coconut ingredients are in lolo/lololo foods, and especially coconut cream, 

and that vailolo remains an honorific food term for the coconut.163  

 
158 George Pratt, Pratt’s Grammar & Dictionary of the Samoan Language (Malua Printing Press, 1911): 184. 
159 Kramer, 170.  
160 Ibid, 495, 500.  
161 Ibid, 497. 
162 Pratt, 184. See also: April Henderson, “On Skin and Bone: Samoan Coconut Oil in Indigenous Practice,” The 
Journal of Pacific History 53:4 (2018): 397-416. 
163 Conversation with Dr. John Mayer, November 2020.  
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While lololo foods were enjoyed and prized for their rich flavor, they were also said to 

have adverse health effects for those with illnesses or for pregnant women. As Kramer and Sāuni 

noted, illnesses like “milk thrush” and “consumption,” as well as menstrual problems in women, 

were treated with various herbal remedies while patients were told “sā mea lololo,” or that rich, 

fatty foods are prohibited.164 

Since at least the early twentieth century, pīsupo was cited as possessing lololo qualities, 

and two eventually became inextricably linked. However, the history of corned beef long 

predates that of pīsupo and touches nearly every corner of the globe. Corned beef is a product of 

several centuries of trial and error, as humans throughout time and space have sought to preserve 

food, first for sustenance and later for trade. How exactly corned beef became pīsupo is indeed a 

world history unto itself.  

An Ocean of Corned Beef 

 

Salt, Corned Beef, and Colonialism  

 The practice of using salt, or sodium chloride, to preserve meats, fish, and vegetables 

dates back to at least 3000 BCE, when the Sumerians of Mesopotamia made salted and preserved 

foods a regular part of their diet, though some evidence suggests that salted meats were common 

in parts of Asia even earlier.165 Jewish peoples living in the vicinity of the Dead Sea harvested 

the sea’s salt to preserve their meat as early as 1600 BCE, with evidence indicating that by 1200 

BCE, Phoenicians traded salted fish as far as the Eastern Mediterranean.166 Greeks began salting 

and smoking meats as early as 900 BCE, which likely influenced Romans to adopt the practice 

around 200 BCE. It was the Romans who eventually developed the practice of pickling meats in 

 
164 Kramer, 137, 140. 
165 E. Binkerd and O. Kolari, “The History and Use of Nitrate and Nitrite in the Curing of Meat,” Food and Cosmetics 
Toxicology 13:6 (1975): 655-61.  
166 Jimmy Keeton, “History of Nitrite and Nitrate in Food,” in Nathan Bryan and Joseph Loscalzo, eds., Nitrite and 
Nitrate in Human Health and Disease (New York: Humana Press, 2011): 69-84. 
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brine. Saltpeter, or potassium nitrate, was used the preserve meats in China, India, and parts of 

Europe prior to the common era.167 

 Similar to drying, salting fresh meat removes moisture and/or slows water activity within 

meat’s tissues, thereby slowing or preventing the growth of bacterial microorganisms and 

pathogens.168 In the aforementioned historical examples, salt was harvested from crystalline 

deposits in the earth accessed by mining, and by evaporating seawater or brine pool water. While 

early meat curers were unaware of it, the salts they applied to meats contained “natural 

contaminants such as sodium or potassium nitrate that contributed directly to the curing reaction 

and preservation process.”169 Medieval Europeans were the first recorded peoples to attribute 

“the reddening effect” of cured meat to saltpeter, and by the early nineteenth century, saltpeter 

was cited as “imparting juiciness and flavor” to salted meats, though it was not until the 1890’s 

that researchers began specifically identifying the presence of nitrite and nitrate in pickling 

brines.170 This discovery opened the door for the further specification, alteration, and regulation 

of the curing, pickling, and salting processes that give many of today’s preserved meats their 

flavor, color, and shelf life. 

 What we now call “corned beef,” so named for the “corns” or small crystals of salt used 

to cure it, originated in Ireland during the twelfth century CE. However, corned beef and beef in 

general were never integral parts of the Irish diet, and the mythos of corned beef as a 

quintessentially Irish dish derives more from Irish-American cuisine. In fact, it was cow’s milk 

more than cow’s meat that was central to the daily sustenance of the early peoples who would 

 
167 Ibid. 
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become known as the Irish.171 Dairy products like milk and butter were so essential to daily life 

in Ireland that cows came to hold a high level of prestige within Irish culture, as evidenced in 

Irish language terms and oral traditions that persist to this day.172 

According to Irish food historians Máirtín Mac Con Iomaire and Pádraic óg Gallagher, 

the Irish have been raising cattle since at least the fifth century BCE, primarily for use in 

transport, agricultural labor, and dairy production. For these reasons, cows were only killed when 

they were old and far past their working prime, which in turn placed inherent limits on the 

amount of beef consumed in Ireland and actually positioned cows as a kind of currency within 

Irish society and culture. According to Irish food historian Brín Mahon, cattle raids, which 

feature into many Irish oral traditions, became a way in which “a young man might test his 

manhood,” and were also an essential component of the inauguration ceremonies of Irish princes 

and chiefs.173 Records of Irish laws from the seventh and eighth centuries even listed cows as 

forms of payment between negotiating parties, and beef was primarily a food of the elite classes 

during this early period.174 Bósall, or salted beef, was prepared in Ireland as far back as the 

twelfth century, as cited by Mac Con Iomaire and óg Gallagher, who discovered a reference to 

 
171 It was actually Irish immigrants in America who popularized the notion of corned beef as a quintessentially ‘Irish 
food.’ See: Máirtín Mac Con Iomaire and Pádraic óg Gallagher, “Irish Corned Beef a Culinary History,” Journal of 
Culinary Science and Technology 9 (2011): 27-43. 
172 For example, the Irish words Bó and tarbh, which mean ‘cow’ and ‘bull,’ respectfully, appear in the Irish words 
for ‘road’ (bóthar) and ‘boy’ (buachail, literally ‘cowboy’ or ‘herdsman’). Place names like Ardboe, Drumbo, Lough 
Bo, Drumshambo, Inishbofin, and Clontarf all have linguistic roots in cow terms. William of Orange’s seventeenth-
century victory over King James II took place at the River Boyne, so named for Bóinne, or the goddess of the white 
cow, and the Irish name for the town of Westport in County Mayo, Cathair na Mart, literally translates to “the city 
of beef.” See again: Mac Con Iomaire and óg Gallagher, “Irish Corned Beef a Culinary History,” 30. 
173 Brín Mahon, Land of Milk and Honey: The Story of Traditional Irish Food and Drink (Cork, Ireland: Mercier Press, 
1998), p. 3. 
174 Regina Sexton, A Little History of Irish Food (Dublin, Ireland: Gill and Macmillan, 1998). Sexton adds that veal 
may have been eaten by common farmers, as male calves were often killed young given their inability to produce 
dairy and therefore their lack of utility and cost-effectiveness, but that veal was by no means a regular part of Irish 
cuisine. 
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salted beef in a twelfth-century poem.175 However, bósall was by no means a commonly eaten 

food, primarily due to the large quantities of salt that the curing process required.176  

Beginning in the sixteenth century, increased trade in salt between parts of modern-day 

Ireland and France led to an increase in corned beef and bacon consumption in Ireland. While 

bacon became a more prominent part of Irish cuisine, corned beef quickly became a food 

produced primarily for export, owed in large part to European colonialism and the correlating 

transatlantic slave trade, which ballooned during the mid-seventeenth century as French and 

British colonists in the West Indies shifted their attention from tobacco to sugar in order to meet 

a rising demand for sweets and sweeteners in Europe.177 Much less concerned with any kind of 

benevolence than they were with the stabilization of a highly profitable industry, colonists in the 

West Indies urged government officials in metropoles like Paris and London to ensure a steady 

supply of foodstuffs to provide sustenance for African slaves. In one correspondence from 1672, 

Jean-Charles de Baas, the governor-general of the îles françaises de l’Amérique (present-day St. 

Kitts, Martinique, and Guadeloupe), wrote to France’s Navy Minister urging him to shore up the 

trade in Irish corned beef, stating “the Islands couldn’t be struck a worse catastrophe” than an 

Irish corned beef shortage, “because if the slaves are lacking in beef, colonists will be lacking 

slaves.”178  

 
175 Mac Con Iomaire and óg Gallagher, “Irish Corned Beef,” 31. 
176 See: Fergus Kelly, Early Irish farming: A study based mainly on the law-texts of the 7th and 8th centuries AD 
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177 Mark Kurlansky, Salt: A World History. See also: Máirtín Mac Con Iomaire, “The Pig in Irish Cuisine and Culture,” 
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export to England,  
178 Bertie Mandelblatt, “A Translatlantic Commodity: Irish Salt Beef in the French Atlantic World,” History 
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However, according to historian Bertie Mandelblatt, Irish corned beef was not only 

crucial to the diet of slaves, but also “a central element of the general colonial diet” as well.179 

Mandelblatt shows that diets in the colonies—slaver and slave—lacked reliable sources of 

protein, making the easily transportable and preserved corned beef a much desired commodity.180 

Moreover, by the time of de Baas’ letter in the late seventeenth century, colonists in the French 

Caribbean had long-since developed a taste for salted meats, which was said to be “the basis of 

the naval diet of the first French privateers and mariners to settle the islands.”181 According to 

Mac Con Iomaire and óg Gallagher, in the British West Indies Irish corned beef was primarily 

consumed by white colonists while slaves were provisioned with salt fish imported from 

Newfoundland. As with other European navies, salted meat remained a central component of 

dietary sustenance for the ever-expanding British Royal Navy, and Irish corned beef continued to 

be exported to England for this purpose well into the nineteenth century. 

According to historian Thomas Truxes, during the latter half of the seventeenth century, 

Irish corned beef was “the most important commodity traded from the British Isles,” outpacing 

every other export from English ports.182 By 1668, Cork City had established itself as the corned 

beef production capital of the world, shipping an average of 16,960 barrels of corned beef each 

year, primarily to England and Caribbean colonies, but also into the United States and especially 

cities like New York and Philadelphia.183 Corned beef was so crucial to France’s seventeenth-

century empire-building that laws were amended to allow Irish corned beef bound for French 

colonies to be imported and reshipped tax-free. By the 1680’s, North American corned beef 
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producers in Pennsylvania, New York, Virginia, and Maryland began cutting into the corned 

beef market, and came to control most of the Caribbean market within a century. Still, Irish 

corned beef remained a major staple foodstuff in British and French colonies, with 65 to 75 

percent of all Irish corned beef being purchased by English and French colonists during the 

1760’s and 70’s, and Irish corned beef suppliers maintained steady business with the British 

Royal Navy.  

Ireland’s share of the market, aside, by the nineteenth century, corned beef was widely 

consumed around the world and embedded within transoceanic commercial networks. According 

to whaling historian Rhys Richard, corned beef was a central part of “the whalemen’s staple 

diet,” and ships regularly kept large supplies of it onboard given its long-lasting and high-protein 

properties.184 This meant that corned beef also served as a key trading commodity whenever 

whaling vessels found themselves in need of provisions like fresh water and produce as they 

made their routine stops at islands throughout Oceania.  

 

Canning, Curing, and Colonizing 

 

 That corned beef came to be called pīsupo was likely influenced by its ‘tinned’ or 

‘canned’ connection with pea soup, as textual records suggest that “Samoans, from their having 

years ago seen pea soup in similar tins,” began referring to any tinned food with the 

derivation.185 The term, then, must have arisen sometime in the early-to-mid-nineteenth century 

at the earliest, for the process of canning foods and carrying them on vessels was not prominent 

until that time. 

 
184 Ibid, 12. 
185 “Pig as Money: South Sea Island Customs,” Telegraph (Brisbane, Queensland, AUS), 13 February 1924, p. 3. It is 
important to note that some linguists and historians may disagree with this origin for the term pīsupo. I am 
certainly open to other interpretations, but as of yet, this remains the most plausible origin theory identified 
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 In 1795, just as meat curers were starting to note the specific effects of saltpeter in the 

curing process, a French brewer and confectioner named Nicolas Appert began experimenting 

with food preservation, spurred by the promise of 12,000 francs, or roughly US$40,000 in 

today’s currency, for whoever could devise a method to feed soldiers in Napoleon Bonaparte’s 

army.186 After nearly a decade of trial and error, Appert hypothesized that sealing food in glass 

and boiling it would isolate the food inside the sealed container from air, allowing it to keep 

much longer. Though Appert was not aware of the effect his method had on microbes, as famed 

chemist and microbiologist Louis Pasteur had yet to discover the existence of microbes, his 

method nonetheless worked, and his discovery led to the mass canning of a wide range of foods, 

which would eventually collide with cured meats.187 

 Soon thereafter, the canning industry (so named for the metal “cannisters” that would 

soon replace Appert’s glass method) began to find its footing, first in England. In 1811, a British 

merchant named Peter Durand patented a food preservation method using tin cans, which 

historians say he gathered from a French acquaintance familiar with Appert’s method. Using 

Appert’s method almost exactly, albeit using tin cans instead of glass jars, Durand preserved a 

wide range of food types and quantities, including some cans so large that they contained 

roughly 30 pounds of meat. To test his method and acquire his patent, Durand spent most of 

1810 negotiating with “scientific gentlemen” and officers of “His Majesty’s ships” to store his 

canned goods for anywhere from four to six months. Upon opening the cans, Durand stated that 
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his partners “found them perfectly preserved…as fresh as if packed but the day before.”188 

Durand soon sold his patent to another British merchant, Bryan Donkin, in 1812. In 1814, 

Donkin secured contracts with the British Admiralty to supply the Royal Navy with canned (or 

“tinned”) foods, beginning a legacy of canned foods aboard British military ships that continues 

to this day.189 

The production of canned goods moved from east to west, beginning in earnest in the 

U.K. before shifting to the U.S. northeast, when several English merchants borrowed the 

methods of Appert and Durand and began jarring and canning foods in cities like New York and 

Boston. The first known advertisement for canned foods in the U.S. appeared in New York’s 

Evening Post in 1822, and the first patent for “vessels of tin” was registered in 1825.190 The 

industry gradually moved westward until, in the early 1900’s, California led the United States in 

its state value of canned product sales, though the Eastern U.S. still boasted the higher number of 

canneries.191  

Canned foods were not immediately popular domestically in either Europe or the U.S. 

However, long-distance travelers, explorers, and militaries throughout Europe and the U.S. were 

major consumers of canned foods almost immediately. Since the early days of Durand and 

Donkin, the British Royal Navy were instrumental players, initially serving as test case partners 

and eventually as the industry’s primary consumers. Shortly thereafter, whalers and other 

maritime merchants relied upon canned goods for sustenance at sea. Canned meats, fruits, and 

vegetables were especially valuable on long-distance maritime voyages, the histories of which 
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had previously been marked by tales of disease brought on by malnutrition aboard sailing 

vessels, and while early canned goods were still very much susceptible to spoilage and new 

threats like led poisoning, the innovation was still very much responsible for improving the 

health and nutrition of sailors, whalers, and explorers.192  

Much like earlier salted foods, canned foods would ultimately become entangled with 

colonialism, continuing food’s colonial legacy in Oceania. According to food historian Anna 

Zeide, “the major canning centers of the first half of the nineteenth century—France, England, 

and the United States—were also countries with a mission of expansion,” and “canned foods 

enabled imperial conquest.”193 Indeed, without the innovation of canned foods, and perhaps most 

especially canned salted or corned beef, nineteenth-century maritime activities would have been 

severely limited for lack of supplies of sustenance, thereby limiting the colonial reaches of the 

aforementioned. As it was, canned foods like corned beef allowed for the long-term colonial 

settling that occurred in the region. However, examining this history, exclusively, would 

overshadow the agency of Indigenous peoples who adopted and adapted these imported foods, 

entangling them with Indigenous foodways through the present. 

 

 

Corned Beef Arrives on Samoan Shores 

 

The Whaling Industry 

and Corned Beef’s Arrival in Sāmoa 

 

In 1833, 23-year-old Milo Calkin joined the crew of the Independence, a Nantucket-

based whaling vessel that made regular stops throughout Oceania. Assuming the role of “ship’s 

carpenter,” Calkin was more of a general deckhand, performing odd jobs on deck and fetching 
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fresh water and provisions when the Independence arrived on the shores of its many destinations 

throughout Oceania, in places like the Marquesas, the Society Islands, and Hawaiʻi, among 

others.194 During his first two years on the Independence, Calkin adapted to the pace of life 

aboard a whaling vessel—the weeks and even months of abject boredom, the sudden switches 

into action whenever a whale was sighted, the exhausting chases in small racing boats oared only 

by Calkin and four or five others, the lengthy trial-and-error process of harpooning a whale, the 

hours upon hours of steering clear of a harpooned whale whose “berserk” gyrating might well 

smash their tiny boat “to matchwood,” the arduous journey back to the ship with a dead whale in 

tow (which could take “twelve or more hours” in stiff winds), and finally the even lengthier and 

perhaps more physically exhausting work of loading, cutting, and draining the whale of its oil 

while storing pieces of thick, greasy blubber into barrels for eventual boiling, and all this make 

soap and industrial-grade cleansers.195 

 Though Calkin probably longed for some extended respite during those first two grueling 

years, he would never have hoped for it to come as it did. In December, 1835, the Independence 

wrecked on Starbuck Island, a small coral atoll in present-day Kiribati. While some of the crew 

remained behind, Calkin and the ship’s captain left in separate racing boats recovered from the 

wreck, and were eventually blown some 1500 miles westward before finally arriving on the atoll 

of Manuae in the Cook Islands. From there, Calkin made his way to Rarotonga, and finally 

aboard another American whaling vessel, the Charles Carroll. While these stories of whaling 

and shipwreck may seem an odd place to begin pīsupo’s history, Calkin’s account of his time 
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 113 

aboard the Charles Carroll would go on to produce the earliest written record establishing 

Samoan possession of corned beef in 1836. 

 In early December of that year, the Charles Carroll headed for Sāmoa, where Captain R. 

Weeks believed they could stock up on fresh meat. Granted, they had plenty of corned beef 

onboard, but Weeks felt it important to replenish their stocks of fresh meat and produce to avoid 

contracting scurvy. Upon their arrival off the shore of ʻUpolu, Weeks warned Calkin and the 

others to “be on the alert” as they attempted to trade offshore—not because of their fear of the 

Samoans as much as their fear of the “many runaway seamen and escaped Sydney convicts 

[who] had made the island of Upolu a rendezvous,” and who had a reputation for “murdering,” 

“plunder,” and “treachery and trickery.”196 With the Charles Carroll anchored three miles 

offshore, the crew watched anxiously as “the natives came off in canoes,” joined by several 

“rascals (mostly Sydney convicts).”197 Permitted to board, the Samoan contingent “half filled the 

deck with such articles of barter as sea shells, coral, turtle shells, cocoanuts, oranges, bananas, 

etc.,” and ordered the ship’s cook “to give them a dinner.” Recognizing that his crew was 

outmanned, Weeks was obliged to barter, and “gave them a barrel of sea biscuit and a lot of salt 

beef,” which Calkin said they accepted with “an ill grace.”198 

 It is important to note here that this story serves as the earliest written record establishing 

Samoan possession of corned beef, though this does not necessarily mean that corned beef had 

not permeated Samoan shores earlier. In fact, nearly a decade before its 1835 shipwreck on 

Starbuck Island, the Independence arrived in Sāmoa and traded provisions with Samoans off the 

coast of ʻUpolu. In December, 1826, exactly ten years prior to the corned beef exchange made 
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between the Charles Carroll and the contingent of Samoans and beachcombers, Henry Holt 

wrote in the Independence’s logbook: 

 

Trading and salting down beef. We have now took on board two of the chiefs. Lying off 

the island of [Upolu]. About 40 canoes around the ship. All hands employed trading with 

the natives.199 

 

 Whether or not the Independence’s crew traded in corned beef is unclear. Reading Holt’s 

sentence unbroken, it would appear that they may have, but perhaps he simply meant that the 

crew was “trading” in other goods while also “salting down beef,” meaning curing fresh meat 

gained from trading. Unfortunately, Holt does not provide extensive details of what exactly was 

traded to the Samoans, only what the crew itself acquired. However, given the sheer scope of 

what the crew received—200 hogs, 200 chickens, 30 barrels of breadfruit, 6 barrels of yams and 

taro, 7,000 coconuts, 2 barrels of papaya, and some sugarcane, all of which was acquired over 14 

days of trading—we might conclude that they gave up a reasonably comparable amount of 

goods, including corned beef, to the Samoan group. It might also be reasonable to conclude that 

the Independence traded corned beef elsewhere throughout the Samoan archipelago, having 

traded extensively in Olosega, Taʻū, Tutuila, Manono, and Savaiʻi. Still, one must consider that 

during their trading off the coast of Olosega, Holt recorded that the Independence crew “traded 

mostly in blue and green beads,” leaving room for doubt as to whether or not corned beef was 

indeed exchanged during the various encounters.200  

 However, Rhys Richards rightly notes in both accounts—of the Independence in 1826 

and the Charles Carroll in 1836—that Sāmoa was clearly known and identified as a place of 
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trade and replenishment amongst American whalers, which opens the door for the possibility of 

several other unrecorded trading exchanges between Samoans and American whalers. Moreover, 

American whalers cited by Richards often recorded the presence of British whaling ships in 

Samoan waters, meaning more opportunities for the trading of corned beef, which we know were 

a central part of the British maritime diet. When one considers that British ships ventured into 

Oceania decades before their American counterparts, with the Southern Whale Fishery Company 

(SWFC) recording visits to New Zealand and Papua New Guinea as early as 1802 and 1811, 

respectively, it is reasonable to suggest that Samoans had exposure to corned beef before the 

arrival of American ships. According to detailed logbooks kept by the SWFC, it is clear that the 

Samoan islands were a well-known spot by the company’s seamen by at least the mid-1830’s, 

suggesting several years, if not decades, of previous encounters between Samoans and the 

British.201 So, while it might be impossible to pinpoint when exactly corned beef arrived on 

Samoan shores, it is likely to have occurred sometime in the early nineteenth century, and 

probably well before the first recorded transaction made by the crewmen of the Charles Carroll 

in 1836. 

 It is equally important to note that this earliest written record citing corned beef uses the 

term “salt beef.” As stated in the introduction to this chapter, the distinction between “corned 

beef” and “salt beef” may not mean much outside of a Samoan context, as “corn” refers to 

kernels of salt used to cure the beef—in effect, salt beef is corned beef. However, as stated in the 

introduction, the distinction between pīsupo and povi māsima means a great deal within a 
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Samoan context, and given the period and historical context of this earliest account of corned or 

salt beef in Sāmoa—specifically that it stems from a sailing vessel in the early nineteenth 

century—it is very likely that this particular beef was in fact povi māsima.  

Again, povi māsima can best be described as chunks of beef floating in salt brine in a 

wooden (and later plastic) keg or barrel, which has to be boiled in order to be palatable. Pīsupo, 

however, is finely cut or shredded beef that is canned and forms a rich, fatty jelly-like substance 

around it, comprised mostly of collagen formed from the water and protein of the beef along 

with additives from the canning process. The important take away here is that the earliest corned 

beef in Sāmoa did not come in the red and yellow cans that would be familiar to most shoppers 

today, and which would contain the lololo corned beef that customers and gift recipients have 

grown to love and demand, but rather the tougher, saltier meat of povi māsima. Still, for the 

purposes of this chapter, it can be reasonably be argued that corned beef—in this case, povi 

māsima, specifically —arrived in Sāmoa at least as early as 1836, if not a decade or so earlier. 

 

Adopting and Adapting Pīsupo   

 As shown earlier, the name “pīsupo” is said to be derived from cans of “pea soup,” but 

this particular section is less concerned with the linguistic transition of “corned beef” into 

“pīsupo” than it is the cultural transition of corned beef—both pīsupo and povi māsima—from 

imported good to Samoan staple food. To locate and articulate this transition, I am reliant on 

textual records. As touched upon in my introductory chapter, truncating my research plans as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic means that I was unable to gather more oral historical 

resources as I had hoped. With that said, textual records are rich with examples of corned beef’s 

evolution from imported good to Samoan staple food, as long as one accepts the fact that textual 

records become more available and detailed over time, meaning that early-nineteenth century 
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records, such as the logbooks and diaries of whaling vessels and their crews cited above, are 

fewer and further between. However, beginning in the late nineteenth-century and continuing 

through the early-to-mid twentieth century, more and more references to salted beef, kegged 

beef, pickled beef, corned beef, povi māsima, and, eventually, pīsupo, appear in historical 

records. Part of this is due to the understandable increase in published material over this period, 

along with the establishment of practices and facilities to store such materials. Another part of it, 

though, is the fact that povi māsima and pīsupo grew more and more integral to Samoan culture 

and society between these years, as this section hopes to show.  

 In his 1892 book A Footnote to History: Eight Years of Trouble in Samoa, famed novelist 

and travel writer Robert Louis Stevenson documented what is now widely referred to as the First 

Samoan Civil War, fought primarily between the rivaling factions of Mālietoa Laupepa and 

Mataʻafa Iosefo. A Footnote to History discusses the decade between 1882 and 1892, with a 

significant number of first-person accounts made by Stevenson himself, who lived in Sāmoa 

between 1889 and his death in 1894 and who was something of a political meddler in Oceania, 

having inserted himself into Hawaiian politics years earlier.202 Stevenson’s accounts included 

several references to food, including salted and kegged beef (povi māsima), showing that the 

foodstuff was a staple import during the late-nineteenth century and was widely prized and 

consumed by Samoans, at least on ʻUpolu and in the villages and districts around Apia.203 In one 

account, Stevenson claims that Mataʻafa received ammunition from the British hidden in “salt 

beef kegs,” suggesting that the kegs were such a regularly imported commodity that rival 

 
202 See: Robert Louis Stevenson and A. Grove Day, Travels in Hawaii (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1991). 
See also: Laavanyan M. Ratnapalan, “Sereno Bishop, Robert Louis Stevenson and ‘Americanism’ in Hawaiʻi,” 
Journal of imperial and Commonwealth History 40:3 (2012): 439–457; Carla Manfredi, Robert Louis Stevenson’s 
Pacific Impressions: Photography and Travel Writing, 1888-1894 (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018). 
203 Robert Louis Stevenson, A Footnote to History; Eight Years of Trouble in Samoa (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1892), 83, 85, 115, 178, 200. 
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factions would not be suspicious of their presence, and that they must have been regularly 

imported in large quantities, as Mataʻafa’s forces received some “twenty-eight thousand 

cartridges” using this disguised method.204 

 Another key historical source in researching the evolution of corned beef as a source of 

material wealth are historic travel films. However, it is crucial to first contextualize these films in 

their broader colonial histories. According to anthropologist Alexander Mawyer, “the Pacific 

Islands have become prominent in the global circulation of image and fantasy,” and “even a brief 

glimpse into the complexities of the history of Pacific filmmaking will suggest how poorly 

understood the Pacific is on film.”205 According to Mawyer, what began in 1898 with a moving 

picture of Waikīkī produced by Thomas Edison’s film company soon grew into a bourgeoning 

industry of ‘documentary’ and travel films produced throughout Oceania, from Aotearoa/New 

Zealand to the Western Carolines and the Bismarck Archipelago. Mawyer rightly notes that this 

“early system of representation was not limited to purely ethnological works,” as filmmakers “in 

Australia, the United States, and New Zealand also sought to incorporate Pacific Island motifs 

and plots into their feature presentations.”206  

Indeed these ‘documentary,’ travel, and feature films sought to produce imagined and 

romanticized notions of ‘the South Seas,’ and often with racist depictions and narrations that 

bolstered imaginations of the ‘West and the rest.’207 Still, these films can be useful for historians 

 
204 Ibid, 200. 
205 Alexander Mawyer, “From Photons to Electrons: The Film Guide Moving Images of the Pacific Islands,” The 
Contemporary Pacific 10:2 (Fall 1998): 457–465, 458. 
206 Ibid. 
207 For more on imagery, film, and representation in Oceania, see: Max Quanchi, ed., “Special Issue: Imaging, 
Representation, and Photography of the Pacific Islands,” Pacific Studies 20:4 (1997); Jane Landman and Chris 
Ballard, “An Ocean of Images: Film and History in the Pacific.” The Journal of Pacific history 45:1 (2010): 1–20; 
Kalissa Alexeyeff and Siobhan McDonnell, “Whose Paradise? Encounter, Exchange, and Exploitation,” The 
Contemporary Pacific 30, no. 2 (2018): 269–294. For more on film and anthropology, broadly, see: Jay Ruby, 
Picturing Culture: Explorations of Film and Anthropology (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000).  
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depending on the nature of their research. In the case of food history, ‘documentary’ and travel 

films, when viewed with a foundational understanding of their problematic production and 

messaging, can provide clues about the kinds of foods and food practices during moments in 

history, as many of these films spend time ‘documenting’ food.  

One such film set in Sāmoa is “Wedding of the South Seas,” produced by Exclusive 

Movie Studios Inc. sometime in the 1920’s. A silent ‘documentary’ film, “Wedding of the South 

Seas” seeks to introduce American audiences to the ceremonial events surrounding a Samoan 

wedding. Again, it is important to view the film with an understanding that each event and 

camera shot is staged, and that the wedding itself was likely fabricated by the film’s directors 

and producers. Moreover, some of the film’s narrating text is obviously steeped in exoticization, 

fetishization, romanticism, and racism. However, certain aspects of the film are also clearly 

grounded in some research about Samoan wedding ceremonies, and are therefore helpful for 

visualizing wedding ceremonies during the period, even if the scenes and narration are staged 

and problematic. For example, while the film contains problematic depictions like introducing 

Sāmoa as little more than “a southern island,” describing the daughter of a matai as a “princess,” 

and poking fun at Samoan “costumes,” it accurately describes the scope and scale of Samoan 

weddings, such as the long-distance journeying of related kinship groups made via land and sea, 

the importance of ʻava in the welcoming of guests, and, to the point of this chapter, the centrality 

of food and food exchanges in Samoan wedding ceremonies.208 

“Wedding of the South Seas” makes a specific reference to the role wedding guests play 

in providing food to the wedding party, noting that guests “are welcomed in accordance” with 

their food gift. In the scene immediately following this narrative text, several Samoan men can 

 
208 Exclusive Movie Studios Inc., “Wedding of the South Seas,” ca. 1920, The Travel Film Archive (online resource): 
https://travelfilmarchive.com/item.php?id=12074.  
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be seen carrying large wooden kegs on their shoulders and unloading them into a central area, as 

others carry roasted pigs in the background, conveying not only the quantity and diversity of 

food, but also the role of food as an essential material of gifting. A subsequent narrative text 

reference the wooden kegs reads, “Kegs of pickled beef, much relished delicacy of the 

Samoans.”209 Though it is likely that the scenes were heavily directed by the filmmakers, if not 

outright staged, and that the narration sought to exoticize Samoan tastes for American audiences 

by emphasizing pickled beef, or povi māsima, as a “delicacy,” it is nonetheless valuable for 

providing images of imported, processed meat in Samoan ceremonies. Given the accuracy of 

other elements of the film, such as the importance of ʻava, roast pig, food baskets, and siva, it is 

reasonable to conclude that the film’s directors did not artificially insert pīsupo into their film as 

much as they latched onto it for its perceived peculiarity from their perspectives. In this sense, 

the film supports the argument that corned or salted beef evolved into an important material with 

an ascribed status of prestige and wealth by at least the early twentieth century. 

 

 
Photo 3: Scenes from "Wedding of the South Seas" featuring kegs of salted beef.210 

   

 
209 Ibid, 3:12-3:38. 
210 Ibid. 
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Supporting this argument are the notes of various ethnologists and ethnographers present 

in Sāmoa during the period. Turning again to the seminal work of Te Rangi Hiroa, it is clear that 

imported, processed meat was central in food gift exchanges continuing into the late 1920’s and 

early 1930’s when Hiroa conducted his ethnological observations. While staying with a host 

family on Taʻū, Hiroa traveled to Ofu to commemorate the construction of a new fale, or home, 

for a matai named Misa. Hiroa learned that the faʻatuga, or ceremony marking the construction 

of a new fale, is accompanied by three ceremonial meals, the lavataʻi, or early morning meal 

cooked by a member of the hosting party for the architects and construction crew (called Sā 

Tagaloa), the faʻatuga, or ceremonial feast attended and provided by the hosting family and 

visiting guests, and the fuiʻava, or evening meal preceded by ʻava drinking during which time 

the head builder receives special privileges for eating and drinking.  

As the second and most important meal began, Hiroa noted that “several kegs of salt beef 

furnished a modern note” amidst the “lavish heap” of “cooked foods that were piled up in rows 

before the builders’ shed,” including “a huge pig cooked whole, and others of smaller size.” 

Here, Hiroa specifically correlates povi māsima with modernity, connoting a tie between 

imported, processed meat and wealth. After several speeches were made by matai and a resident 

pastor of the LMS church, still more baskets of food and pigs were brought forward to the 

builders’ shed, which included still more “kegs of beef.” One by one, a tulāfale, or talking chief, 

announced the individual contents of the gifts and their presenter “to stress their quality, 

quantity, and variety.” Following these gifts and subsequent presentations of ʻava roots (also 

sometimes called “sticks”), several tulāfale began working together to divide up the food for 

distribution to the matai gathered there as well as others present. As the food was disseminated, 
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Hiroa noted that “a ceremonial complication now seemed to take place,” with a keg of povi 

māsima at center stage:211 

 

The villagers sent back a keg of beef to the builders. The Sa Tangaloa were immediately 

on the alert. The officiating talking chief demanded an explanation of their sign of 

dissatisfaction with the division of the food. He sent the keg of beef back without waiting 

the reply. The village talking chief replied that the portion had been returned not as an 

indication of parsimony, but of excessive liberality. The portion of the Sa Tangaloa had 

been depleted too much in their liberality to others. Once again the keg of beef traveled 

across the open space. And was hurled down beside the food heap of the Sa Tangaloa. 

The builders’ talking chief called, “That being so let the surface of your minds be 

unruffled like a calm sea (Ia malu le vai o lou finangalo); we are the best judges as to 

whether we have been too liberal.” He waved his hand towards the keg. One of his 

assistants picked it up, carried it across the open space and hurled it down beside the 

villagers’ food pile. On this pile reposed the head of the large pig. The village talking 

chief, not to be outdone in spectacular liberality, waved his hand in turn towards the keg. 

As it recrossed the open space he called, "Enough, keep it. If you persist in arguing we 

will send the head of the pig over to join it.” This ceremonial threat settled the argument. 

Honor on both sides was satisfied. The different groups set to work and divided up their 

shares into individual portions. This done they feasted where they sat. The faʻatunga 

feast was on.212 

 

 The scene Hiroa observed and recorded reflects the adoption of corned beef into 

ceremonial gifting and what might be termed ‘ceremonial debate or conflict’ which is not only 

common but even expected across a range of Samoan gifting ceremonies.213 In addition, it 

reinforces the argument that by the 1930’s, corned beef achieved a prominent place in the 

material hierarchy of Samoan food culture, and that its sensory taste, while important in helping 

it to achieve such prominence, could be less important than its material value in ceremonial gift 

giving and exchange.  

 
211 Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 91-96. 
212 Ibid, 94. All spelling and italics reflect original publication. Note that Hiroa opted to write “ng” for every Samoan 
word containing a “g” to aid with pronunciation for a largely Anglophone audience, and he often omitted diacritics 
in his treatment of Samoan words and phrases. 
213 For more on the discursive nuances of Samoan fono, see: Alessandro Duranti, “Doing Things with Words: 
Conflict, Understanding, and Change in a Samoan Fono,” in Karen Ann Watson-Gegeo and Geoffrey M. White, eds., 
Disentangling: Conflict Discourse in Pacific Societies (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990): 459-489. 
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The materialization and monetization of povi māsima and pīsupo can be seen in 

advertisements as well. As early as 1937, advertisements for canned corned beef appeared in 

popular magazines circulating in Oceania and targeting the mostly white residents of colonized 

islands. One such magazine, Pacific Islands Monthly, featured advertisements for corned beef 

produced by the Australian-based Riverstone Meat Company under the aptly named “Imperial” 

brand.  

Viewing Imperial advertisements published in the Pacific Islands Monthly between 1937 

and 1939 reveal two key insights. First, that from the onset of their advertising campaign, the 

Riverstone Meat Company sought to educate its consumers about canned corned beef and 

canned foods in general. Advertisements boasted about the “delicious” taste of canned meats and 

cheeses, lauded the health benefits of “valuable mineral salts,” and emphasized the “glorious 

surprise” offered by revolutionary “flavour sealing,” “vacuum” technology that made it possible 

to enjoy such delights while settling down in a far-away land. Consumers were coached on how 

to prepare and serve canned corned beef, along with other meats like pork sausages, frankfurters, 

and rindless bacon, instructed to “slice it finely for service at table or spread it on 

sandwiches.”214 Second, that by 1939, just two years after their advertisements for canned corned 

beef appeared in the magazine, the Riverstone Meat Company clearly recognized the demand 

amongst Samoan consumers, labeling its corned beef products as one of many “Native Trade 

Meats,” along with boiled and roast beef. Unlike the products marketed for consumption by its 

mostly Euro-American readers, which were sold in cans and containers ranging from eight 

ounces to 16 ounces, these “Native Trade Meats” were sold in cans and containers that ranged 

 
214 “Imperial GOOD FOOD,” Advertisement in Pacific Islands Monthly 7:8 (March 23, 1937), p. 23. 
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from 12 ounces all the way to six pounds.215 It is reasonable to conclude that high-demand for 

canned foods amongst Indigenous Oceanian peoples, including demand for pīsupo by Samoans, 

drove the Riverstone Meat Company to emphasize the value of its Imperial products not only as 

sources of tasty and presumably healthy food for Euro-American consumers, but also as a 

valuable trade commodity when conducting transactions with “Native” populations.  

 

      

 
Photo 4: Advertisements for Imperial meats and preserved foods from 1937 (left) and 1939 (right). 

 

 

 By the 1950’s, more and more food processing companies began advertising in circular 

publications, including the very same New Zealand-based R&W Hellaby Limited meat company 

whose name is immortalized in the song “Oka Oka Laʻu Hani,” which opened this chapter. 

 
215 “Cool, Enticing, Tropic Meals at a Moments Notice: Imperial,” Advertisement in Pacific Islands Monthly 9:11 
(June 15, 1939), p. 20. 
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However, unlike most companies, Hellaby’s worked to include Indigenous Oceanian languages 

into its advertisements, even in English-language magazines serving a mostly Euro-American 

readership, like the Pacific Islands Monthly. In one 1952 issue, Hellaby’s advertised its canned 

corned beef using Cook Islands Māori-, Tahitian-, Fijian-, Tongan-, and Samoan-language 

descriptors, including “pīsupo lololo tele,” or “very rich and fatty corned beef.”216 Clearly, 

Hellaby’s felt that Indigenous consumers were also reachable through these circulations, and that 

using Indigenous languages might help the advertisements crossover and resonate with 

Indigenous demands. This assumption is supported when one considers that the advertisement’s 

illustration also seemed to target an Indigenous consumer, especially when juxtaposed to earlier 

advertisements like that of the Imperial brand. Where the latter featured a smiling white face, the 

former depicted nondescript Indigenous Oceanians carrying boxes of Hellaby’s canned meats 

from bay to shore, with a trusty steamer docked off in the distance. That the advertisers knew to 

use such descriptors, such as lololo tele, suggests that the terms were widely known by the mid-

twentieth century amongst those living and working in Oceania, which in turn suggests that the 

adoption of pīsupo as a lololo food was in full swing by this period.  

 

 
216 “For Quality and Flavour, be sure it’s Hellaby’s,” Advertisement in Pacific Islands Monthly 23:1 (August 1, 1952), 
p. 53. 
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Photo 5: A 1952 advertisement for R&W Hellaby's corned beef products featuring multiple Indigenous languages. 

 

Pīsupo as a Symbol of Wealth 

 However, over the next two decades, The Independent State of Sāmoa experienced an 

economic crisis, while its eastern neighbor, American Sāmoa, remained relatively buoyed by 

funds and careers provided by the United States. Between 1952 and 1972, a period that saw the 

polity shift from a New Zealand territory to an independent nation, exports like banana, copra, 

and cocoa dropped from nearly US$3.5 million annually to under US$2.5 million, a figure made 

all the more striking when considering that 1958 saw a record high of roughly US$5.8 million in 

exported goods. By 1972, Western Sāmoa’s overall trade deficit was roughly US$12.1 million, 

and its imports were up roughly 36 percent from the previous year, a trend that reflected a 

consistent reliance on imported goods—and imported food goods, most especially—dating back 
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to the turn of the century. Still, despite a worsening economy, foods like “corned beef, canned 

herring, and keg beef” continued to play “a significant role in the practice of Samoan customs 

and traditions.”217 

 According to a 1980 report conducted by the United Nations Industrial Development 

Organisation, demand for imported foods grew “considerably faster than real incomes” in 

Western Sāmoa during the 1970’s.218 The report was carried out at the request of the Western 

Samoa Trust Estates Corporation, a branch of the Western Sāmoa government designed to 

stimulate the economy, to assess the feasibility of producing canned corned beef locally, and 

drew from interviews with food industry leaders both in Sāmoa and abroad. Among its many 

findings, the report found that “both keg and canned corned beef”—meaning both povi māsima 

and pīsupo, respectively—had become “very much part of the Samoan way of life” by the mid-

twentieth century, with local consumption totaling roughly 270 tons per year—some 90% of the 

total consumption of canned meats altogether—but that the “relative prices for these products 

[had] risen considerably” during the 1970’s despite a lack of correlating rise in wages.219 For 

example, in December of 1979, the Western Sāmoa government raised the national minimum 

wage from 22 sene, or Western Samoan cents, to 31.5 sene, while the average price for a 12-

ounce can of Hellaby’s Pacific brand corned of beef—a considerable favorite amongst most 

Samoans according to the report—cost roughly WS$2.36.220 Moreover, the landed cost of pīsupo 

 
217 Felise Vaʻa, “Six Stories on Prosperity—Islands’ Elusive Target,” Pacific Islands Monthly 44:9 (September 1, 
1973). 
218 United Nations Industrial Development Organization, Final Report on The Meat Processing Industry in Western 
Samoa with particular reference to The Feasibility of the Establishment of a Corned Beef Cannery, UNIDO Open 
Data Platform (online resources, last accessed August, 2021), 
https://open.unido.org/api/documents/4806491/download/FEASIBILITY%20STUDY%20ON%20THE%20ESTABLISH
MENT%20OF%20A%20CORNED%20BEEF%20CANNERY.%20SAMOA.%20TERMINAL%20REPORT%20(09590.en), p. i.  
219 Ibid. 
220 Ibid, p. 6 and Annex 3, Appendix 1, p. 4.  
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showed absolutely no signs of slowing down, rising by roughly 14% per year between 1973 and 

1978, and saw a “dramatic increase” of 75% between 1978 and 1979, due primarily to the rising 

price of beef in overseas markets like Australia and New Zealand.221 

 However, rising costs that drastically outpaced local wages did not dissuade Samoans 

from buying corned beef, and specifically pīsupo. According to the UNIDO study, the average 

wage-earning Samoan spent roughly 60% of their cash expenditures on foodstuffs, with pīsupo 

“held in the highest regard,” considered “the most prized of meats,” and attached to a kind of 

“prestige” that kept buyers coming back.222 As the report sought to present an overview of the 

feasibility of producing pīsupo locally, it paid special attention to the rise of frozen meats 

throughout Oceania, wondering aloud if such a trend would make its way to Sāmoa and displace 

the “prestige” of pīsupo. However, the report ultimately argued that “the traditional role of 

canned corned beef in Western Samoa” meant that it was “unlikely that it [would] be displaced 

even in the medium to long term,” owed primarily to traditions like communal eating and 

ceremonial gift-giving.223 

 In addition to prestige and tradition, the report also argued that taste kept pīsupo atop the 

food import market. In an analysis of brand loyalty, the report found that Hellaby’s Pacific brand 

“commands approximately 80% of the canned corned beef market,” owed primarily to its “high 

salt content, a high fat content, and a coarse cut of meat.”224 Though the study never mentions 

the term lololo, this excerpt speaks directly to the Samoan sensory taste concept of lololo and its 

connection to the Pacific brand’s high demand. The report also reveals that at least by the 1970’s, 

if not earlier, the R&W Hellaby’s brand “specifically” made their Pacific brand high in salt and 

 
221 Ibid, Annex 3, Appendix 1, p. 2.  
222 Ibid, Annex 3, p. 7 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid. 
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fat for the Samoan market, distributing a majority of its product to the Samoan islands, “with 

smaller quantities…sold in Niue, Fiji, Cook Islands, and Tonga,” while reserving its lower-salt, 

less-fat, and more finely minced corned beef for its domestic market in New Zealand, under the 

“more expensive ‘Crown’ brand.”225  

That the Crown brand was more expensive and yet could “not compete” with the Pacific 

brand in the Samoan market reveals a key insight for the discussion of the connection between 

sensory and material tastes; namely, pīsupo was certainly regarded as a prized material in 

Samoan food exchanges and gift giving ceremonies, but its lololo flavor was an integral part of 

that “prestige” factor. The study suggests here that a gift of Crown pīsupo could “not compete” 

with a gift of Pacific pīsupo, despite being more expensive and therefore more monetarily 

valuable. In the end, the Pacific brand won its customers’ loyalty due to its sensory taste more 

than anything else, which in turn solidified its place in the upper echelon of Samoan material 

tastes, even during a period in which its sheer expense meant spending almost a full day’s wages 

on a 12-ounce can. 

Another key takeaway from the study is its inclusion of employment numbers, which 

might also suggest why pīsupo became so prestigious. According to the UNIDO report, by 1979, 

roughly 67,000 people were considered to be active parts of Western Sāmoa’s labor force, but 

only 20,800 were in the “cash earning sector, the remainder being employed in the subsistence 

sector as home makers, village farmers, and fishermen.”226 It follows logically, then, that only 

those earning wages—roughly 31% of the labor force—could hope to purchase pīsupo directly 

from local groceries, with the remained relying on bartering or gifts. Add in the high cost of 

pīsupo, and it’s equally reasonable to conclude that not all of that 31% were regular pīsupo 

 
225 Ibid. 
226 Ibid, p. 6. 
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consumers, likely opting for more affordable foodstuffs for their daily meals. Clearly, by 1980, 

corned beef had become a rare and specialized food, which only increased its desirability. 

 However, with this rarity came disparity, with many of Sāmoa’s rural poor feeling 

excluded from the enjoyment of corned beef, a sentiment that was encapsulated by a popular 

song released in 1980 that used food and humor to protest rising wealth disparities and directly 

critiqued the high cost of corned beef, and in this case povi māsima. “Eleni” was released by the 

band AVA on their album We Are Samoa, so named for the title track that is now widely viewed 

as the “unofficial national anthem of [the Independent Nation of] Sāmoa.”227 Eleni is the Samoan 

word for “canned mackerel,” which, during the years leading up to the song’s release, was 

considered a “low cost protein source” relative to the highly expensive povi māsima.228 The song 

was written by AVA’s front man, Jerome Grey, who later said that Eleni “was written as a 

protest song” to address the fact that during the 1960’s and 70’s in Sāmoa, “the rich [were] 

getting richer and the poor [were] getting poorer.” According to Grey, many Samoans “in the 

back village,” or Sāmoa’s rural areas, knew that when it came to desirable canned goods, eleni 

“was all you were going to get,” and therefore they needed to be creative in its preparation to 

maximize its versatility.229  

 
227 Loa Greyson, “For Pops,” Kickstarter (20 March 2020), https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/tinigrey/eleni-the-
album-to-surprise-my-dad-jerome-grey (online resource, last accessed October, 2021). 
228 UNIDO, Final Report, 26. 
229 Jerome Grey in Concert: Voices of Samoa, “Eleni,” (online resource, last accessed August, 2021), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AKbe8Yx4ZFc, 0:10-0:35. 
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 Photo 6: ʻEleni, or canned mackerel, in Fitiuta, Taʻū, Manuʻa. Photo by author, 2018. 

Eleni’s opening lyrics reference astonishment and embarrassment at rising food prices, 

and relent to listeners that looking at tau o popo, or “the cost of coconuts,” might be their only 

option given that coconuts grow freely on family and village plantations. Its chorus then offers 

suggestions for preparing eleni in a variety of ways, including with coconut cream, suggesting 

that the only affordable ‘luxury’ food, eleni, can replace the tastes that poorer Samoans might be 

longing for: 

 

Uʻu loʻu gutu se ga tate ofo, 

Sipaka oʻu mata ʻua uma loʻu poto, 

Tau o taumafa i nei ona pō, 

Ta te nei a pea ta vaʻai i tau o popo. 

 

Tali: 

Eleni! Eleni! 

ʻĀ falai faʻalelei e sili le manogi. 

Eleni! Eleni! 

Faʻakale, e sili le manogi. 

Faitalia ʻoe i se faiga e fai ai. 

Ooh, ooh, ooh! 

Po ʻo sina popo, Faʻa faiai ai. 

 

Hold my mouth in astonishment, 

Turn my eyes away, my wisdom is gone, 

Look at the prices of food these days, 

Let’s (instead) keep looking at the price of coconuts 

 

Chorus: 

Canned mackerel! Canned mackerel! 

If you fry it well, it will taste great. 

Canned mackerel! Canned mackerel! 

Curry it, and it tastes great. 

It’s up to you to decide how you want to cook it. 

Ooh, ooh, ooh! 
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Or with a little bit of coconut, you can make faiai 

(fish baked with coconut cream).230 

 

 The song’s last verse specifically calls out povi māsima as a food of the rich, and sends a 

call to poorer Samoans to “keep playing” with their eleni cans instead: 

 

 

Povi masima faʻapea ma puaʻa, 

E le gata le taugatā e fiu a saka, 

 

Taumamafa ai naʻo le au mamafa, 

ʻAe tata pea tātou i si atigi ʻapa. 

 

Corned/salted beef and pork, 

Not only are they expensive, but you have to boil 

it, too. 

But they are the foods that are only for the rich, 

So, let’s keep playing with that other can.231 

 

 Eleni’s closing lyrics underscore corned beef’s place as a symbol of wealth, beloved for 

its sensory taste but reviled for its material value by those for whom it was inaccessible. The 

song is a social commentary on wealth disparity and social inequality, driven by points of 

jealousy and pride embodied by food. Jerome Grey’s words are a call to action to his fans to 

rebuff corrupt political institutions, represented by “si tigi ʻapa,” “that other can” of corned beef.  

 Though I will dive deeper into issues of health and wellness in a later chapter, it is worth 

noting here that concerns over the health ramifications of eating too much corned beef were not 

raised in earnest until the 1970’s, and those seem to have been primarily raised by pālagi 

researchers. Though many outsiders noted high uses of imported and canned foods in Samoan 

diets throughout much of the twentieth century, very few correlated those foods with poor health. 

This was partially due to the fact that for most of the twentieth century, canned foods were seen 

as having health benefits, as evidenced in the aforementioned advertisements touting pīsupo and 

other canned foods as essential staples of the ‘island diet.’ In the late 1970’s, scholars like J.R. 

Bindon, a biological anthropologist focusing on diets in American Samoa, began to raise 

 
230 “Eleni – Jerome Grey (AVA)” (online resource, last accessed August, 2021), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iimQs53-LCk. Translations are made by the author. 
231 Ibid. 
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questions about Samoan health and its correlation with imported foods.232 By the 1990’s, there 

was no doubt that Samoan adoption and adaptation of corned beef had caused spikes in 

hypertension, diabetes, and other dietary diseases. In a later chapter titled Maʻi Suka, I will relay 

the history of health and wellness, and specifically as it regards food and diet, in much greater 

detail. 

Conclusion 

 

 During the same stay in Sāmoa in which I spoke to the loʻomatua in Toʻomatagi, I also 

spent some time with a Samoan historian who is well-known in academic circles. Just as I did 

with the loʻomatua, I hung on the historian’s every word, trying to collect bits of wisdom 

wherever possible. During one conversation, they imparted upon me a word of caution: “Don’t 

forget,” they said, “that when writing about food in Sāmoa, you must also write about money.” I 

responded by rattling off some figures about imports and costs per can, but they quickly 

corrected me. Today, they said, food is being usurped by hard cash in important exchanges and 

ceremonies. Where I wanted to discuss the gradual replacement of ancestral foodstuffs by 

imported foodstuffs, the historian wanted me to underscore the contemporary replacement of 

imported foods, like pīsupo, by money.  

 In seeking to understand this argument, I came upon an article by another Samoan 

historian who had written about his own experiences with the entanglement between food, 

tradition, and material wealth. In his article “Matai Titles and Modern Corruption in Samoa,” A. 

Morgan Tuimalealiʻifano analyzes a saofaʻi, or matai title bestowal ceremony, in which five 

members of his family were to receive a kind of ‘split’ version of an ancestral matai title.233 All 

 
232 James Bindon, “Breadfruit, Banana, Beef, and Beer: Modernization of the Samoan Diet,” Ecology of Food and 
Nutrition 12 (April 1982): 49-60. 
233 On ‘title splitting’ in Sāmoa, see: Meleisea, Making Modern Samoa, 159; See also: Malama Meleisea, 
“Governance, Development, and Leadership in Polynesia: A Microstudy from Samoa,” in Antony Hooper, ed., 
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saofaʻi, throughout history, have required gifts to be made by the receivers of titles to the 

families or villages bestowing those titles, along with several actors present in the saofaʻi 

ceremony, such as talking chiefs, pastors, and other attendees. Historically, these gifts mainly 

included gifts of food, and, as seen in the earlier examples cited in the documentary film of the 

1920’s and the notes of Hiroa recorded in the 1930’s, imported foods have been an integral part 

of this gift-giving for more than a century.  

However, according to Tuimalealiʻifano, his family were obligated to provide not only 

imported and canned foods, but also a significant amount of money, which they did not possess 

and therefore had to raise through various initiatives, such as selling “umu packs,” or prepared 

food boxes, and “monthly deductions from salary” in the months leading up to the ceremony, as 

well as monetary gifts from family members.234 Originally, seven members of Tuimalealiʻifano’s 

family were asked to be new holders of the matai title, and therefore each were asked to provide 

WS$5,000 (roughly US$1,950) each. When two prospective recipients declined, the remaining 

five were still obligated to pay the WS$35,000 total (roughly US$13,670). Unable to pay the full 

amount, the family provided as much foodstuffs as possible to offset the lack in monetary gifts. 

In the end, Tuimalealiʻifano’s family collectively provided 19 cartons of canned mackerel, or 

eleni, and two cartons of frozen chicken, as well as WS$15,780 (roughly US$6,170) in cash. 

Their choice to provide eleni and chicken instead of pīsupo likely speaks to the higher cost of 

pīsupo, which has remained much more costly than other imported foods since the late twentieth 

 
Culture and Sustainable Development in the Pacific (Canberra, Australia: Australia National University Press, 2005): 
76-87. 
234 A. Morgan Tuimalealiʻifano, “Matai Titles and Modern Corruption in Samoa: Costs, expectations and 
consequences for families and society,” in Stewart Firth, ed., Globalisation and Governance in the Pacific Islands 
(Canberra: ANU E-Press, 2006): 363-371, 364. 
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century. The bulk of Tuimalealiʻifano’s article conveys his frustration with the poor reception his 

family’s gifts were given, namely by bestowing parties who felt cheated and undercompensated. 

Reading Tuimalealiʻifano’s article brought my earlier conversations with a different 

Samoan historian to life. Just as the historian had tried to impress upon me, Tuimalealiʻifano’s 

cast study showed that canned foods and hard cash are entangled in contemporary gift-giving. 

For Tuimalealiʻifano, this entanglement is corrupting Samoan culture and tradition, and partially 

because of the very nature of ancestral gifts versus contemporary ones. Tuimalealiʻifano argues 

that unlike “customary gifts derived from a subsistence economy,” which, when taken with 

“climatic conditions…required efficient redistribution,” cans and cash can be effectively hoarded 

by receiving parties, thereby truncating gifting redistribution at the root.235 

Tuimalealiʻifano’s perspective evokes that of the letter-to-the-editor that opened this 

chapter. Imported foodstuffs have changed Samoan life, culture, and society, and for some these 

changes have brought about negative effects, such as the degradation of the Samoan language or 

the corruption of matai titles. This chapter does not seek to pass such judgements, but rather to 

provide historical context for contemporary entanglements between food, taste, money, wealth, 

tradition, and modernity.  

Though each imported foodstuff will bring its own unique history with it, that of pīsupo 

allows us to see how corned beef’s world history became entangled in Samoan history through 

the local adoption and adaptation of corned beef into pīsupo. Innovations in food preservation 

that spanned the globe and stretched back several millennia aided colonial and commercial 

 
235 Ibid, 370. On exchange and material culture in Samoa, see also: Joyce Linnekin, “Fine Mats and Money: 
Contending Exchange Paradigms in Colonial Samoa,” Anthropolgical Quarterly 64:1 (January, 1991): 1-13; Matori 
Yamamoto, “Transformation of Exchange Valuables in Samoa,” Men and Culture in Oceania 6 (1990): 81-98; 
Sharon Tiffany, “Giving and Receiving: Participation in Chiefly Redistribution Activities in Samoa,” Ethnology 14:3 
(July, 1975): 267-286. 
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agendas, which brought corned beef to Samoan shores sometime in the early-nineteenth century. 

Samoans, driven by sensory taste preferences and material taste practices, themselves stretching 

back several millennia, absorbed corned beef into these preexisting practices, which were in turn 

altered by economic changes both local and global.  
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Chapter 3: ʻAva Pālagi—Alcohol:  

Alcohol in Sāmoa’s Pasts 
 

Inside an ʻAva Ceremony 

One by one, the matai, or chiefs, make their way to the fale fono, or meeting house. They 

each carry with them a long, gnarled stick. When they arrive, they know where to sit, because 

they know who will be there and where their seat belongs in relation to the others. Some have a 

post on which to rest their back, and others do not. But this is not a time for rest, anyway. It 

might look a restful setting in the beginning when the matai enter, greeting one another casually 

and placing their sticks at their sides, but look closer and you might see the seriousness that 

permeates this place. Feverish activity is happening in the fale kuka, or cooking house, behind 

this fale fono. Smells of baked taro are in the air, along with something sweet—the makings of 

faʻausi, maybe.236  

Two men sit just outside the fale fono, no sticks at their sides. They look to the young 

woman seated in front of a large bowl, just inside the fale fono. She is the tāupou, or ceremonial 

hostess, and is centrally seated in between two matai on either end of the fale. These two matai 

may go the entire fono without speaking, if they want—being seated on the ends means they 

have that right. As if out of nowhere, or at least as it might seem to an outsider, a man seated 

inside the fale, near the tāupou and the tānoa, or kava bowl, begins to speak loudly, almost 

yelling, signaling the start of the ceremony. There are guests present, and so he, the faʻasoa ʻava, 

or welcoming orator, welcomes them with specific references to their honor, dignity, and the 

relationships and connections they have with the nuʻu, or village, and its matai. One of the two 

young men seated just behind the tāupou springs up, unfurls a fala, or fine mat, in the center of 

 
236 Faʻausi is a dessert dish of baked taro smothered in caramel coconut cream. 
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the fale, and one by one, he receives those gnarled sticks—the roots of the ʻava—from the seated 

matai before placing them on the fala. In so doing, he follows both the signals that he receives 

from the matai themselves, and the signals of his own internal compass, treading carefully and 

hoping not to make any egregious mistakes, trusting that his compass has by now been calibrated 

to recognize and follow rank.  

Rank dictates everything in this space. Who prepares the ʻava, who serves the ʻava, who 

drinks the ʻava; when they drink it, how they drink it, how they accept it; what is said to whom, 

by whom, and when; after the ʻava is drunk, who is given food first, second, and third, and who 

is given no food at all. All of these speak to rank in the ʻava, which bears out rank in the 

faʻamatai, or chiefly system, which is itself a cornerstone of the FaʻaSāmoa.237 

 There is also history in the ʻava. As the young man receives the roots, a matai of the 

traveling party slaps the fala on which he is seated, signaling that he will serve as the guest 

party’s spokesman, and as such will sufi le ʻava, or present histories behind the ʻava being served 

and the parties gathered to partake in it. The spokesman relays the ʻava’s origins, genealogies, 

and mythologies, emphasizing the fact that each of these ‘gnarled sticks’ are histories in and of 

themselves, from root to stem. He uses honorific names for the various ʻava roots, dependent on 

the rank and station of those to whom the various ʻava belong and to whom they are given. For 

example, tamāliʻi, or paramount matai, bear roots known as ʻava lātasi or ʻava lupesina. 

Tulāfale, or the orator matai, bear the ʻava tugase. These honorifics speak to and with the deep 

past—to nine-headed pigeons, to the wedding of Sinalagilagi, and to the sun of the universe. 

After all, ʻava itself comes from the Deep Past. The first ʻava plant, some say, sprouted from ni 

ponāivi o se tagata, or the bone of man. It was Suasamiʻavaʻava, the son of the Tui Fiti, or 

 
237 The narrative of this ʻava ceremony is based on my own observation of an ʻava ceremony in Faleū, Manono, 
Sāmoa in April of 2017. 
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paramount chief of Fiji, and Tinupoula of Vailele, who gave ʻava to Sāmoa through his own 

buried body, ordering on his deathbed that his grave to be untended so that it might sprout gifts 

for his family to bring to their kin in Sāmoa. Tinupoula had once used her mana, or spiritual 

power, to cure the Tui Fiti of a terminal illness, and she passed it on to Suasamiʻavaʻava, who 

later passed it to the ʻava itself. It was Suasamiʻavaʻava who gave ʻava the mana to make one 

niniva, or giddy.238 

 With the roots collected, the spokesman of the guest party offers the first ʻava stick to the 

young men for the ʻava preparation, but of course they have already prepared the ʻava and know 

to decline. A spokesman for the young men, or the ʻaumaga, a name with its own histories of 

chewing the ʻava root for a ceremony such as this, politely replies, “Faʻaauau le faʻasoa o lea 

ʻua iai Aʻanoatamāliʻi aua le sua alofi o le tātou aso,” meaning “proceed with the distribution 

for we already have ʻava for the tānoa.”239 And so the spokesman of the guest party distributes 

the ʻava roots back to the matai, yet again in accordance with their rank and station. A 

spokesman for the host party presents an official speech of welcome, which again echoes of 

relationships and connections, of origins, genealogies, and mythologies, and of histories. And 

because this particular occasion is of great importance, the faʻasoa ʻava performs a solo o le 

ʻava, or an ʻava chant. His solo o le ʻava uses poetry, metaphor, and vivid imagery, and alludes 

to peoples and places of the deep past, the recent past, the present, and the future. It speaks of 

rank, of matai and of their privileges to take this ʻava, but also of their duties and obligations in 

so doing. Even the ʻava ipu, or ʻava cups, have histories and names, or igoa ipu (cup name). 

Each of these matai have their own igoa ipu, and the young man moving about knows, based on 

 
238 Steubel, Myths and Legends of Samoa. 
239 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taʻisi Efi, “Sufiga o le tuaoi: negotiating boundaries – from Beethoven 
to Tupac, the Pope to the Dalai Lama,” Keynote Address, Samoa Conference II, National University of Samoa, Le 
Papaigalagala Campus, Vaivase, Samoa (5 July 2011). 
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their names, who is meant to be served next. Once he has received the ʻava, he also knows how 

to serve the matai their respective ʻava ipu—presenting his forehand for tamāliʻi, and his 

backhand for tulāfale. Once all have taken their ʻava, with the last drinker equaling the first in 

status, the ʻava is offered up to all those serving at the back of the fale with the proclamation, “O 

le faʻasoa atu i tua nei ona toe,” which closes the ceremony.  

 

A Different Kind of ʻAva 

In any given village at any given time, ʻava is prepared, served, and consumed 

differently, and it is important to recognize that each of these variations connote variations in 

origins, genealogies, mythologies, and histories. Though each ceremony follows a broader 

cultural pattern, aganuʻu, each is permeated with its own histories, its own particularities and 

idiosyncrasies, termed agaifanua. What few ʻava ceremonies I have been fortunate enough to 

attend and be honored in have often been too overwhelming for me to ever feel confident in 

explaining them, with all their subtleties and nuances. This is why the footnotes in these re-

textings are so crucial for my own understanding and articulation. I learn from those much more 

learned than I—not only those scholars whose research have helped inform my own, but from 

the ʻaumaga, the tāupou, and the matai themselves, who share, if they wish to, their knowledge 

of ʻava and its histories, which, without their help, would be well beyond my abilities to 

comprehend.  

But this chapter is about an entirely different kind of ʻava, with its own set of histories. 

The Samoans who first drank it called it ʻava pālagi—the foreigner’s ʻava.240 They also called it 

ʻava mālosi—strong ʻava. That alcohol became linked with ʻava in its naming reflects its 

 
240 Pālagi can also be translated as ‘foreigner,’ ‘outsider,’ or ‘White person.’ 
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seemingly paramount importance in the lives of the pālagi who came to Sāmoa, as well as its 

potential to make one niniva. And while the two beverages are quite different, as are the contexts 

within which they are consumed, they are bound by more than just their names and niniva 

effects, as both are inextricably linked with rank, the faʻamatai, and the FaʻaSāmoa. Since its 

introduction into Sāmoa sometime in the early-nineteenth century, matai have worked to control 

ʻava pālagi’s production and consumption, either to restrict its use among Samoans and pālagi 

alike, or to regulate its use in a way that allowed all parties to enjoy its niniva effects. These 

matai had to grapple with colonial agendas, massage colonial motives, and negotiate contesting 

perceptions in the interest of protecting the FaʻaSāmoa, in whatever way each matai interpreted 

that interest to mean. Untitled Samoans also navigated these channels, though their motivations 

were often counter to the matai. For many of these men, the ranking system of the faʻamatai 

represented a life sentence of subservience, which, juxtaposed to the faʻapālagi, or the 

foreigner’s way of life, offered more constrictions than liberties. Where ʻava meant rank and 

rigor, ʻava pālagi meant choice—an almost literal ‘taste of freedom’ from the social strata of life 

in the nuʻu.  

As in any history, those of ʻava pālagi are contested, multiple, and culturally and 

temporally specific. They and their actors are loaded with idiosyncrasy and particularity, and this 

chapter can only hope to re-text these pasts in ways that offer small windows into their 

complexities. It does so with attention to the efforts of matai, untitled Samoans, and pālagi of 

various backgrounds and stations in an effort to situate alcohol in Sāmoa’s comestible pasts. It 

moves from the introduction of alcohol in Sāmoa in the early-nineteenth century through a 

particular point of contention over its legality in the mid-twentieth century, stopping at brief 

moments along the way where alcohol, the faʻamatai and the FaʻaSāmoa intersected, as parties 
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and individuals attempted to make some sense of the world around them and of this new, 

different kind of ʻava. 

 

Mālietoa and ʻAva Pālagi Anxieties 

When the matai of the Tuamasaga district—Mālietoa, Taimalelagi, Matetau, Pea, Toʻoā, 

Mole, and Saga—hosted the American naval lieutenant Charles Wilkes in Apia in 1839, they 

held a fono not altogether dissimilar from the one described above. In that ceremony, the faʻasoa 

ʻava and tulāfale no doubt spoke of the relationships between the matai and the U.S. Navy, of 

their joint interests to bring about prosperity for their peoples, their hopes for the future, and 

perhaps even their fellowship as Christians. Once the oratory and honorifics were complete, the 

business began. Mālietoa pressed Wilkes to address the increasingly problematic issue of ʻava 

pālagi, directing him to control the “‘bad fellows [who] had caused much trouble’” in Sāmoa, 

meaning the pālagi who had come to Sāmoa in waves since the onset of whaling in the late 

1820’s, and their behavior, much of it drunken, which threatened to disturb the faʻamatai and the 

FaʻaSāmoa itself.241 The matai hoped to use Wilkes as a means of enacting pālagi laws against 

such abhorrent behavior. They knew that Wilkes, along with the missionaries, could exert 

authority over incoming pālagi, and the matai hoped to harness this mana for their benefit. 

Harnessing the mana of the pālagi was nothing new in Sāmoa. Roughly a decade before he sat in 

the fale fono with Wilkes, Mālietoa Vainuʻupō, and his brother Taimalelagi, hosted the LMS 

missionary John Williams with the intention of harnessing his mana for their own political gains. 

Though many historians have characterized Mālietoa’s conversion to Christianity as primarily 

the work of Williams, other evidence suggests that Mālietoa had spent years prior to Williams’ 

 
241 Gilson, 147; See also: Joseph Ellison, Opening and Penetration of Foreign Influence in Samoa to 1880 (Corvallis, 
Oregon: Oregon State College, Oregon State System of Higher Education, 1938), pp. 27-28. 
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arrival awaiting his chance to lotu.242 When Williams’ Messenger of Peace approached Savaiʻi, 

it was Taimalelagi who met the vessel at sea, initially hoping to barter for trade goods but later 

offering his own provisions—pigs and produce—outright, knowing full well that these were the 

pālagi they had been waiting for.243 Taimalelagi was acting on the behalf of the higher-ranking 

Mālietoa, who was deliberate in his intentions to host Williams, harnessing his mana through the 

Lotu Taʻiti, or the Tahitian church, which represented a “new source of sacred power.”244 And so 

it was with ʻava pālagi and pālagi law. The matai recognized that aligning with Wilkes and 

accommodating his efforts to establish trade and security for Americans in Sāmoa meant 

harnessing a new source of power that could aid them in regulating ʻava pālagi and the potential 

detriment it posed to their authority. 

As far back as the 1820s, Sāmoa and Samoans knew alcohol. Though missionaries are 

often cited as the progenitors of pālagi introductions, including material culture, Samoans had 

interactions with pālagi prior to the arrival of missionaries. When the LMS reverend John 

Williams arrived in Sāmoa in 1830, he counted some twenty-five pālagi already present there, 

many of whom were well integrated into Samoan society and were largely dependent on 

Samoans, for whom they often worked as agents, advisers, and intermediaries between Samoans 

and other incoming pālagi.245 Though they were sometimes treated as “a mere exotic curiosity,” 

pālagi beachcombers soon “came to be regarded for practical reasons,” not only in regard to the 

 
242 Lotu means to pray, but it is used here, as in other works, to speak of converting to Christianity. 
243 Ebenezer Prout, Memoirs of the Life of the Reverend John Williams, Missionary of Polynesia (London: London 
Missionary Society, 1843), 217; Andrew Robson, “Malietoa, Williams, and Samoa’s Embrace of Christianity,” The 
Journal of Pacific History 44:1 (June, 2009), 24. 
244 Malama Meleiseā, Making of Modern Samoa, 12-13. 
245 H.E. Maude, “Beachcombers and Castaways,” in Maude, Of Islands and Men: 134-177. Note that Maude 
differentiates beachcombers and castaways by stating that “Castaways we may define as simply involuntary 
beachcomber...victims of shipwreck...marooned...or kidnapped,” p. 135. See also: Richard Moyle, ed., The Samoan 
Journals of John Williams 1830 and 1832 (Canberra, AUS: Australian National University Press, 1984), p. 111. 
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intermediary roles they could play, but also for their knowledge of metallurgy, armaments, and 

carpentry, among others.246 Perhaps most importantly, these bits of knowledge and innovation 

were not kept highly guarded, but rather passed on through instruction, and this included the 

introduced knowledge of alcohol distillation.247 If indeed distillation was occurring in Sāmoa as 

it did elsewhere in Oceania where beachcombers went, brews would have likely used fermented 

fruits in the absence of added yeasts, resulting in a range of flavors and potencies. However, 

even if alcohol had become widespread in the geographic sense, having potentially reached 

seemingly any village where a pālagi came to reside, Samoan drinking was probably not 

widespread prior to the 1830s, simply given that alcohol production would have had to have been 

limited to small batches, at least partially reliant on infrequently accessible goods like refined 

sugar and yeast. In addition, beachcombers typically came under the mālō of their respective 

villages, and so the strength of authority behind the matai would have meant that any brewer or 

drinker, be they Samoan or pālagi, would have been subject to harsh discipline by matai should 

the drinker get out of hand or the brewing cause problems. 

More than beachcombers and castaways, whaling ships were the main impetus for 

alcohol’s proliferation in Sāmoa. Even the earliest distillation of alcohol by beachcombers had 

some connection to whaling, as many beachcombers in Oceania were whaling vessel deserters. 

The presence of “several hundred” whaling vessels in Sāmoa in the first half of the nineteenth 

century, alone, was the main driver for the establishment of foreign consuls in Apia and Pago 

Pago, and the presence of these ships and their crew generated transient, long-term, and even 

permanent foreign residency in these areas, plus areas outside the ‘urban’ centers of Sāmoa 

 
246 Maude, Of Islands and Men, pp. 150-151. 
247 Thomas Bargatzky, “Beachcombers and Castaways as Innovators,” The Journal of Pacific History 15:2 (April, 
1980): 93-102, p. 94. 
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where longer-term residents hoped to gain a foothold in trade.248 Whaling vessels and the 

ensuing trading vessels that came in the industry’s wake often stowed liquors and beers away on 

board, as they were used for perceived nutrition and health benefits, a longer-lasting alternative 

to easily perishable foods. Porters, a well-hopped and darker style of beer brewed with brown 

malt, were highly popular in Great Britain at the time, where a large number of these pālagi had 

either come from originally or had ancestral ties to by way of Australia and New Zealand.249 

Wines, both red and white, were stowed away on board and brought across the shores of 

Sāmoa—red wine in particular is mentioned more often in archival records.250 Spirits, too, were 

highly popular, and these included whiskey, brandy, and, of course, “King Gin,” which had 

become so popular in Great Britain in the early-eighteenth century that its control became of 

paramount concern for the British Parliament.251 “Grog,” which originally referred to diluted rum 

but, by the early-nineteenth century, could have meant just about anything, from beer to whiskey 

to home-brew, was also a mainstay aboard British ships, including military vessels, where it was 

lovingly referred to as “the mariner’s compass.”252 

 
248 Ibid, vii. 
249 Neil Gunson, “On the Incidence of Alcoholism and Intemperance in Early Pacific Missions” Journal of Pacific 
History 1:1 (1966).  
250 James Graham Goodenough, Journal of Commodore Goodenough, during his last command as senior officer on 
the Australian station, 1873-1875 (London: H.S. King & co., 1876), 200. 
251 Gunson, 44; See also: “A New Kind of Drunkenness: The Gin Craze,” in James Nicholls, The Politics of Alcohol: A 
History of the Drink Question in England (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2009); See also: Jeffrey 
Pilcher, “The Globalization of Alcohol and Temperance from the Gin Craze to Prohibition,” in Carol Helstosky, ed., 
The Routledge History of Food (Oxfordshire, UK: Taylor & Francis Group, 2014). Whiskey was apparently the 
favored drink of sailors in the United States Navy during the nineteenth century. See: Various Authors, “Naval 
Organization and Administration Pamphlet Collection,” (Various Publication locations, 1818-1907), 16. 
252 Unknown author, “Grog, A Mixture of Prose and Verse,” in Various Authors, “Naval Organization and 
Administration Pamphlet Collection,” 16; See also: Douglas Ford, Admiral Vernon And the Navy: a Memoir And 
Vindication—Being an Account of the Admiral's Career At Sea And In Parliament, With Sidelights On the Political 
Conduct of Sir Robert Walpole And His Colleagues, And a Critical Reply to Smollett And Other Historians (London: T. 
F. Unwin, 1907), p. 218. 
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Matai were actively involved in the first alcohol prohibition laws in Sāmoa. In 1837, 

working with the British naval captain Charles Bethune of the vessel Conway, a group of matai 

from Tutuila laid out Sāmoa’s first port codes, which prohibited any trade in spiritous liquors. 

The matai also enacted fees for port and piloting as a way of profiting from the waves of pālagi 

crossing their shores. Bethune worked with matai in Apia just months later, and these matai used 

the framework for the Tutuila codes to adopt their own, similar measures, which again prohibited 

trade in spiritous liquors. However, it is important to note that these matai may have been 

placating the LMS missionaries, who played a major role in drafting the codes and translating 

during their meetings with Bethune, and who favored prohibition if only to ensure that the ‘ills of 

alcohol’ did not threaten their Christian missions. This meant ensuring that pālagi visitors, as 

much as the Samoans themselves, were not drinking in excess. The matai, however, likely only 

cared about the threat alcohol posed to the FaʻaSāmoa, which is supported by the fact that matai 

allowed “many evasions” to the codes where it profited them to do so.253 If pālagi wanted to 

bring liquor ashore and had the money or trade goods to appease them, the matai could easily 

‘forget’ about the prohibition laws in the Conway codes. Wilkes’ newer codes of 1839 were no 

less ineffective. Ultimately, Mālietoa, Taimalelagi, and the other matai of Tuamasaga were 

flexible in their enforcement of pālagi codes. Where pālagi officials saw laws and codes as 

binding, Samoan matai were more adept to harnessing or dismissing laws on a case-by-case 

basis depending on the contexts and their own needs therein. As a result, alcohol continued to 

flow into Sāmoa, albeit sporadically. It was not until the 1850s that alcohol flowed into Sāmoa 

more regularly, stimulated by a pālagi whose disillusionment with the Conway and Wilkes codes 

 
253 Gilson, Samoa 1830-1900, 150.  
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were linked with his interactions with matai, who spurned his involvement in Sāmoa and led him 

to abandon any attention to Samoan or pālagi law.  

 

Pogai, Pritchard, and the Pot-House 

 By the 1840s, Seumanutafa Moe Pogai had ascended as one of the most important matai 

of Apia. An earlier holder of the Seumanutafa title living in the 1500s was an ally of Salamāsina, 

the Tafaʻifā, or holder of Sāmoa’s four paramount titles. This earlier Seumanutafa paid great 

expense to host Salamāsina’s retinue in an effort to establish connections with the Aʻana and 

Atua districts.254 A descendent of Sina, sister of Tuiāʻana Taufau, Seumanutafa also had ties 

through strategic political marriages and progenies to villages throughout Sāmoa, his name 

appearing in the Faʻalupega of Salaʻilua and Falealupo in Savaiʻi, in addition to that of his home 

district, Vaimauga.255 Seumanutafa Moe Pogai made his own alliances, too, and first with John 

Williams of the LMS. Like Mālietoa Vainuʻupō before him, Pogai’s conversion to Christianity 

and loyalty to the LMS mission helped him forge an alliance with pālagi, which aided his ascent 

to political influence. Since the mid-1830s, Pogai collected nearly every port fee from incoming 

ships and was the main intermediary between the pālagi and the Samoans who supplied them 

with land and shelter, provisions like firewood and fresh water, and even with Samoans 

themselves—Samoan men to work as laborers or as a kind of police force aiding ship captains 

with dissenting and deserting crewmen, and Samoan women to work as prostitutes.256 These 
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relationships led many pālagi to treat Pogai as “the highest ranking chief in the vicinity,” despite 

the fact that, as Seumanutafa, he was not the paramount chief of Apia, let alone Vaimauga. Just 

inland from the bay, in Motoʻotua, lived Toʻomalatai Toetaga, still another paramount aliʻi of the 

Vaimauga.257 Apart from the rapidly developing Apia township, Toʻomalatai and Seumanutafa 

were only two parts of a deeply rooted, complex system that governed Vaimauga, the seat of 

which was in Matafagatele, not Apia, and so the emerging township itself represented one small 

sliver of space whose significance was increasing but of no means paramount within the 

FaʻaSāmoa. However, the fact that Apia’s geographic location was opportune for the pālagi was 

not at all lost on Seumanutafa Pogai or Toʻomalatai Toetaga, and they knew when and how to 

leverage their authority to squeeze the pālagi for their mana, be it political or material.  

One such example of the matai exerting this leverage involved the arrival of the first 

British consul in Sāmoa, George Pritchard. When Pritchard arrived in Apia in July of 1845, he 

expected a ceremony like the one he had gotten in Tahiti some eight years prior, when he had 

been personally escorted by British Naval officers to the throne of Queen Pōmare, who he 

eventually served as “principle European adviser.”258 However, on his first day in Sāmoa, 

Pritchard received no pomp, no gun salute, no parade from the shore, nor a welcoming speech. 

Instead of sitting comfortably in a fale, receiving a cup of ʻava from Seumanutafa Pogai, 

Toʻomalatai Toetaga, and the other matai of Apia, Vaimauga, or Tuamasaga, honored with 
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speeches and well wishes for bright futures, Pritchard instead spent his first few hours off the 

boat by “toiling” in receiving his luggage from the ship, trunk by trunk.259 Once he had collected 

his luggage, Pritchard turned, standing on the edge of the bay looking inland, and realized that 

his “Elysian fields” of yesteryear had given way to “dusty” streets and “meanly 

built…unpainted” houses.260  

He walked the Beach, as this stretch of land had come to be known, past the “eclectic 

ramshackle assemblage of tin huts, stone houses, adobe churches, and fale,” amidst a few dozen 

pālagi, who would have appeared to him not as European gentlemen, but as “wild, harum-

scarum fellows,” and a good deal more “natives.”.261 Pritchard felt as anonymous and 

insignificant as a “common deserter.”262 No one, not even the British subjects whom he was to 

serve and administer, seemed to care that he was there. And why would they? If he was who he 

said he was, he would have been “saluted with the number of guns appointed for a consul” rather 

than dropped off, as he was, in the “most undignified manner.”263 Pritchard’s hopes of receiving 

instant respect and credibility were dashed, and, being the martyr that he was, he would always 
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blame the captain of the Daphne, whose “wanton violation” was not only a slight against 

Pritchard, but against Queen Victoria herself.264 

That, however, was Pritchard’s truth. For the Pogai, Toetaga, and the other matai, the 

new consul was little more than “vāivai,” or weak. They were well aware of his weakness to fend 

off French aggression in Tahiti, and this ensured for them that Pritchard was the type to 

“surrender when [he] lost the day.”265 As such, not only was his presence in Sāmoa nothing to 

honor with something as sacred as ʻava, but it was downright insulting to their dignity as matai 

that the British would send such a man to hold authority in Apia, and to work directly with them 

in certain political matters. The move was even potentially ominous; a sign of bad things to 

come.266 The matai were also well aware that it was Pritchard who, riding a misguided wave of 

confidence in his standing with the British Foreign Office, appointed W.C. Cunningham as 

British consul in Sāmoa in 1839. Cunningham was, like Pritchard, a former LMS missionary, but 

he had been expelled from his mission in Rarotonga for “living in sin.”267 Still, he received 

Pritchard’s nomination as the British consul, and despite the fact that the British Foreign Office 

never actually approved the appointment, Cunningham spent two years purporting to represent 

the Crown, even serving as an official witness in Britain’s interest in the codification of the 

Wilkes codes in Apia. However, Cunningham spent the majority of his time in Sāmoa trying to 

enter “a variety of commercial fields,” including “plantation agriculture, sandalwooding, and 

saw-milling,” but was only ever able to establish a modest storehouse in which he traded 

provisions with the crews of passing ships, before ultimately “reverting” to his old ways, 
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drawing the ire of the LMS and their allied matai, and abruptly leaving Apia unannounced in 

1842.268 Being well aware of Cunningham’s own vāivai, the matai of Apia would have judged 

Pritchard not only as a man without a legitimate title, but as the man who was also responsible 

for bestowing the same illegitimate title on an undeserving person—a quick way to lose respect 

from those whose titles were hard earned. 

Though it might have seemed, in many ways, a pālagi town, Pritchard soon learned that a 

person’s standing in Apia could not be fortified without the support of the matai. One by one, he 

pleaded with the matai—Seumanutafa, Toʻomalatai, and Faumuinā, the latter of whom held 

authority in both Faleata and Mulinuʻu, both of which contained land that could have been 

suitable for Pritchard.269 One by one, they denied him and within a matter of hours, Pritchard 

was a man without a home. He spent his first night in Apia with his friend John Chauner 

Williams, the self-ascribed “‘Christian trader,’” American consul, and the son of the LMS 

missionary John Williams. As he tried to desperately to find some kind of accommodations for 

himself outside of Williams’ home, feverishly writing the British Foreign Office with threats of 

resignation and pleas to send a British navy captain to give him a proper introduction to the 

matai, Pritchard’s “arch-enemy,” the Catholic French, arrived in Sāmoa in the form of two 

Marist priests, Fathers Roudaire and Violette, the first Marist missionaries in Sāmoa.270 The 

priests had come to Savaiʻi from Wallis Island, and had quickly converted Tuala, a matai of 

Lealatele, Itu-o-Tane, Savaiʻi, to Catholicism, giving them a foothold in Sāmoa and some 

momentum behind their mission as they sailed into Apia’s bay.271 Without much credibility 

behind him, and stuck in the muck and mire of his unceremonious beginnings in Sāmoa, 
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Pritchard had little choice but to watch helplessly as the priests made efforts to convert 

Faumuinā, one of the ranking aliʻi of Vaimauga who had, just days prior, so resolutely denied 

Pritchard land. Unbeknownst to Pritchard at the time, the priests had forged their relationship 

with Faumuinā under fortuitous circumstances. Some ten years prior, the aliʻi Mataʻafa 

Fagamanu, a contender for the Tui Atua title, had been at sea, blown off course to Wallis Island, 

where he was assisted by the chief Lavelua. Lavelua had later been converted to Catholicism by 

these very Marists, and so, evidently more adept to the FaʻaSāmoa than Pritchard was, the 

priests relayed their affiliation with Lavelua to Fagamanu, who in turn implored Faumuinā to 

show the priests hospitality.272 Faumuinā did not convert to Catholicism, nor did Fagamanu, but 

both were bound by the FaʻaSāmoa to repay Lavelua’s hospitality to the pālagi for whom he had 

requested protection. While Pritchard remained tied to the hospitality of Williams, which really 

only went as far as a small cot in a spare room, Father Roudaire received from Faumuinā, at the 

request of Mataʻafa Fagamanu, a fale pālagi residence in Mulinuʻu, full use of a fale Sāmoa, and, 

most importantly “a guarantee of personal safety,” which solidified that the priests had friends in 

high places.273  

All but ignored by the Samoans and, evidently, his own compatriots back in the London 

metropole, and still without his own residence or a consular headquarters, Pritchard turned his 

attention toward his own financial gain. If he could not get the kind of political influence in 

Sāmoa that he had had in Tahiti, then perhaps he could at least gain back some of the revenue 

that he had lost when the French had expelled him and seized most of his assets.274 Small though 

 
272 Ibid. 
273 Ibid, 170. 
274 Edward Lucett, Pritchard’s agent in Papeʻete, was tasked with retrieving damages from the French on 
Pritchard’s behalf, though it is unclear how successful he was. See: Edward Lucett, Rovings in the Pacific from 1837 
to 1849; with a glance at California vol 1-2 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1851). 



 153 

Apia’s township was, Pritchard could see that there was money to be had in trading in 

provisions, selling to the crews of incoming vessels. If he was to be stuck in this obscure outpost 

of empire, he thought, with no political influence and an increasing sense of irrelevance, he 

might as well make some money, especially when a Samoan like Pogai seemed to be raking it in. 

In 1847, Pritchard’s title was finally legitimized thanks to the intervention of a British 

naval captain who met with the matai of Apia and vouched for Pritchard’s credentials as British 

consul. Only then would the matai allow him to acquire land, in Mulivai, though he was not able 

to purchase it outright. Still, establishing a base of operations allowed Pritchard to capitalize on 

the rapidly increasing Apia population, brought on by war in Sāmoa in 1848, which forced many 

Europeans to leave their more remote outposts and seek refuge in the township, as well as the 

trans-Pacific gold rush, which “gave Samoa a direct link with North America,” thusly bringing in 

more Americans to Sāmoa and especially the township.275 In 1850, despite the Wilkes codes still 

being in place, Pritchard decided to trade in what could be a lucrative, albeit highly controversial 

commodity—alcohol. Effectively putting “the liquor business under his consular protection,” 

Pritchard ushered in a new, lubricated era for the Beach, ensuring that Apia and, as it would 

prove, Sāmoa itself, would not be “dry” again.276 Pritchard imported a second shipment two 

years later, sealing his fate with the LMS who, despite Pritchard’s history as an LMS missionary 

and his longstanding affiliation with them even afterward, expelled him from the church. Though 

the LMS could accept some moderate drinking in private households, it was clear that 

Pritchard’s importation of liquor into Sāmoa, and his blatant sidestepping of the prohibition that 

the LMS had come to adopt as part of their mission along with their growing empathy for the 

aims of the increasingly popular global temperance movement, were steps too far. When 
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Pritchard arrived in Sāmoa, it was not a ‘dry’ place by any means, but its laws against a trade in 

spirits was mostly enforced and followed. Alcohol had been brought in more or less by the 

bottle, and distilled or brewed rather sporadically and scattered. When Pritchard left, however, 

the Apia township had come to earn its reputation as the “little Cairo” of the Pacific, complete 

with “grog shops, boarding houses, billiard parlours, and bowling alleys” that played home to 

“gambling, drinking, and double-dealing in all shapes,” and the British consulate was, as one 

visitor put it, a “pot-house.”277 

As for the matai, the lubrication of the Beach with ʻava pālagi marked the beginning of 

the end for their mālō over the pālagi community, and the area would soon emerge as a separate 

entity and distinct political jurisdiction—as a state within a state. This is not to say that the 

importation of alcohol alone created the Beach, but rather that ʻava pālagi’s increasing presence 

in Sāmoa spoke directly to the parallel presence of pālagi themselves. Despite their pālagi 

namesake, the Wilkes codes very much aligned with the political aims of matai like Seumanutafa 

Pogai, who profited from the codes’ levies and benefitted from its regulation on liquor and the 

‘bad fellows’ who threatened the faʻamatai and the FaʻaSāmoa social orders. Pritchard’s 

sidestepping of the codes by importing alcohol, then, represents a sidestepping of the 

intersectionality of political agendas set out by pālagi and matai alike in the late 1830s. Within 

two decades, the area known as the Beach had become, in effect, lawless. Of course, outside the 

confines of the Beach, matai like Pogai, Toetaga, Faumuinā, and other matai of Apia, Vaimauga, 

and Tuamasaga still held paramount authority in accordance with the faʻamatai, whose roots 

would not be so easily withered. However, the early fears of Mālietoa Vainuʻupō, who had first 

expressed a desire to shield Samoans from ʻava pālagi, were realized.  
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Tea’s Beach 

 We cannot say for certain which nuʻu Tea came from, nor what her full name was. We 

can only surmise how she came to the Beach, and how she found herself in Bill Henry’s York 

Hotel in Matafele on the night of November 3, 1877.278 Like many of the Samoan women living 

on the Beach at that time, Tea was a sex worker. We know this because the only “natives” 

allowed into the Beach’s taverns, inns, and public-houses, which numbered in the twenties, at 

least, were prostitutes.279 Public houses like the York barred “native” men for fear that they 

could not handle ʻava pālagi, and also, no doubt, to create a ‘native-free,’ ‘foreigners-only’ 

space. But of course, Samoans on the Beach were, in many ways, foreigners themselves. They 

came to the Beach from their nuʻu, perhaps in search of an escape from the rigor of the Fa’a 

Sāmoa, which, they may have felt, bound them in service to the matai.  

For Samoans, settling down in this pālagi town meant access to material goods and a 

kind of upward social mobility that life in the nuʻu kept from them, where the avenues to wealth 

and power were reserved for those of higher birth. In a way, sex and upward mobility had always 

been linked in Sāmoa, in that “sexual relationships and marriage arrangements were, in part, a 

means of…gaining access to the social, economic and political resources of extended kin groups 

and their associated titles.”280 To be sure, though, Tea’s route to social, economic, and political 

resources through sex took a very different shape and character than inter-nuʻu or inter-island 
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marriages and unions. Rather than join a new family, Tea may well have had to leave the idea of 

family behind in order to achieve her aims. Still, they were her aims, and being at the York Hotel 

and around its pālagi clientele gave her the means to meet them. 

Most of the Beach’s prostitutes were, like Tea, Samoan, but some were Hawaiian, i-

Kiribati, Marshall Islander, Tongan, and Cook Islander. Though they had “made it a practice “to 

visit various saloons at night and entertain the sailors,” their work was not only limited to the 

public houses, nor did their income always come from sex transactions.281 Because she knew that 

many pālagi men wanted to live out a kind of ‘South Seas’ fantasy, and that they often walked 

the Beach with their pockets filled to make it happen, Tea could take full advantage of these 

pālagi throughout their entire stay in Sāmoa, day and night. It was said that the American consul 

would obligingly ‘marry’ any ‘couple’ who paid him five dollars, and grant them a divorce for 

the same amount, and so it might have been the case that Tea was ‘married’ and ‘divorced’ on a 

semi-weekly basis, insisting, of course, that her ‘husbands’ treat her to new outfits, complete 

with skirts, corsets, stockings, shoes, and hats during the duration of their ‘courtship.’ Tea would 

have had several picnic lunches at Papaseʻea, too—a popular swimming area known by some as 

“Sliding Rock,” where it was said that these kinds of ‘couples’ would visit after ‘marrying.’ 

While women like Tea are often dismissed in the historical records, relegated as tropes or as the 

butt of jokes in the reminisces of elderly pālagi men pining for the days of ‘Old Samoa,’ it is 

clear that they knew exactly what they were doing, leveraging their physical mana for the 

material mana of the pālagi, ship after ship, sailor after sailor. 

It is clear, too, that alcohol and prostitution were inextricably linked on the Beach, as 

both flowed into Sāmoa with the pālagi who came ashore in waves during the latter half of the 
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nineteenth century. And as more pālagi came to the Beach, so too did more money, and Samoans 

knew that their goods and services could transfer pālagi cash into their pockets. Public houses 

like the York Hotel, “devoted altogether to the liquor business,” sprouted up across the Beach.282 

A British naval captain noted in 1852, the same year of George Pritchard’s second major 

importation of liquor, that “of the few houses which compose the town of Apia…nearly every 

one of them deals in that article [spirits].”283 In the same year, the LMS missionary William 

Mills counted over twelve grog shops “within less than a half mile [on] either side of his 

house.”284 Just two years later, the British travel-writer J. DʻEwes visited Apia and characterized 

the Beach’s retail commodities as “the commonest” imaginable, “amongst which spirits of the 

worst description formed a large item.”285 He also observed over his stay, which was lengthy 

enough for a sojourn into other parts of ʻUpolu, that nearly “every [European] storekeeper lived 

with a native mistress,” and that “the captains of vessels in the bay had most of them their 

temporary liasons (sic), and the crews theirs, and passed most of their evenings in drinking, 

singing, and obscene conversation.”286 DʻEwes would have come across several women like Tea, 

who leveraged their bodies as a means of navigating the material channels of the increasingly 

capitalized Beach. 
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Tea was not a minority on the Beach, though, despite its “foreign town” character.287 To 

be clear, more Samoans lived on the Beach than pālagi. There were also several non-Samoan 

Pacific Islanders, including Niueans, Tahitians, Hawaiians, and Cook Islanders from Rarotonga 

and Manahiki.288 Gilbert Islanders, Caroline Islanders, and later Melanesians from Vanuatu (then 

the New Hebrides), Solomon Islands, and the Bismarck Archipelago all lived and worked in and 

around Apia, primarily on German-owned cotton, copra, rubber, and cocoa plantations during the 

1860s and 70s.289 As for the pālagi, Americans, Germans, British, Spanish, Portuguese, French, 

and Chinese citizens and subjects also populated the Beach.290 The crews of “blackbirder” ships 

were a regular fixture in Apia’s port, as were “‘lawless’ South Sea rovers” like ‘Bully’ 

Hayes.291Black people from America, England, and the West Indies settled in Apia, too, many of 

them owning and operating the public houses and grog shops, and nearly all of them developing 

a widely used nickname, such as “Black Bill,” “Bill Henry,” “George Washington,” and “Old 

Bob,” and  “Black Tom,” whose grog shop was known to have “a good stock of liquor,” 
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including “rows of bottles, labeled rum, brandy, whisky, gin, wine, and….Hamburg gin, 

commonly called ‘blue ruin,’ being the most in request.”292  

And so it was that the York Hotel, run by “Bill Henry,” came to be filled with pālagi on 

the night of November 3, 1877, drinking from good stocks of liquor. Tea had come to the York 

to start her work for the evening. With pālagi filling the bar area, it looked to be a profitable, 

albeit typical night. But at around 10:30 PM, Tea noticed a peculiarity. Charles Cochrane, a man 

Tea knew well enough to call “Charley,” had entered the bar, removed his overshirt and shoes, 

and shouted at the barman to take them. Cochrane was a longer-term resident of the Beach, 

having lived in Sāmoa long enough to speak Samoan fluently, and was known to frequent the 

public houses of the Beach. Not seconds after he entered, Tea saw Cochrane begin to throw 

punches in the crowd of men huddled around the bar. William Brown, the barman, ran from 

around the bar and took hold of Charley. Such a ‘row’ was not, apparently, untoward behavior, 

for no sooner did the brawl die down than Cochrane simply dusted himself off and meandered 

over to the bar, ordering a drink from the very man who had just restrained him. Tea, keeping her 

eye on Charley, saw him approach a man she had never seen before. It was not at all uncommon 

for Tea to see new faces, what with all the traffic of pālagi sailors in and out Apia. After all, she 

relied on these new faces for her income. It was strange, however, to see Charley lay his head 

down on the bar next to the man, as though taking a nap. In what felt to her like a split second, 

Tea saw Charley move from his rested position, jumping backward, as the unknown man keeled 

over and fell to the ground, “blood flowing copiously” from “his lower body.”293 
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 At Cochrane’s trial a week later, Tea served as the key witness against him. A panel of 

four American judges, handpicked by the American Consul given that both Cochrane and the 

murdered man, whose name came to be known as James Fox, were American citizens, listened 

as she relayed her testimony. Along with several other witness testimonies, the judges grew 

assured of Cochrane’s guilt, and convicted him of murder without any deliberation. Tea was in 

the crowd days later when Cochrane was hung—reportedly the first person to be hung in Sāmoa. 

His body was reportedly left hanging for several days as a warning to all others on the Beach 

who might let ʻava pālagi get the better of them. 

What Tea made of these proceedings are the stuff of critical wonderment. She had come 

to the Beach in search of new life, yet as she looked at Cochrane’s lifeless body hanging just 

steps away from the York Hotel, where much of her new life had come into form, she stood so 

close to death. Fox’s murder and Cochrane’s hanging were not drops in the ocean, by any means. 

The incident would serve as the impetus for the involvement of the British Western Pacific High 

Commission, based in Fiji, in the political and legislative affairs of Apia, which gave way to the 

establishment of the Municipality in Apia in 1879, which in turn created a range of liquor 

prohibition laws aimed at regulating this kind of violence and vigilante justice. However, it was 

not enough to shake the Samoans and other Pacific Islanders who lived and worked along the 

Beach’s shore and in its back alleys. Tea’s Beach would remain more or less as it was, albeit 

increasingly growing in population, and her work would remain profitable. After all, Tea’s 

Beach was a space of profit, of economic gain and upward social mobility, and even the starkest 

of disruptions in the day to day life of the place could not erase the Beach’s marketplace.  

 

ʻAva Pālagi in the Municipality Era 
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Tea’s story—how she came to the Beach, what she saw that November night, and why 

she stayed—are a part of ʻava pālagi’s history in Sāmoa. Alcohol was part of an economic 

engine that brought pālagi and their monetary mana to the Beach’s shores. It also brought 

drunkenness and violence. For Samoans and other Pacific Islanders, the Beach meant liberation, 

even if it also meant watching out for the erratic and even violent behavior of the pālagi who 

resided there. It also meant, however, a new kind of vulnerability and susceptibility, for as the 

matai of the past had feared, many fell into drunkenness and violence themselves. During the 

Municipality years, leading up to the eventual partition of Sāmoa between Germany and the 

United States, there was a growing anxiety amongst the ‘foreign’ community of “drunkenness 

among the natives.”294 In many a court record, the names of Samoans—Levita, Soʻosoʻo, Peni, 

Masunu, Puatolu—are listed for a range of drunken behavioral violations.295 As with Tea, there 

is only so much we can know of these actors, with so little said of them save the details of their 

sparse infractions, but we can surmise that alcohol was intertwined with their experiences on the 

Beach, a crucial component of the material wealth they had settled there hoping to accrue. Given 

the fact that so many were repeat offenders, we can also propose that they may have been more 

or less indifferent to pālagi law, which, unlike the law they would have lived with in a Samoan 

nuʻu, could be broken repeatedly without much chance of banishment, so long as the crime was 

no more serious than, say, “being drunk and insulting foreigners.”296 

Matai did not give up their concerns for these Samoans, however. In August of 1878, not 

long before the municipality was established, matai representing Palauli in Savaiʻi, Aʻana and 

Tuamasaga in ʻUpolu, and a group representing Tutuila held a fono at Mulinuʻu to discuss a 
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wide range of issues pressing the matai. alcohol and drunkenness amongst both Samoans and 

pālagi.297 The matai deduced that greater punishment was needed for any person who “drank and 

got drunk,” associating this behavior with committing adultery and running away “with young 

women,” as well as disorderly behavior unbecoming of Samoans.298 In May of 1879, shortly 

before the formation of the municipality, the matai of Tuamasaga agreed to impose a fifteen 

dollar fine for any Samoan even “tasting” alcohol, let alone getting drunk, and communicated via 

the pālagi press that any pālagi who was “at all molested by natives…have only to give the 

name of the culprit to a Tuamasaga chief to ensure his punishment.”299 The Tuamasaga court, 

referred to as the ‘native court’ and situated at Mulinuʻu, employed a rotating judge, generally 

pulled from the matai of Tuamasaga, who prosecuted any Samoan accused of a crime, tenuous 

and conflated though the Beach’s laws were. After the establishment of the Municipality, 

however, all criminal matters fell under the purview of the pālagi court, and Samoans and other 

Pacific Islanders accused of crimes were tried by a pālagi judge. In addition to its many other 

alcohol-related mandates, the new Municipality prohibited the sale of alcohol to “any Samoan or 

other islander of the Pacific Ocean.”300 This rule reflected both the racially-charged anxiety of 

the pālagi surrounding the idea of the ‘drunken native,’ but was also influenced by the steadfast 

opposition to Samoan drinking by Samoan matai themselves.  

However, within mere months of the Municipality’s establishment, it was clear that “a 

considerable amount of drink” still found its way “into the hands” of Samoans and other Pacific 
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Islanders.301 Concerned pālagi pleaded with their compatriots to refrain from selling alcohol to 

Samoans, but it was clear that, even under the banner of a new ‘Municipality,’ the Beach was 

still the Beach, and public houses and grog shops were continuing to sell alcohol freely and 

across constituted racial lines. Many public house and grog shop owners ignored pleas begging 

them to “hold that the respectability of the town…be considered before the dollars in the safe.”302 

When grog shops did clamp down from time to time, Samoans purchased “intoxicating drinks” 

from “seaman, or others connected with the shipping” who Samoans specifically targeted due to 

their lack of education on the  liquor legislation of “this corner of the world.”303 In response, the 

multinational Municipal Board printed copies of the regulations and ensured that copies were 

handed “to every vessel” entering the port by the pilot escorting them to shore.304 However, this 

did not always work, as Samoans knew to reach the incoming vessels before any pilots or police 

magistrates were able to. Samoans recognized that for many incoming pālagi, money talked, and 

if they could purchase liquor aboard a ship in the harbor and outside of the watchful eye of the 

law, they could be off with a bottle and blend back into the crowds of the Beach, leaving the 

unsuspecting pālagi sailors to face justice and fines.305 The Municipal Board also increased 

punishments for “publicans,” or proprietors of  public houses or grog shops,  who supplied 

alcohol to a ‘native,’ instituting a six-day jail sentence or a five dollar fine for any infraction of 

the regulation, which was amplified to thirty days or twenty-five dollars, respectively, for a 
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second offense, plus the cancellation of a publican’s license.306 However, when Samoans found it 

more difficult to procure alcohol from pālagi public houses and grog shops, they went to other 

Samoans who had managed to obtain alcohol. It was a common occurrence in the Municipality’s 

police court for Samoans to be accused of selling alcohol to other Samoans.307 Not even a year 

after the Municipality was formed and the prohibition against Samoan drinking enacted, calls 

were made for the Municipal Board to bypass fining Samoans and those who sold them alcohol 

in favor of long-term jail sentences, though this call was not heeded.308 

As Sāmoa transitioned from the Municipality era into the colonial era, Samoan drinking 

remained a paramount concern, which was always challenged by those Samoans who sought to 

maintain access to ʻava pālagi. Despite the efforts of the matai, and of the pālagi institutions, 

Samoans were able to consistently access alcohol throughout the years leading up to colonial 

partition. When the partition of the Samoan islands in 1899 split the archipelago into two 

polities, new colonial governments sought to further codify the regulation of alcohol. In German 

Sāmoa, Pālagi were free to “a variety of beer, wines, and spirits,” and according to one observer, 

“the oceans of beer and champagne and whisky that flowed under German rule kept the Beach 

only half conscious of its grievances and half capable of expressing them.”309 Samoans and other 

Pacific Islanders were, by law, prohibited from doing the same, though they were certainly 

continuing to receive liquor from pālagi who felt they could escape the long arm of Solf, who 

heavily fined Samoan drinkers and the pālagi who sold to them. In some cases, Samoans 
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working as longshoremen and pilots stole liquor from the cases of passengers traveling through 

Apia.310  

European-Samoans, however, found themselves in between worlds, especially in regard 

to increasingly racialized prohibition laws that broke race down into a binary of ‘native’ and 

‘European.’ Samoans had, of course, engaged in marriages with non-Samoans for hundreds of 

years, as it was “established practice for those of high rank in Sāmoa, Tonga, Fiji, Uvea, and 

many other islands to intermarry and many titles, place names, and stories of the origins of 

customs bear testimony to these links.”311 The children of these unions, then, were inherently 

held in high regard as the products of a binding link between chiefly peoples that transcended 

any kind of ‘national’ jurisdiction or racial hierarchy, such as those emphasized and emplaced by 

the German administration. Since the earliest years of pālagi presence in Sāmoa, Samoans 

carried on this practice of establishing “kinship to all the sources of great rank” both “within 

Samoa and beyond its shores,” and marriages between pālagi and Samoans occurred, which 

allowed Samoans to harness the mana and knowledge of those pālagi that were tied to their 

ʻaiga, specifically through the children borne of these unions who were symbolic of these 

links.312 Because the FaʻaSāmoa is and has always been “flexible,” part-Samoan children did not 

necessarily lose their rights and privileges within it, and it was indeed “possible for the children 

of European fathers to have been completely assimilated without discrimination by their 

mother’s people.”313 It was Europeans, then, who implemented racial hierarchies, especially once 

their population grew larger and they became “less dependent on Samoan goodwill,” and it was 

during this period—during the growth of the Beach between the 1850s and 1890s—that part-
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Samoan children were, so long as their parents were legally married, “registered by the 

nationality of their father and brought up largely according to his customs and traditions,” with 

“the influence of the maternal kin” in steep decline.314 

During the first three years of German rule, ‘legitimate’ European-Samoans “succeeded 

to the legal status of their fathers,” while ‘illegitimate’ European-Samoans—that is, those born 

out of wedlock—were automatically classified as “natives,” meaning that they remained barred 

from purchasing alcohol. This was becoming increasingly problematic for the German colonial 

administration, however, as these so-called ‘illegitimate’ European-Samoans demanded an 

extension of rights on the grounds that their European roots should entitle them to the same 

liberties as other Europeans in the territory. In 1903, Solf’s government capitulated and passed 

legislation allowing for ‘illegitimate’ European-Samoans to apply for status as resident aliens of 

Sāmoa, despite the fact that the vast majority of them had been born and raised in Sāmoa. Still, 

in regard to liquor, the new legislation allowed, between 1903 and 1914, some 391 successful 

applicants to receive resident alien status, and the right to purchase alcohol along with it. A 

‘successful’ applicant not only had to prove to the German Sāmoa High Court that they 

possessed a certain percentage of European ancestry, but also that they “lived as a European.”315 

Unsuccessful applicants were inherently deemed as ‘too Samoan’ to qualify. Liquor, then, was 

one of the key linchpins that saw the German colonial administration draw “a clear line,” which 

“demarcated European half-castes, who were associated with the foreign community, from the 

Samoan half-castes, associated with the full Samoans and natives from other islands.”316  
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The ‘half-caste problem’ did not end with German Sāmoa, however. When New Zealand 

seized the colony from the Germans, they borrowed many aspects of German’s racial 

categorization, including that which regulated who could and could not drink. This would prove 

to have severe consequences, as the increasingly populous and powerful ʻafa kasi class would 

continue the resistance of the Beach’s Samoans, albeit in ways and to degrees that far surpassed 

earlier, more sporadic and individual efforts. The case of Taʻisi O.F. Nelson and his desire for 

alcohol embodies this struggle, and places ʻava pālagi, yet again, in a prominent role in Sāmoa’s 

histories. 

The Scotch at Tuaefu 

Taʻisi O.F. Nelson kept an impressive collection of Scotch whiskies at his Tuaefu 

estate.317 Perhaps his appreciation for fine liquors came from his father, August Nelson, a 

“colourful and adventurous” Swede who spent almost the entire 1850s on a shipping vessel 

before passing through New Zealand and Australia on his way to Sāmoa, where he settled 

permanently in 1868.318 It was the elder Nelson who established one of Sāmoa’s leading copra 

firms, which Taʻisi would later inherit and expand exponentially on his way to becoming “one of 

the richest and most influential” people in Sāmoa.319 In the same way that Taʻisi learned the 

business of copra trading from his father, he learned the ways of the FaʻaSāmoa from his 

mother, Sinagogo Masoe, tāupou of Malaʻitai Paʻovale of Lefagaoaliʻi village in Samauga, 

Savaiʻi.320 With Sinagogo’s tutelage, Taʻisi was fluent in the Samoan language and “highly 
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conversant with Samoan history, family genealogies, legends, customs and traditions,” which he 

gathered feverishly during his late-teenage years in Safune, spending his evenings and nights 

speaking with Samoan historians after long hours during the day learning the copra business.321 

Through his Taʻisi and Toleafoa titles, he held ancestral ties to Tuiāʻana Galumalemana of 

Palauli and Sataua and Vaʻai in Vaisala, to Falealupo, and Fasitoʻotai, and was thus recognized 

as one of the highest ranking aliʻi of Savaiʻi, and of Sāmoa as a whole.322  

With Taʻisi’s wealth came a certain degree of opulence. His estate at Tuaefu fast became 

the grandest residence in all of Sāmoa, and its carefully curated bar of Scotch whiskies was not 

even close to its most impressive feature. The “palace” had “enormous gardens, driveways, a 

tennis court, merry-go-rounds and swings,” along with a “private chapel” where Taʻisi, a devout 

Methodist (albeit not devout enough to uphold the denomination’s strict stance against drinking), 

could worship with his family and friends on Aso Sā.323 Tuaefu represented modernity, the kind 

of wealth that could only be amassed through the use of “modern trading methods” and tapping 

into an increasingly globalized commodities market. However, amidst this modernity of both 

business and architecture, across the estate’s expansive back yard, was a fale Sāmoa, or 

traditional Samoan house. A space of deep-seated knowledge, from the architects and builders 

who designed and built it to the matai who might visit it and drink ʻava under its roof, Tuaefu’s 

fale Sāmoa was not something ‘old’ sitting in the shadow of something ‘new,’ but rather as a 

symbol of the ways in which the FaʻaSāmoa ran through and washed over the grounds at Tuaefu 

much like it did in Taʻisi’s own life.  
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The juxtaposition of the fale and the mansion embodied Taʻisi’s position as a “unique 

entity” in Sāmoa, sought after by pālagi and Samoans alike for his assistance with business and 

political initiatives.324 For example, in 1910, with Sāmoa then under German colonization, he 

was one of six signatories on a petition to the president of the German parliament, which 

protested high taxes levied against the commercial community, preferential treatment toward the 

DHPG, and a lack of representation of non-Germans in the colonial government.325 In 1919, with 

Sāmoa then under administration of New Zealand, Taʻisi was asked by Samoans to translate their 

petition to the New Zealand Administrator Robert Tate into English. In the 1920s, his political 

influence in Sāmoa rising, Taʻisi frequently worked with fellow matai to receive news from 

areas of Sāmoa that he could not readily visit himself, later using that news to develop his 

positions on the treatment of Samoans by the New Zealand administration. In March, 1920, he 

was selected by his fellow European-Samoans to chair the Citizens Committee, which sought to 

represent the interests of Sāmoa’s commercial community as well as the interests of Samoans to 

the New Zealand administration.326  

His ancestry gave him access to, and a kind of comfort with, a range of Sāmoa’s social, 

cultural, and political circles. At the same time, Taʻisi was prejudicially labeled as a “half-

caste.”327 Still, Taʻisi had a way of transcending the constructed racial confines of Sāmoa’s 

colonial cultures, at least with some. He facilitated that transcendence, in part, through the 

grounds at Tuaefu, where he was known to be nondiscriminatory in his entertainment as well, 

hosting Samoans, pālagi, and European-Samoans with a kind of “full scale hospitality which did 
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not discriminate between races.”328 Guests were invited “with formal note cards” to “elegant 

dinner parties.”329 Mornings playing tennis, afternoons playing billiards, and evenings of song 

and dance were all had at Tuaefu. On Aso Sā, or Sunday, he was joined for toʻonaʻi, or the large, 

family meal celebrated on Sundays, by his extended family, who lived on his lands adjacent to 

the estate, and he would “would share in the foods that were such a central part of the 

FaʻaSāmoa.”330 

Roughly ten kilometers away from Tuaefu by motorcar, due east of Taʻisi’s estate and 

due south of Apia Bay, sat the Vailima estate, formerly owned by Robert Louis Stevenson and 

later used as the seat of government of both the German and New Zealand colonial 

administrations, respectively. Until Tuaefu’s construction shortly after World War I, Vailima had 

been the residence of luxury in Sāmoa, originally the home of the famed writer Robert Louis 

Stevenson and later the respective headquarters of the German and New Zealand colonial 

administrations. However, when Brigadier-General George Richardson arrived at Vailima for the 

first time around noon on March 16, 1923 to take over as acting governor, he found the estate 

sorely wanting. Richardson was “disappointed” with the “dilapidation” of the residence itself, 

along with its furniture, finding it “not nearly so comfortable” as the home he had left in New 

Zealand.331  While Richardson himself, a military man who “had to live under rough conditions 

in various parts of the world, both in peace and war,” could grin and bear it, Richardson’s wife 

Caroline insisted that “she would not invite any ladies up to an evening meal at Vailima until the 

dining-room [had] been completely made mosquito-proof as under present conditions,” Caroline 
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said, “it would be intolerable for visitors to enjoy themselves.”332 To Richardson, the Vailima 

estate must “reflect the prestige of the New Zealand Government and the Samoan 

Administration,” and its current state simply did not.333  

Had Richardson gotten more time to discuss Vailima with his predecessor, he would have 

learned that not only did Governor Tate agree with Richardson’s assessment of the place, but that 

its dilapidated state was specifically in stark contrast with Taʻisi’s Tuaefu home. After visiting 

Tuaefu as Taʻisi’s invited guest just a month before he was to leave Sāmoa and make way for 

Richardson, Tate once remarked that Tuaefu was “very much nicer than I would have expected,” 

which made him realize that “the practice of economy at Vailima was an error…it is in 

comparison ill kept and shabby.”334 Noting the stark contrasts between Vailima and Tuaefu, Tate 

complained that Taʻisi’s “paint is clean and smart” while his own was “awful because our roof is 

wrong and the rain water runs down the walls,” and expressed jealousy that “Nelson has fans and 

good electric fittings,” where Tate’s residence did not.335  

If the juxtaposition of Taʻisi’s fale and mansion was a metaphor for his ability to straddle 

lines between European and Samoan, then the juxtaposition of Tuaefu and Vailima could easily 

be said to represent the tension that would grow between Taʻisi and Richardson over the ensuing 

years—a tension that eventually centered on the question of alcohol. The two shared 

fundamental differences regarding Sāmoa’s future, shaped by the roles they had already begun to 

play in its present. For his part, Taʻisi had lobbied for Sāmoa’s “self-government” at least as far 

back as 1910, when the western four Samoan islands were a German colony, stating that self-
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government for Sāmoa was “not only possible, but…advantageous.”336 As for Richardson, he 

saw himself as “taking up part of the white man’s burden in the Pacific,” once making a promise 

to New Zealand politicians that he would “hold up before both the white people and the natives 

of the mandated territory the very highest ideals.”337 While Taʻisi was cordial to Richardson, he 

no doubt viewed him as another link in the chain of “New Zealand idols” who sought to establish 

New Zealand as the center of a kind of “Pacific ‘empire,’” while relegating people like himself 

to subservience.338  

Though there were a range of issues that concerned Taʻisi and his allies on the Citizens 

Committee, including high taxes on planters and traders, expenditures on ‘native welfare’ 

programs, and Samoan representation in government, alcohol was arguably the most prominent, 

and a microcosm of the larger debate over Samoan independence. For Taʻisi and the Citizens 

Committee, prohibition overlooked the medical necessity of alcohol, which was, at that time, 

believed to be “necessary for system…in the tropics.”339 Taʻisi and the committee also 

emphasized alcohol’s importance during the influenza epidemic of 1918, in which Taʻisi himself 

lost a wife and son, claiming that alcohol and its “stimulating effects” helped those tending 

Sāmoa’s dead fend off infection themselves.340 More than anything, Taʻisi and the committee 

saw the prohibition of alcohol as a deprivation of liberty, and specifically their liberty as “white 

men.”341 Though he was obviously proud of his Samoan ancestry, Taʻisi and other European-

Samoans on the Citizens Committee were adept at positioning themselves as ‘white’ when 
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necessary for negotiating their rights and liberties when the New Zealand colonial 

administration. They were, after all, categorized as ‘European’ in the Samoan colonial racial 

hierarchy, and, as such, they felt, they should not be deprived of the right to drink.  

For Richardson, upholding prohibition stemmed from a sense of duty to the 

administration, and to the decisions made by Tate and Allen in 1920. Nelson insisted that even 

Richardson’s own officials in Sāmoa were sidestepping prohibition. “[Richardson] knows,” 

insisted Taʻisi, “his officials are brewing beer,” and he added that Richardson “told the 

Europeans in Samoa that he does not believe in it.”342 Still, Richardson was wholly of the 

mindset that, beyond sense of duty, the ‘native race’ needed protection, and that the desires of 

men like Taʻisi should come second. However, when Taʻisi met with New Zealand officials in 

Wellington in September of 1926, and later took to the New Zealand press in October to bring 

light to the issue of prohibition and Richardson’s administration as a whole, things came to a 

head. 

Taʻisi’s meeting with New Zealand Prime Minister Joseph Gordon Coates was actually 

arranged by Richardson himself, a sign of goodwill to Taʻisi. Taʻisi, however, was determined to 

express his frustration with Richardson, which were connected with his larger and longer 

standing frustrations with New Zealand rule in general. J.D. Gray, the Secretary of the 

Department of External Affairs and Cook Islands, wrote in secret to Richardson to tell him that 

Taʻisi openly criticized him to Prime Minister Coates. Taʻisi allegedly criticized Richardson’s 

banishment of Samoan matai, as well as his expenditures on welfare programs for Samoan 

education and health that were misspent and misappropriated. In early October, Taʻisi penned an 

open letter to the New Zealand Herald, which criticized Richardson’s repatriation of Chinese 

 
342Hon. O.F. Nelson, M.L.C., The Truth about Samoa: A Review of Events Leading Up to the Present Crisis (Auckland, 
NZ: National Printing Coy. Ltd., 1928), 25. 
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indentured laborers (on whom Taʻisi relied for his plantations), emphasized the need for Samoan 

representation in government, admonished the banishment of matai and the removal of their 

titles, and also called for the repeal of prohibition over Europeans.343  

Two meetings called by the Citizens Committee were held in October and November. At 

the first meeting, on October, 15, “between 250 and 300” Europeans, Samoans, and European-

Samoans met to air their grievances against the New Zealand colonial regime.344 The matai 

Afamasaga Logo Logo spoke for the Samoans, and emphasized their frustration at the removal 

of matai titles by Richardson. Nelson asked him to speak on prohibition, but Afamasaga only 

replied that “because the Europeans had brought liquor into Western Samoa, the Europeans 

should have a say in it as the Samoans should have a say in Samoan customs.”345 Elections were 

held to determine the committee members moving forward who would continue to represent the 

people when discussing matters with New Zealand colonial officials. In November, a second 

meeting attracted even more people, roughly “between 400 and 600,” most of whom were 

Samoan, thus “marking the beginning of a greater, more powerful Samoan participation” in the 

growing anti-New Zealand colonial administration movement.346 

Richardson was incensed, and slowly but surely, began to characterize Taʻisi as 

villainous, emphasizing more than anything his desire for alcohol. In December, 1926, 

Richardson penned a secret letter to members of New Zealand’s national government. In the 

lengthy letter, Richardson called Taʻisi “inordinately vain,” whose “TAISI” title was obtained in 

vain and with ulterior motives, as evidenced in his use of the title “for commercial purposes,” 

 
343 O’Brien, Tautai, 106-107; See also: O.F. Nelson, “Coditions in Samoa,” New Zealand Herald, October 5, 1926. 
344 Wendt, Guardans and Wards, 179. 
345 Ibid. 
346 Ibid, 180-181. 
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such as “painting on all his stores as follows ‘TAISI NELISONI.”347 Richardson underscored 

Taʻisi’s penchant for entertaining, and went as far as accusing him of hosting “drunken orgies” at 

his Tuaefu estate.348 Richardson repeatedly referred to Taʻisi as a “half-caste,” no doubt 

attempting to underscore his racial ‘inferiority’ and embellish his supposed ulterior motives for 

organizing protest against the New Zealand colonial administration. 

The organization of Europeans, Samoans, and European-Samoans against the New 

Zealand colonial administration would label themselves as “The Samoan League” in early 1927, 

before quickly changing their name to “The Mau,” which means “a firmly held opinion or belief, 

something strong, solid,” in Samoan, due primarily to increasing Samoan support for the 

movement, as well as the fact that by late-1927, “control of the Mau…had passed into the hands 

of Samoans,” or those without ‘European’ status like Taʻisi.349 “Samoa mo Samoa,” or ‘Sāmoa 

for Samoans’ became the movements rallying cry, and “the Mau’s main objective” became “self-

government.”350 While the issue of prohibition was no longer a central objective of the 

movement, at least for those Samoans who assumed leadership of the movement, such as Tupua 

Tamasese Lealofi III, it was clearly a driving force in the division between the New Zealand 

colonial administration and the Europeans and European-Samoans who viewed prohibition as an 

infringement on their liberties. Because this later iteration of the Mau movement grew out of a 

series of meetings outlining transgressions by the colonial state toward the people of Sāmoa, it is 

 
347 “SECRET,” in Richardson Papers, MSS and Archives 96-1 Box 12 Item 5-2-1-5-1a -- Richardson's Mscls Papers, 
University of Auckland Library, Special Collections (Auckland, NZ). 
348 Ibid. 
349 Wendt, Guardans and Wards, 183-184, 188. 
350 Ibid, 188. 
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not a stretch to say that the prohibition of alcohol was thusly a pivotal factor in the generation of 

what became an organized protest against New Zealand colonial rule.351 

As for Taʻisi himself, his story embodies the ‘half-caste problem’ that faced the German 

and later New Zealand colonial administrations. Agents of colonialism like Richardson grew up 

in a world that aimed to categorize the world into distinct, neat racial categories. ʻAfa kasi like 

Taʻisi were supposed to adhere to these categories, and though they might have some difficulty 

sorting out which ‘side’ of themselves they would embrace fully, ultimately, they needed to pick 

a side. Taʻisi, like all ʻafa kasi, had no sides. The pasts of the FaʻaSāmoa and the faʻapālagi 

permeated his being, and it made no rational sense to him that any of his freedoms be restricted 

for the fact that he was born of multiple ancestries. Though Richardson tried to characterize him 

as a philandering drunk, Taʻisi was simply an educated, successful, and well-traveled man who 

drank, as men like himself did at that time.  

The scotch at Tuaefu, then, represented more than what was in the bottle—it represented 

taste, hard-earned and fiercely guarded. That a ‘half-caste’ like Taʻisi could afford such taste ate 

away at Richardson, and it could be argued that the Scotch at Tuaefu, and the opulence it 

represented, bothered Richardson as much as any legislative hang up or moral principal. Should 

Taʻisi be allowed his Scotch, what else might he be allowed? If a ‘half caste’ can have such 

tastes in the finer things, what else might he be afforded in this life? Both Taʻisi and Richardson 

knew the answers to those questions, which is why the Scotch at Tuaefu meant so much to both 

of them. 

Faʻamafu 

 
351 It is worth noting that many historians refer to the Mau movement has two movements—“first” and 
“second”—while other frame the two as interrelated iterations of one another. 
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The pākehā New Zealander Robert Robson visited Sāmoa in July of 1936 to write a 

longform article for the Pacific Islands Monthly magazine, which he hoped could serve as a 

travel guide for other pālagi visiting Sāmoa.352 Robson stopped in Faleū, Manono, as well as 

villages in central and western ʻUpolu, and was overwhelmed by his “first experience of Samoan 

hospitality,” having stayed with various Samoan families thanks to the help of his accompanying 

translator.353 When he returned to Apia, Robson was “anxious to return [the] much generous 

hospitality” he had been shown and hoped to “procure a supply of liquor” that he could send to 

his hosts as a way of saying, ‘thank you.’354 He soon found that the task of purchasing alcohol, 

even for a distinguished ‘European’ such as himself, was more difficult than he had 

anticipated.355 

 First, Robson tried to buy liquor at one of Apia’s provisions stores. When he was asked to 

present his medical permit to show how much liquor he was allowed to purchase, Robson was 

confused. He was directed to the New Zealand colonial administration’s Customs House, where 

he learned that he would need to apply for a permit to the Medical Officer of Health. Having 

been handed an application, Robson saw that he needed to list his name, permanent address, race 

(‘European,’ ‘Samoan,’ ‘Chinese,’ or ‘other’), sex, occupation, and religion, along with his 

marital status, annual income, and number of dependents. As a visitor, he also needed to declare 

his intended duration of stay, as well as the kinds of liquor he wanted to purchase. Once signed 

 
352 On Robson and the Pacific Islands Monthly, see: Robert Craig, Historical Dictionary of Polynesia (Lanham, Md: 
Scarecrow Press, 2011); 204-205; See also: “Robson, R.W. 1885-,” World Cat Identities, online resource: 
http://worldcat.org/identities/viaf-261865255/ (last accessed June 30, 2020). 
353 R.W. Robson, “Footlose in Samoa,” Pacific Islands Monthly 7:3 October 20, 1936, pp. 25-31, 25. 
354 R.W. Robson, “Samoa’s Home-Brew Attacked—Another Example of ‘Old Granny Government,’” Pacific Islands 
Monthly 10:8, March, 15, 1940, p. 43. 
355 Robson was a pākehā, or White New Zealander, though he had lived in Sydney, Australia for much of the 1920s 
where he had served as General Manager of the Daily Telegraph. Still, under New Zealand’s colonial administration 
and their liquor laws, Robson would have been categorized as ‘European.’ See: John Kamea, “Robson’s vision of 
success,” Fiji Times, October 19, 2019. 
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and dated, Robson then needed to bring the application to Apia’s Superintendent of Police, who 

would conduct an interview with him to determine his “character.” Finally, Robson would need 

to schedule an appointment with the Medical Officer of Health to receive an examination and 

offer his explanation for his medical need of alcohol. He did not need to have a medical 

condition, per se, but rather an explanation as to why he might benefit from beer, wine, or liquor. 

Citing heat and humidity would have been enough. After all, it was widely known that “alcohol 

depresses the heat-regulating centre and dilates the cutaneous blood vessels, thus leading to an 

increase in the rate of heat lost [in the body].”356 

 Robson, “annoyed by the bureaucratic discourtesy” of such a “silly system,” refused. 

Instead, he asked around town if there might be a way to procure some liquor without jumping 

through bureaucratic hoops. He came to learn of an alternative liquor market, a subsystem for 

which there were no requirements other than money and silence. Following whispers through to 

backchannels, Robson spent the next few days, and nights, touring the “faʻamafu” network, a set 

of underground ‘breweries’ and ‘saloons’ where Samoans and pālagi alike could “find a way of 

supplying their normal liquor needs without recourse to the rationing system” of the colonial 

government and its medical office. Along the way he met “expert brewers,” “sampled dozens of 

‘home-brews,’” and found that, “almost without exception, they were excellent.” The brewers 

told Robson that most of them brewed simply for themselves and their friends, for small 

gatherings outside the watchful eye of the pālagi. It was also clear, however, that faʻamafu was a 

profitable commodity, too, sold and traded by brewers to those either barred from purchasing 

 
356 “Exhibit 1: Application for Medical Liquor Permit,” in Department of Island Territories—New Zealand House of 
Representatives, “Report of Commission of Inquiry into the Present System of Supply and Sale of Intoxicating 
Liquor in Western Samoa, 1954,” p. 36; “Exhibit 9: The Medical Indications for Alcohol,” in ibid., 40. 
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alcohol, those too poor to afford the cost of a permit, or, like Robson, those who simply were 

“annoyed” by the red tape of it all.357 

For Samoans, faʻamafu brewing and drinking also meant active resistance against a 

colonial administration that restricted their equitable access to material goods. Though faʻamafu 

brewers and drinkers were not necessarily organized and deliberate in their efforts to resist 

colonial rule, especially when compared to a movement like the Mau, the brewing and drinking 

of faʻamafu nonetheless represented a “prosaic but constant” struggle against New Zealand’s 

racialized prohibition laws.358 The scope and scale of faʻamafu brewing and drinking suggests 

that Samoans throughout the archipelago were engaging in the practice for decades, despite 

consistently staged raids on faʻamafu breweries, which in turn suggests a prolonged commitment 

to living by their own agendas rather than that of their colonial ‘rulers.’ As far back as the early 

1920’s, home-brewing was known as the “‘third industry of Sāmoa’” behind copra and cocoa.359 

During the 1930’s, the Apia High Court was said to look and smell “like a miniature brewery,” 

with “cases of beer, pots, and boilers stacked in the courtroom,” with the prosecution of home-

brewers becoming a nearly weekly affair.360 During the same period, American Sāmoa was 

referred to as “one of the dampest spots under the U.S. flag” for the sheer amount of faʻamafu 

being brewed and drunk.361 Though it is difficult to surmise the exact scope and scale of home-

brewing, it was rumored that by 1954, some 125,000 bottles of faʻamafu were illegally bottled 

 
357 Robson, “Samoa’s Home-Brew Attacked,” 43. Milner defines “mafu” as “v. (&adj.) 1. (Be) stale, go bad...2. (Be) 
sour...3. (of fruit, etc.) Ferment.” He defines “Faʻamafu” as “n. Home-brewed liquor,” making the literal translation 
of the verb “Faʻamafu” as ‘To make (it) spoil’ or ‘To make (it) ferment.’ See: Milner, Samoan Dictionary, 119.  
358 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1985), xv, xvi. 
359 C. Philipp, “Background to Modern Samoa: The Mau and the Trouble’s of New Zealand’s Early Rule,” Pacific 
Islands Monthly 17:12 July 18, 1947, 54; N.A. Rowe, Samoa Under the Sailing Gods (London, UK: Putnam, 1930), 
108. 
360 Robson, “Samoa’s Home-Brew Attacked,” 43. 
361 “Doctor S.M Lambert and Home-Brew in American Samoa,” Samoanische Zeitung 26:38, 17 September 1926. 
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and sold per year, with some of the more popular Apia brewers selling between 20 and 100 

bottles per day at two shillings per bottle.362 Raids on faʻamafu breweries in 1960 yielded 

estimates of some 36,000 gallons of faʻamafu being brewed and sold “in almost every village in 

[Western] Samoa,” including ʻUpolu villages far from Apia’s populated center, as well as 

villages in rural Savaiʻi.363 By that time, it was clear that regulating faʻamafu brewing was a 

difficult task for the undermanned police, with a police spokesman stating: “…the liquor 

situation is really impossible to control. If people want liquor—and from the amount being 

manufactured and drunk all over Samoa it is obvious that they do—then they will get it no matter 

what we do.”364 

Faʻamafu was also adopted into, and adapted for, everyday life in the nuʻu. Samoan 

women, who often served as the primary caretakers for their families, became the main brewers 

of faʻamafu. One report that examined faʻamafu brewing during the 1950s and 60s indicated that 

women brewed faʻamafu more often than men, and primarily to ensure that their husbands stayed 

at home to drink rather than purchasing faʻamafu elsewhere.365 Women also were strategic in 

ensuring that their brews met the drinking demands of their households while also leaving 

enough excess for sale “to meet family expenses.”366 Untitled men comprised the majority of 

faʻamafu drinkers. As such, faʻamafu drinking often took places “in the bush or in unused fales 

(sic) in the back part of the villages,” away from the watchful eye of any police or matai.367 

 
362 Dunleavy, “Home-Brew is On in Apia, Only Legal Liquor is Off,” Pacific Islands Monthly 24:6 Jan 1, 1954, p. 58. 
These would have likely been one-liter bottles, though they could range in size, making exact quantity estimates 
difficult. 
363 Apia Correspondent, “Everybody’s Brewing It: West Samoa Battles the Home Brewer,” Pacific Islands Monthly 
30:6 Jan 1, 1960, 55. Western Sāmoa’s Samoan population was around 100,000 at the time, though many of them 
would have been young children who did not drink. 
364 Ibid. 
365 C.C. Marsack, Samoan Medley (London, UK: R. Hale 1961), pp. 168-169. 
366 Lemert, “Forms and Pathology of Drinking in Three Polynesian Societies,” 366. 
367 Lemert, “Forms and Pathology of Drinking in Three Polynesian Societies,” 366. 
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Faʻamafu breweries themselves were also often situated out of plain sight, toward the interior of 

the nuʻu.368 In these respects, faʻamafu brewing and drinking was adapted for consumption 

policies and practices within in keeping with the FaʻaSāmoa, with cooking, or in this case 

brewing, and non-ceremonial, non-familial consumption taking place ʻi uta’ and ‘i tua,’ or 

‘inland,’ and ‘out back.’ Social rank still played a role in faʻamafu drinking, too. In instances 

where matai engaged in drinking faʻamafu, untitled men would often avoid drinking with them 

for fear of what embarrassments might occur should they lose their resolve under the 

influence.369 Drinking styles also reflected a degree of Samoan adaptation, where drinking ʻava 

pālagi mirrored drinking ʻava. One pālagi observer of faʻamafu drinking in the 1950s noted that 

drinkers generally sat in a circle, with the brewer or purchaser of faʻamafu serving each of the 

drinkers one by one, and usually from the same glass. Faʻamafu drinking, however, was 

obviously more casual, and to a certain degree much less rigid than ʻava ceremonies as described 

in the introduction of this chapter, as the same observer also noticed that faʻamafu drinking 

usually involved some guitar playing and singing, and that the topic of conversation, especially 

in faʻamafu circles comprised of untitled men, would involve village gossip. In this sense, 

faʻamafu drinking served as a medium for bonding within the nuʻu, especially amongst untitled 

men whose movements were generally regulated by the matai. While drinking groups were 

usually kept smaller, primarily to avoid getting caught and arrested, it was said that “the village 

knew when men were drinking because they would start ususu (making noise, shouting, 

yahooing).”370 It might be said, then, that in addition to expanding certain practices, roles, and 

 
368 Sector Analysis, Ministry of Health, “O le aʻano o feiloaiga: The place of alcohol in the lives of Samoan people 
living in Aotearoa New Zealand,” ALAC Research Monograph Series: No. 8 (Wellington, NZ: 1997): 1-35, p. 5. 
369 Ministry of Health, “O le aʻano o feiloaiga,” 11. 
370Lemert, “Forms and Pathology of Drinking in Three Polynesian Societies,” 367; Ministry of Health, “O le aʻano o 
feiloaiga,” 5.  
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spatial understandings, that even the sound of the nuʻu changed with the adoption and adaptation 

of faʻamafu into everyday life. 

Faʻamafu brewers also utilized the drink as a means of experimenting with tastes and 

processes, giving the nuʻu new flavors, and quite literally. Faʻamafu had no set recipe, and so it 

had no set characteristic or strength. As a term, ‘faʻamafu’ could be used to describe a range of 

beer-like beverages that used a varying combination of grains, such as barley, rice, or wheat, 

along with hops or “native fruits,” like papaya and coconut, refined sugar, and yeast. Those using 

“green fruit” were urged to use great care, “on account of the arsenic contained in it.”371 In 1922, 

the first shipment of “All-in-One” arrived in Western Samoa by way of San Francisco, which 

was then under the prohibition laws of the United States. The “All-in-One” was a “a mixture of 

malt and hops” packed into two-pound tins. Resembling molasses, the contents of one tin of All-

in-One was mixed together with roughly four gallons of water, of any temperature, plus three to 

four pounds of sugar, usually in an empty kerosene tin that was recycled as a keg. It was widely 

known that the more sugar added, the more potent the brew.372 Potencies ranged between three 

percent alcohol by volume to upwards of twenty percent, but averaged something like fifteen.373 

Chinese laborers were said to “distill a colorless liquid like gin,” derived from cocoa beans and 

containing anywhere from 35 to 75 percent alcohol by volume, much stronger than faʻamafu and 

 
371 Unknown author, “‘Gin Sling’ on prohibition in Samoa,” The Bulletin 43:2236, December 21, 1922, p. 19. 
372 Rowe, Samoa under the Sailing Gods, 108. First imported in June of 1922, records show that 57 tins of the “All-
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373 Apia Correspondent, “Everybody’s Brewing It,” 55. See also: “Exhibit 11: Re Analysis of Alleged Intoxicating 
Liquor Submitted by Police Department,” in Department of Island Territories—New Zealand House of 
Representatives, “Report of Commission of Inquiry into the Present System of Supply and Sale of Intoxicating 
Liquor in Western Samoa, 1954,”: 43-44. In testing 96 samples of seized faʻamafu between 1950 and 1952, the 
‘bacteriologist’ P. Rasmussen noted “proof of spirit percentages,” which is to say alcohol by volume percentages, 
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therefore generally held as a distinct beverage, albeit just as illegally made and sold.374 

Receptions on faʻamafu’s taste seemed to vary person to person and brew to brew. Some, like 

Robson, lauded it, while still others declared it “vile muck.”375 Most, however, likened it to the 

taste of beer, and seemed satisfied so long as it was potent. 

In a 1997 interview granted to the New Zealand Ministry of Health, an elderly Samoan 

man shared his method of preparing faʻamafu during the colonial period: 

 

They told me that I had to boil up the hops and pulverise it to get the malt. It would be stirred and 

then sugar added in a large basin; add sugar and pour it with the malt. Hot water would be added 

to melt the sugar and to burn the malt. Pata was added to revive the faamafu. 

 

[Follow up questions in italics]: What is the English equivalent of pata? 
 

I don’t know, but it is that thing at the bottom of the bottle which rises, that is called pata. It is not 

found in the palagi beer because their beer is well filtered. The Samoan homebrew has the pata 

which solidifies at the bottom of the bottle. 

 

Is it like butter that has melted? 

 

It also appears in the vats into which the beer is poured. Pata is solid like our Samoan starch. 

When the water is removed, it is thick like flour. 

 

What is hops? 

Hops is what is used to make bread. It helps in the rising of the flour. There is a plant called hops. 

What is the Samoan of hops? 

I don’t know! The Palagi call it hops. It is bought and boiled, sifted and the juice is poured in the 

bottle. 

 

Was hops sold? 

Yes. It was sold in blocks. It is like weetbix, that is what hops looks like. 

 

 Another explanation of “pata” was given by an additional interviewee: 

 

The first thing is pata to make beer, which come from the juice of the scraped raw potatoes. This 

juice is known as the ‘alu [dregs] which produce the strong taste of alcohol. Then you add the 

 
374 Unknown author, “‘Sugi’ tables some new Samoan drinks,” The Bulletin 43:2227, October 19, 1922, p. 16; 
Adelaide Advertiser, Friday, September 30, 1927, p. 19; See also: Unknown author, “‘Gin Sling’ on prohibition in 
Samoa,” 19. 
375 Unknown author, “‘Gin Sling’ on prohibition in Samoa,” 19. 
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molo [malt] which is like honey, and sugar. When the mixture is strong, you add more sugar and 

water now and then. 376 

 

 These methods of using starch, malt, hops, and sugar echoes those of the 1920s when 

“All-in-One” was more readily available. However, faʻamafu brewers could change recipes and 

flavorings depending on their tastes and those of their customers. To change the strength, 

brewers could, as alluded to by the interviewee, add more sugar. However, there are also reports 

that brewers could mix in liquor if they were able to obtain some, giving their faʻamafu an extra 

kick. Certainly, taste and strength were important factors to brewers and customers alike, and so 

brewers would have honed their skills and recipes over time in a deliberately curated way, 

reflecting their own tastes and those of their drinkers. 

Faʻamafu brewing and drinking affected other aspects of material culture in the nuʻu as 

well. Discarded glass bottles were kept and recycled for bottling, and some breweries even had 

machines for capping. Where machines were not available, plugs of coconut fiber could be used 

as a stop gap. Moving faʻamafu from brewer to drinker meant more than just solidifying the 

bottling and packaging process. Where risk was lower, such as those nuʻu further away from the 

more populous centers and their larger police forces, many village stores—small establishments 

run by a family selling basic daily provisions, and mostly pālagi snack items and beverages—

sold faʻamafu rather openly. Where the risk was higher, customers developed ways to hide their 

movements from watchful eyes, such as walking into a village plantation with a basket in hand, 

“so that they could pretend they were going to take food to the plantation workers,” only to take 

an alternate, inland route to the brewer’s fale, where they could procure faʻamafu and conceal it 

in their empty baskets.377 Faʻamafu also adapted to the FaʻaSāmoa in the obligations of 

 
376 Ministry of Health, “O le aʻano o feiloaiga,” 6, brackets, text in brackets, and emphasis added. 
377 Ministry of Health, “O le aʻano o feiloaiga,” 5. 
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meaalofa, or gift-giving, that came with its sale. In many villages, it was commonly understood 

that brewers should provide one free bottle of faʻamafu for every bottle purchased.378 

Faʻamafu, then, was a part of everyday life in both urban and rural Sāmoa, and in either 

Samoan polity for the better part of the twentieth century. While its main purpose was to ensure 

that Samoans could access ʻava pālagi as needed, faʻamafu brewing and drinking also served as 

a form of ‘everyday resistance.’379 In Weapons of the Weak, James C. Scott examines “everyday 

forms of resistance,” which he characterizes as “prosaic but constant” struggles by politically and 

economically oppressed peoples who use “ordinary weapons,” such as “foot dragging, 

dissimulation, desertion, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, 

and so on” to “defend [their] interests against both conservative and progressive orders.”380 Scott 

argues that everyday forms of resistance do not resemble “the kinds of movements with which 

social scientists in the West [are] most familiar—those with names, banners, tables of 

organization, and formal leadership,” nor do they always “promise large scale, structural change 

at the level of the state,” primarily because “most subordinate classes are, after all, far less 

interested in changing the larger structures of that state and the law” than they are in “‘working 

the system to their minimum disadvantage.’”381 Indeed, faʻamafu brewing and drinking, and 

even moving and selling, represented a persistent and sustained subversion of New Zealand 

colonial law. Faʻamafu was in turn adopted into, and adapted for, Samoans themselves, and its 

brewing and drinking often reflected an aspect of Samoan character, be it communal-style 

drinking and sharing of cups or in the strategic positioning of brewing and drinking houses in 

 
378 Ibid, 6. Prices ranged, but twenty-six-ounce bottles generally cost around two shillings during the colonial 
period. 
379 Scott, Weapons of the Weak, xv, xvi. 
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inland spaces to the back of village life. In the story of Samoan tastes, faʻamafu and its varied 

compositions reflect shifts in Samoan palates that demanded the careful attention and developed 

practice of brewers. It was, in many ways, the drink of the nuʻu for most of the twentieth century. 

Faʻamafu only fell out of favor in the 1970s, likely correlating with eased restrictions on 

Samoan drinking and the emergence of the Vailima beer company, which will be examined more 

closely in a subsequent chapter. Still, faʻamafu’s place in Sāmoa’s comestible pasts serves as a 

reminder of the ways in which Samoan tastes adopted and adapted new recipes, flavors, foods, 

and drinks. Moreover, it’s illegal brewing and drinking serve as still another way to re-text 

Samoan resistance to colonial rule, and the ways in which Samoans persistently subverted pālagi 

law in favor of ‘working the system’ as they saw fit. 

 

Reflections 

 One by one, the matai made their way to the fono. None carried with them any of those 

long, gnarled sticks, though they were almost uniformly dressed in pressed white shirts, neckties, 

and ʻie faitoga, the only variation coming in the form of the occasional navy or grey blazer. 

When they arrived, they likely did not know where to sit. This was, of course, not a fale fono. 

Or, it was, but not in the same way. There were no posts on which some of the matai could rest 

their backs, nor were there any open spaces in between the posts from which to see the activities 

outside the room. Then again, there were no activities outside the room—no faʻausi in the fale 

kuka—and with the folding chairs provided, each matai could rest their backs as they pleased. 

There were no men of the ʻaumaga here, no tāupou, nor any tānoa or ʻava. The matai themselves 

had no ‘ends of the fale’ on which to sit, and which to work down from, denoting the rank of 

those present. They simply huddled in, all 45 of them, into a space no bigger than a classroom, 
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sitting wherever they found an open seat. At ‘the front’ of this fale fono, opposite the huddled 

matai, sat three pālagi in military dress, atop a three-tiered platform that elevated them above the 

matai, upon whom they looked down. In between the three pālagi and the 45 matai sat two 

Samoans—translators proficient in the FaʻaSāmoa and the faʻapālagi—and a pālagi scribe, 

feverishly taking down notes on a pad in front of him. 

 Because there was no faʻasoa ʻava, there were no introductions laced with references to 

the honor and dignity of the matai or the space in which they sat, nor any words about the 

relationships and connections the people in this space shared with one another. There were 

tulāfale here, but they made no mention of origins, genealogies, or mythologies. Rather, they 

waited for their cue from the pālagi to offer to their input. And so it was the pālagi seated in the 

middle chair up on the platform who spoke first. “I shall briefly review the resolutions at the last 

Annual Fono and the action upon each,” said Rear Admiral Harold Houser, Governor of 

American Samoa.382 As the matai listened, Houser read off the resolutions of the 1945 Annual 

Fono, touching on copra sales, poll taxes, and the progress of “native industry” like the 

manufacture and exportation of tapa cloth. With the previous years’ resolutions revisited, the 

Governor ushered in discussions on resolutions for the year 1946. When called upon, the matai 

offered their thoughts on matters ranging from the progress of the Hurricane Fund to the status of 

the territory’s school system. Finally, the Governor called for a discussion on the matter of hard 

liquor, and the rights of Samoans to access it as they pleased. 

 Until the mid-nineteenth century, the eastern five islands of Sāmoa shared many of the 

same liquor laws with the western four—spiritous liquors were forbidden by the Wilkes codes, 

but liquor still managed to make it onto the shores of Tutuila, through its harbor at Pago Pago, 

 
382 Minutes of the 1946 Annual Fono of American Samoa, National Archives San Bruno.  
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which served as Sāmoa’s second-most trafficked port after Apia. In 1878, the paramount aliʻi of 

Pago Pago, Mauga Manuma, who by then had become an increasingly powerful figure given the 

strategic location of his title’s jurisdiction, came to terms with the United States Naval 

Commander Richard W. Meade to provide exclusive rights to Pago Pago harbor to the U.S. 

Navy.383 From then on, the United States Navy controlled much of the import and export market 

in Tutuila. When the archipelago was partitioned in 1900, the U.S. Naval Commander B.F. 

Tilley, who would serve as governor of the newly formed ‘Naval Station of Tutuila,’ wasted no 

time in establishing a liquor prohibition against “natives,” which he declared would include “not 

merely aboriginal natives of Samoa but aboriginal natives of India or of Fiji or of German-

Samoa or of any island in the Pacific Ocean.”384 Tilley also included any person born of a 

European father and Samoan mother who could not obtain legal subject status of his father’s 

nation, which essentially echoed German Sāmoa’s policy of prohibiting the sale of alcohol to 

‘illegitimate’ European-Samoans. Pālagi, however, were able to import, sell, buy, and drink 

alcohol, with importers only required to pay customs duties—50 cents per gallon for beer, ale, or 

porter, $2.50 per gallon for spirits, $1.00 per gallon for wines (and an extra 50 cents per gallon 

for sparkling wines).385 While this prohibition ban stayed in place for over five decades, it was 

slightly amended in 1935 to allow Samoans to purchase beer, with the rationale being that beer 

would allow them to familiarize themselves with the effects of harder liquors. Still, there were 

ways for Samoans and other indigenous peoples in American Sāmoa to purchase hard liquors 

 
383 On the Mauga title, see: Kramer, The Samoa Islands Vol. I, 451-452;  A. Lutali and William Stewart, “A Chieftal 
System in Twentieth Century America: Legal Aspects of the Matai System in the Territory of American Samoa,” 
Georgia Journal of International and Comparative Law 4 (1974): 387–401, 390. On the agreement between Meade 
and Mauga Manuma, see: Gray, Amerika Samoa: 57-58. 
384 U.S. Navy Commandant B.F. Tilley, “The Liquor Prohibition Ordinance, 1900,” April 28, 1900, National Archives 
San Bruno, Box 56:2. Note that the islands were not referred to as “American Samoa” until 1911. 
385 385 U.S. Navy Commandant B.F. Tilley, “The Temporary Customs Regulation, 1900,” April 28, 1900, National 
Archives San Bruno, 56:2. 
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and wines. Some were able to obtain liquor licenses for their stores or restaurants, though it was 

understood that they were not to sell alcohol to other Samoans. It was assumed that they would 

also not partake in drinking hard liquors, but it stands to reason that many storeowners likely 

partook of liquor where possible. Restaurant owners, be they pālagi or Samoan, were allowed to 

sell liquor to Samoans only if they received a kind of membership to the establishment, which 

generally had to be approved by the governor himself.  

 And so, when the Governor ushered in the discussion on finally allowing all of-age 

Samoans to purchase hard liquor, debate ensued. Mulitauaopele, a tulāfale of the Eastern District 

of American Sāmoa, which encompassed the counties of Itūʻau, Maʻoputasi, Vaifanua, Sua, and 

Saʻole, rose to give his input: 

 

The Samoans are proud of their customs and culture. The Samoans are proud of their traditions. A 

Samoan chief shows to his guests from any foreign people who happen to visit his home, his 

display of his tapa cloth and his riches in Samoan goods. Our Samoan men would welcome those 

guests since we are under the protection of the United States and we are assured that many of the 

high officials of the government and some of the high distinguished people of the neighboring 

islands may perchance come as guests into our homes. You will enjoy an evening with your 

guests and a better time is had if you sit with your guests serving liquor or the whiskey in your 

home. You will feel proud and those you have in your village will be proud of you…If you don’t 

have in your possession hard whiskey you will lose face with guests and you will feel that the 

receiving of your guests is not complete because you do not have whiskey in your home. 

 

 When Mulitauaopele concluded his arguments, the District Governor of Manuʻa, the aliʻi 

Tufele, was asked to respond. He stood, and said: 

 

The thought comes to me of distinguished guests from another place that we credit as the most 

important thing. It is thought that Samoa is known all over for its entertainment. To entertain 

some important persons and some person of high aristocratic standing is to entertain with Samoan 

traditions and understanding. So before this district goes further it plants the answer which is no. 

We do not favor the resolution. The first thought I put before the Fono is that it is an old custom 
of the Samoan people from ancient time to the present to offer our own Samoan entertainment to 

these people which after all is the highest thing for a well-known guests. Second, I ask whether or 

not the people of American Samoa would do with liquor as they have done with beer? I go 
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further. Can we not understand that some of our beloved men have been killed through the 

drinking of liquor and some of the highest leaders have been convicted of crimes for the same 

reason? So, I go further and recall the traditional statements of these high men. By this liquor 

business – let us not forget and bear in mind – rush into using liquor and some of your own 

children will die from it, by shooting each other. Let this government not take the revenue from 

the liquor because liquor revenues are bad. It will destroy the happiness of a friendly people and 

you will need more money because of it. It is most simple reasoning. So let us forget this liquor 

and not forget that the most essential thing is for us to maintain happiness of the people in their 

homes. 

 

Ultimately, the matai voted in favor of the resolution 26 to 19, but Governor Houser 

rejected it anyway, and Samoans in American Sāmoa hoping to obtain liquor would have to do 

so through existing channels and backchannels, including their own faʻamafu network, waiting 

decades for their right to buy liquor.386 Still, their voices present the overarching narrative of 

ʻava pālagi’s place in Sāmoa’s good history. ʻava pālagi is distinct from other comestibles given 

its alcoholic content—its niniva properties—yet it was still adopted and adapted by Samoans 

over time. And so I choose to conclude this chapter with the testimonies of these two matai 

because they are reflective of the relationship many Samoans before them had with ʻava pālagi, 

and that their opinions echo the actions and motivations these Samoans held with regard to ʻava 

pālagi. Some saw the drink as threat to the FaʻaSāmoa, and still others saw it as a means to 

accessing the material mana of the pālagi for the betterment of the FaʻaSāmoa, insofar as that 

betterment meant more material wealth in the hands of Samoans themselves. Some even saw it 

as a means of active resistance to colonial law. Whatever their opinions may have been, or 

whatever their relationships to ʻava pālagi were, it is clear that many Samoans saw ʻava pālagi 

as more than a drink. Tufele’s voice echoes the sentiment of matai like Mālietoa and Pogai, who 

sought to restrict Samoan access to ʻava pālagi on the grounds that it would undermine the fabric 

of the nuʻu, and thusly undermine the FaʻaSāmoa itself. Like Tufele, these leaders held anxieties 

 
386 Hard liquor was not legally accessible by Samoans in American Sāmoa until the early 1970s.  
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about the potential threat ʻava pālagi posed to their way of life, and to that of their “children.” 

Still others, like Tea, drew links between ʻava pālagi and the material mana of the pālagi, 

recognizing full well the role ʻava pālagi played in entertaining pālagi guests. Granted, Tea and 

Mulitauaopele had very different forms of entertainment in mind—I do not intend to argue that 

Mulitauaopele had any intention of recreating the Beach in the Eastern District of Tutuila—but it 

stands to reason that the two, different though their lives and experiences were, recognized that 

ʻava pālagi had a role to play in ingratiating pālagi, and their material wealth, into Sāmoa. Like 

Taʻisi Nelson, Mulitauaopele sought to take the racialized prohibition legislation head on, 

recognizing full well the ways in which limiting Samoan access to liquor was tantamount to 

shutting them out of the social circles that dictated much of the business and governance in 

Sāmoa during the colonial eras.  
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Chapter 4: Sapasui—Chop Suey:  

Labor Migration, Race, and Transnational Food Culture in Sāmoa 
 

Ah Soon, Chinese Merchant 

The sign on the front read: “CHINESE MERCHANT.” The shelves inside were stocked 

with the all the “usual items”—perhaps some tinned meat, tobacco, and fresh produce when he 

could find it. The store’s proprietor, Ah Soon, also stocked German foodstuffs. Before arriving in 

Apia, Ah Soon spent five years aboard a German cruiser, and later worked as the personal cook 

to Wilhelm Solf, Governor of German Samoa. When he set up shop just down the road from the 

Apia courthouse where many of Sāmoa’s German colonial officials worked, Ah Soon knew to 

keep a steady supply of salted salmon in stock. In 1903, however, new customers found their 

way to Ah Soon’s store, prompting the “Chinese Merchant” to tap into a familiar market. Before 

long, Ah Soon had enough steady business from Chinese patrons that his shelves became stocked 

with foods like salted duck (腊鸭/ 臘鴨/ laap aap), Chinese sausage (腊肠/ 臘腸/ lap cheong), 

salted fish (广东咸鱼/ 廣東鹹魚 / haam yu), dried lily blossoms (金针菜/金針菜/gum jum choi), 

pickled turnips (chung choi), black fermented beans (黑豆豆豉/ 黑豆豆豉/ douchi), melon seeds 

(瓜子 / gua zi), and salted duck eggs (鹹鴨蛋/咸鸭蛋/haam daan).387   

 
387 Nancy Y.W. Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, 1875-1985 (Apia, Western Samoa: Western Samoa Historical 
and Cultural Trust, 1986), p. 42-43; For more on Ah Soon, who later owned several businesses in Sāmoa, including 
a taxi service and a tailoring company, see: “The Chinese Arch,” Samoanische Zeitung 19:20, 17 May 1919, 4; “Page 
4 Advertisements, Column 1” Samoanische Zeitung 26:10, 5 March 1926, p. 4; “Page 4 Advertisements Column 1.” 
Samoanische Zeitung 29:40, 4 October 1929, p. 4; Note: As often as possible, this chapter will present simplified 
Chinese, traditional Chinese, and romanization for Chinese terms. The parentheses in this sentence reflect that 
order. The romanized Chinese terms used are either commonly known spellings as garnered through research of 
Chinese cookbooks containing romanized spellings, or romanizations borrowed from pinyin, Jyutping, or other 
romanization systems depending on availability. Given the fact that the vast majority of Sāmoa’s Chinese residents 
were Cantonese speakers, the romanized terms selected reflect Cantonese pronunciation of food terms and other 
terms wherever possible.  
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Like Ah Soon and the foods he stocked, nearly every Chinese laborer in Sāmoa came 

from Southeast China, in the region known by many pālagi at the time as “Canton,” but which is 

widely known today as Guangzhou. Recruited to fill a pressing demand for labor in Sāmoa’s 

exploding plantation economy, these peoples brought with them a range of hopes and 

expectations. Many knew their time in Sāmoa would be short—a temporary means to make 

money that they could take back home to their families—while others dreamt of long lives in the 

islands, far away from the poverty and conflict of home. Very few of them found what they were 

looking for. Money was short, working conditions were difficult, and the treatment they received 

by pālagi, Samoan, and even fellow Chinese overseers was often inhumane.  

For many, respite only came during the evenings, with work behind them and a few hours 

to spare before ‘lights out.’ During these little moments, Sāmoa’s Chinese laborers gathered 

together in their meager living quarters to cook, and to eat. Sometimes, food and dishes were 

scarce—perhaps only some rice and cabbage in a shared bowl that was passed around from 

person to person. On other occasions, when they had saved up enough to purchase some 

kitchenware and the occasional specialty item from Ah Soon’s store, meals were more 

substantive.388 Regardless, these occasions of cooking and eating became fond memories amidst 

scores of more difficult ones. Many of these memories are contained in Nancy Tom’s seminal 

work on Sāmoa’s Chinese laborers, The Chinese in Western Samoa, as well as a preceding 

unpublished manuscript, which hold several firsthand accounts of early-twentieth century 

plantation life in Sāmoa. Oddly enough, of all the memories of food and food culture shared with 

Tom by Chinese elders in Sāmoa, none mention Sāmoa’s most famous ‘Chinese’ dish: sapasui. 

Then again, this might not be odd at all. 

 
388 Nancy Y.W. Tom, “A Story of the Chinese in Western Samoa,” Unpublished Manuscript (Apia, Western Sāmoa: 
Unpublished, 1973), University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa Hawaiian and Pacific Collections, pp. 5-10. 
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When I first tried sapasui, I was surprised by its principal ingredients, which seemed to 

me to be different from most other staple Samoan dishes. The dish is comprised of cellophane 

noodles, or “long rice” (粉丝/ 粉絲/ fensi), which are stir-fried with soy sauce, along with 

varying meat and vegetable ingredients that can include any combination of pīsupo (canned 

corned beef), chicken, cabbage, peas, carrots, or tomatoes, among other items. Which I inquired 

about its origins, I was told that sapasui was taumafa Saina, or “Chinese food,” brought to 

Sāmoa by Chinese laborers. However, I was also told that the dish was a Samoan version of 

‘Chop Suey,’ which is not necessarily a ‘Chinese’ dish. As this chapter will show, ‘Chop Suey,’ 

along with most of the cuisine that falls under the umbrella of ‘Chinese food,’ as understood by 

non-Chinese, is, in fact, an invention. Rather than being ‘brought over’ from China, ‘Chinese 

food,’ as much of the world knows it, was deliberately curated by Chinese migrants during the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the vast majority of whom came from the 

Cantonese-speaking communities throughout Southeast China’s Pearl River Delta region.389 So, 

how, then, did sapasui come to be a staple Samoan dish, and what can its potential points of 

origin tell us about histories of migration, labor, and transnational food culture in Sāmoa?  

These are the questions that frame this chapter. In seeking to answer them, I begin with 

an exploration of the origins of Chinese indentured laborers in Sāmoa and the ways in which 

their experiences were linked with food. This section will show that food served as a primary 

 
389 A note on the terms “settler,” “migrant” and “migration”: I have found it difficult to properly articulate a 
characterization of Chinese laborers and their movement beyond the term “Chinese laborer,” especially given the 
fact that most of these people made difficult decisions to leave home under great financial and familial pressures, 
and were often lied to or misled about their payment and working conditions. As such, the word “immigrant,” 
which might connote a greater willingness to leave one’s home or perhaps a more solidified notion of their 
intentions to live in Sāmoa permanently, does not seem ideal. For those who remained in Sāmoa permanently, 
“settler” feels more appropriate, and “migrant” likewise feels more appropriate when speaking of the group as a 
whole given that most intended to return to China eventually. “Migration,” therefore, feels best when speaking of 
the movement of Chinese peoples from China to Sāmoa. With that, I ask readers to please forgive any 
unintentionally misguided characterizations. 
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motivating factor in their decisions to work in Sāmoa, as a fulcrum for pacing their daily 

activities and routines, and as a material legacy of the introductions and innovations they made to 

Samoan culture. I then consider the broader global history of Chinese labor migration and its 

implications for the origin of ‘Chinese food’ as it is known throughout much of the world. This 

section details the wide and varied composition of ‘Chop Suey’ as evidence of the fact that 

sapasui’s composition may be a homespun Samoan creation as much as any ‘authentic’ kind of 

taumafa Saina. The chapter’s third section shines a light on the relationship between Samoans 

and Chinese laborers, which involved a good deal of tension, but not without a greater deal of 

union and kinship. The section attempts to underscore the volume of Samoan-Chinese 

intermarriage as evidence of the adoption of Chinese into Samoan families, which suggests a 

willingness to adopt aspects of Chinese culture and food culture as well. The fourth section 

offers an origin theory of sapasui as part of Samoan cuisine, arguing that its arrival in Samoa 

combines aspects of the previous three sections, before concluding with reflections of the legacy 

of Chinese migrants and settlers in Sāmoa and contemporary conflicts between Samoans and 

more recent Chinese migrants and settlers. 

龍 

來 

千 

里 

or 

Dragon, come, thousand, miles 

or 

“The Chinese Came from Afar” 

 

The Origins of Chinese Labor in Sāmoa 

 

 1903 is often given as the origin of Sāmoa’s Chinese settlers due to the first landing of 

Chinese laborers in Sāmoa during that year, but Sāmoa had Chinese settlers as far back as the 

1870s. An 1880 census report shows that at least 12 Chinese and three British subjects of 
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Chinese descent lived in the Municipality of Apia during that year.390 Most of these early 

Chinese residents were involved in Sāmoa’s budding merchant economy, staffing and sometimes 

owning and operating stores, inns, and restaurants that serviced the crews of whaling and 

shipping vessels that frequented Apia’s shore. The 1880 census lists an “Ah Hing” as owning 

and operating a pub and boarding house in Matafele, as well as a store in Apia. An “Ah Wing” is 

listed as a store owner in Matautu, not far from another store owned by a man named “Lautar.” 

The census listed most of these men as housing other Chinese residents, suggesting that Chinese-

owned businesses looking for Chinese employees were primarily responsible for supporting the 

sustained residency of most of Sāmoa’s first Chinese settlers.  

In his work on the history of the Chinese in Sāmoa, historian A.S. Noa Siaosi cites 

primary records detailing the lives of three of Sāmoa’s earliest Chinese residents; Ah Sue, Ah 

Ching, and Ah Mu.391 According to Siaosi, Ah Sue came to Sāmoa by way of the infamous 

Captain “Bully” Hayes, who had hired Ah Sue to work as a cook on his ship. Ah Sue settled in 

Sāmoa for good in 1876, and eventually opened up his own restaurant and a two-story store.392 

Siaosi cites Nancy Tom in detailing the life of Ah Ching. According to Tom, Ah Ching also 

came to Sāmoa after a career at sea, and eventually opened his own store, where he sold tins of 

salmon, flour, and ground ʻava, among other foodstuffs. Ah Ching’s business was successful 

 
390 “Census List of Foreigners Residing in the Municipality of Apia,” The Samoa Times, February 7, 1880; According 
to Keesing, only five Chinese lived in American Sāmoa during the 1930s when he conducted his fieldwork, and they 
were all U.S. Naval personnel. This chapter focus primarily on Sāmoa’s western four islands, where most of the 
archipelago’s Chinese lived due to the agribusiness focus of the German and later New Zealand colonial 
administrations. See: Keesing, Modern Samoa, 41. 
391 A.S. Noa Siaosi, “Catching the Dragon’s Tail: The Impact of the Chinese in Sāmoa,” MA Thesis, University of 
Canterbury, 2010, p. 25; Note that Siaosi incorrectly states that these men were Sāmoa’s “only” three Chinese 
residents as of 1880, evidently unaware of the aforementioned census record. 
392 Ibid; See also: S. Smith, The Samoa (NZ) Expeditionary Force 1914-1915: An account based on official records of 
the Seizure and Occupation by New Zealand of the German Islands of Western Samoa (Wellington, NZ/Aotearoa: 
1924), 107; For more on Bully Hayes, Louis Becke, Concerning ‘Bully’ Hayes (London, UK: T. Fisher Unwin, 1902), 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/24998/24998-h/24998-h.htm.  
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enough that he was able to open two additional stores in Apia, as well as a bakery. He eventually 

became one of Sāmoa’s most successful business leaders, along with H.J. Moors and G.E.L. 

Westbrook, among others.393 Ah Mu also arrived in Sāmoa due to his maritime work, but 

likewise settled in Sāmoa and went into business selling foodstuffs, known for selling fresh 

milk.394 

That these earliest Chinese settlers in Sāmoa were so integrally involved in the food 

industry, modest though it was given Sāmoa’s small foreign population, cannot be understated. 

The prevalence of Chinese-owned stores, inns, and restaurants emphasizes the role of Chinese 

settlers in shaping Sāmoa’s precolonial economy, while also pointing toward their importance as 

importers of foreign foods. Take again the example of Ah Soon, who arrived in Sāmoa in 1899 

and set up shop shortly thereafter, selling the aforementioned Southeastern Chinese food 

products.395 Initially, these foods were likely not purchased in bulk or brought in consistently, 

but rather specifically imported little by little to provide Sāmoa’s handful of Chinese residents 

with tastes of home. However, with the arrival of Chinese laborers in 1903, the presence of 

Chinese imported foodstuffs in Sāmoa’s grocery stores increased, thus establishing Sāmoa, and 

Apia, specifically, as an early site of international cuisine, which became integral to the eventual 

adoption of sapasui as a Samoan staple.  

With the 1899 Tripartite Convention and the subsequent partitioning of the Samoan 

archipelago into two polities, Sāmoa’s agribusiness activity increased markedly, especially in 

what was then called “German Samoa” and specifically concerning the production of copra. 

Copra had been a part of Sāmoa’s plantation economy since the 1850’s, but manufacturing 

 
393 Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, p. 40. 
394 Ibid, 42. 
395 Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, 43. 
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increased each decade thereafter, and by 1900, Governor Solf recognized that copra would be 

Sāmoa’s greatest economic contribution to the German Empire.396 Increased agricultural activity 

required more plantation laborers, and while planters attempted to solicit Samoan laborers, 

ultimately Samoans favored working their own lands and saw little need for wages given their 

satisfaction with the economy of the matai system.397 In the late nineteenth century, before the 

advent of German colonialism but during the thick of German agribusiness, plantation labor 

recruitment centered on Oceania, which continued into the German colonial era. According to 

Meleisea, between 1867 and 1913, at least 10,321 Indigenous Oceanian laborers were brought to 

Sāmoa from parts of Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands, Kiribati, the Cook 

Islands. Many of them were only teenagers when they decided to take work in Sāmoa (or their 

families decided for them), motivated by, among other factors, food. Prospective recruits were 

promised a steady supply of food, including “new food” like tinned meat, rice, biscuits, tea, and 

refined sugar.398 

However, this labor pool alone could not sustain the rapidly expanding number of 

plantations in the colony. As such, planters pressed then-Governor of German Samoa Wilhelm 

Solf to recruit laborers from China, which by the early twentieth century had begun supplying 

much of the world’s manual labor, as will be explored later in this chapter. However, to do so, 

Solf had to repeal a twenty-year-old ban on Chinese settlement, which was ironic given the fact 

that it was pālagi consuls representing the German, British, and American empires who, in 1880, 

 
396 Peter Hempenstall, “Lauaki versus the Solf System,” in Peter Hempenstall, Pacific Islanders Under German Rule: 
A Study in the Meaning of Colonial Resistance (Canberra, AUS: ANU Press, 1978); See again, Droessler, “Copra 
World,” which states that by 1890, copra came to dominate Sāmoa’s crop export market. 
397 See: G.E.L. Westbrook, “Pros and Cons regarding the Chinese Labour Question in Samoa,” (MS-Papers-5498-2, 
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington), p. 1, as seen in Siaosi, “Catching the Dragon’s Tail,” p. 10. 
398 Meleisea, “The Last Days of the Melanesian Labour Trade in Western Samoa,”: 129. Meleisea adds that these 
laborers also used food to ingratiate themselves into Samoan families, providing food gifts to the parents of 
Samoan women who they courted. 
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pressed Mālietoa Laupepa, then-acting ‘King’ of Sāmoa, to issue a permanent ban on Chinese 

immigration to Sāmoa.399 While this “ban” did not prevent some Chinese settlement, such as that 

of Ah Soon who came to Sāmoa after the ban as part of a German shipping crew, it did limit it 

significantly, and it certainly prevented the kind of large-scale immigration of Chinese to Sāmoa 

that would be necessary to satisfy planter demands.400 

Before long, however, the demand for plantation laborers was too great, and Solf 

overturned the Laupepa ordinance, granting the German firm Deutsche Samoa-Gesellschaft 

exclusive privilege to bring Chinese laborers into Sāmoa to work on its copra plantations.401 In 

March of 1903, 289 laborers from the present-day city of Shantou in Guangdong arrived in Apia 

on the S.S. Decima.402 Eventually, multiple firms, including those whose owners were not 

German citizens or subjects, began recruiting Chinese laborers. In the first ten years of 

recruitment, when the western four islands of the archipelago were still a German colony, at least 

3,868 laborers were brought to the colony from China.403 Though the practice was suspended 

during the military occupation of the former German Sāmoa by New Zealand military forces 

between 1914 and 1920, the practice resumed thereafter, when at least 3,116 Chinese laborers 

were brought to Sāmoa between 1920 and 1934. 

 

Life, Labor, and Food amongst Sāmoa’s Chinese Laborers 

 

 
399 “Laws made by the King and Government of Samoa,” Samoa Times and South Sea Gazette 4:171, November 6, 
1880, p. 2; It is important to note that this restriction was designed by the pālagi consuls in Sāmoa and signed by 
Mālietoa Laupepa, and that all parties involved had various reasons for wanting to restrict further Chinese 
immigration to Sāmoa, most of which were xenophobic in nature. 
400 Through direct appeals to Governor Solf, many of the aforementioned Chinese free settlers received permission 
to stay in Sāmoa under a special protected status, and due primarily to their contributions to Sāmoa’s economy. 
401 Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, 3. Readers should note that there were also American- and British-owned 
copra firms in Sāmoa, as well Samoan-owned firms, such as that of Taʻisi O.F. Nelson. Though classified as 
“European,” Taʻisi identified as Samoan as well, and owned a copra firm that recruited Chinese laborers. See: 
O’Brien, Tautai. 
402 Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, 1875-1985, 3. 
403 Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, 36.  
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The story of one Chinese laborer, a man named Won Li who arrived in Sāmoa in 1934, 

reflects those shared by the nearly 7,000 laborers who migrated from China to Sāmoa between 

1903 and 1934, and exemplifies the ways in which laborers were recruited to Sāmoa, why they 

ultimately chose to go, and what their lives were like upon arrival. Born and raised in Taishan 

(alternatively romanized as Toisan, which is closer to the Cantonese pronunciation) in present-

day Guangdong, Won Li was the son of a rice-farming family. Most of the Chinese laborers who 

came to Sāmoa were from Cantonese- and Hakka-speaking regions of present-day Guangdong 

and Fujian in Southeast China, as well as Hong Kong, and most were, like Won Li, attempting to 

escape poverty and achieve financial independence. Won Li’s family was large, and he cited a 

lack of food as a primary motivation for looking for work outside the family farm. It was in early 

1934 that a Chinese recruiter came to Won Li’s village from Hong Kong, representing the British 

firm of Crance McArthur & Co., who were themselves contracted by the New Zealand colonial 

government in Sāmoa. The recruiter not only promised Won Li more food than he was 

accustomed to, but also the prospect of marriage with “handsome brown-skinned Samoan 

belles,” a life of ease “under the swaying fronds of stately coconut palms,” a line of work that 

was “not very hard,” and most of all, “the opportunity to save money.”404 One German recruiter 

based in Hong Kong “displayed posters of a Samoan drawing a rickshaw in which sat a Chinese 

coolie [a derogatory term for a laborer] fanned by Samoan women,” and “scenes of cheering 

receptions accorded to Chinese labourers landing in Samoa by Chinese women.”405 Such 

 
404 Tom, “A Story of the Chinese in Western Samoa,” p. 5. 
405 Ben Featunaʻi Liuaʻana, “Dragons in Little Paradise: Chinese (Mis-) Fortunes in Samoa, 1900-1950,” Journal of 
Pacific History 32:1 (June, 1997): 29-48, p. 31. 
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recruiting tactics were typical, not only in the recruitment of Chinese laborers to Sāmoa, but to 

other parts of Oceania, as projections of ‘paradise’ proved an alluring marketing tactic.406 

When the recruiter presented Won Li with the terms of conditions, he saw that he would 

be paid two shillings per day, which would be roughly £2.50 or US$3.50 in contemporary 

currency, but he would also be provided with free quarters, hence the ability to save money. 

While he would have to purchase his own food, Won Li was promised free rice and doctor’s 

visits. If he wanted to change employers, the recruiter promised, he only needed to give seven 

days’ notice and arrangements would be made for him to work on a different plantation. 

Moreover, at the end of his one-year contract, Won Li could either remain in Sāmoa, granted that 

the colonial government of Sāmoa allowed it, or be repatriated to Taishan. Ultimately, the money 

earned in Sāmoa dwarfed anything he might make in Taishan, and given the lack of food at home 

and the burden that his continued residence with his family placed on them, Won Li signed on 

the dotted line. Life in Sāmoa, it would turn out, was much different than advertised. 

After spending three weeks at sea with limited food rations, Won Li’s ship arrived in 

Apia. Once ashore, Won Li and hundreds of his compatriots filed into a two-story government 

building just steps from the wharf, where they were inspected by government agents who 

checked their passports and the contents of their bags. They were then assigned to their 

employers, one of many pālagi waiting at the wharf to take them to the plantations where they 

would spend their time in Sāmoa living and working. After meeting with his employer, Won Li 

was directed to a large loading truck along with some thirty other men, and the group soon 

departed for the plantation. On the drive, Won Li noted trees, flowers, and other plants he had 

 
406 See: Ronald Takaki, Pau Hana: Plantation Life and Labor in Hawaii, 1835-1920 (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1983). 
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never seen before. He noticed several stores along the street, tucked in between many large, 

grandiose churches. Before long, he saw Samoan fale, and several Samoans in and around them. 

Finally, the truck slowed, and Won Li noticed more and more trees with large, red pods hanging 

from its branches, and eventually saw rows of wooden, Western-style houses. He had arrived on 

a cocoa plantation owned by the colonial government. 

Won Li was lucky—while many of his fellow laborers shared a small room of only about 

10 by 12 feet, he was given a room to himself, though it contained no furniture. He did not have 

time to worry about the room, however, as his work began immediately the next day at 6 o’clock 

in the morning. He was managed by a Chinese foreman, who instructed him on how to weed and 

tame plants around the cocoa trees, how to prune younger trees, how to recognize mature pods 

from younger pods, and how to extract and dry the seeds. It was grueling work and in hot, humid 

conditions. While he received a one-hour lunch break beginning at noon, he went back to work 

until 5:30 PM, working a nine-and-a-half-hour workday on average.  

Though he would eventually find familiarity and fellowship in food, Won Li’s culinary 

and dietary life in Sāmoa got off to a rough start. 30 years before his arrival, in then-German 

Sāmoa, Chinese laborers received a monthly helping of 850 grams of rice, 120 grams of fresh 

meat or fish (or salted meat or fish), 15 grams of lard, and 15 grams of tea per person. Each 

worker also received 1 rice bowl and 1 pair of chopsticks. However, under the New Zealand 

government, workers were required to buy their own food, with the exception of rice, as well as 

their own cooking and eating utensils. Initially, Won Li had to borrow cookware and utensils 

from fellow laborers, and struggled find time to cook his meals, especially in the early mornings 

and afternoon lunch hours, when his time for cooking was limited. Though the promise of two 
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shillings per day had seemed like a lot when he was first recruited, he quickly found that they did 

not stretch far.  

However, he eventually formed a kind of ‘food community’ with three fellow laborers, 

and each took turns cooking, purchasing food, and providing dishes to share, and his daily meals 

soon took a familiar pattern. Morning breakfast was generally rice porridge, with lunches 

consisting of rice and vegetables. Dinner, which allowed greater time for cooking and eating, 

consisted of rice, vegetables, and a meat or fish. Each evening, Won Li’s food community 

alternated duties, with one cooking rice, another frying or stewing the meat or fish, and another 

preparing the vegetables, leaving a fourth and final member to boil water for tea. Before they 

were able to procure furniture, they simply squatted in a circle and ate together, discussing the 

events of the day, the plantation, and life back home in Southeastern China. Over time, Won Li’s 

food community became a small-scale subsistence agricultural community as well. With 

vegetables harder to come by, the four men cleared some space adjacent to their huts and planted 

several vegetables, including Chinese cabbage, mustard cabbage, tomatoes, cucumbers, beans, 

onions, and squash. This new food source allowed them to save money, and they were thusly 

able to purchase more quantities of meat, which was generally beef. 

The presence of farmed vegetables also left them with additional money to purchase 

meals and foods from the Chinese restaurants and general stores in Apia’s town square. Won Li 

was a regular visitor at a general store owned by Fred Wong, who had come to take Ah Soon’s 

place as one of the more reliable importers of Chinese foods following the latter’s death in 

1932.407 Wong was the son of one of Sāmoa’s earliest Chinese residents, having himself been 

born in Sāmoa and fluent in Samoan, Cantonese, and English. Wong’s store was not only a place 

 
407 Obituaries, Samoa Herald 29 February 1932. See also: Tom, “A Story of the Chinese in Western Samoa,” 43. 
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of food exchange, but of communal exchange as well. Several laborers visited Wong’s store to 

ask him questions about Sāmoa in an effort to better understand their new surroundings. Wong 

also taught English classes on the weekends and helped laborers fill out forms to send 

remittances to their families in China. Food, however, was what brought most of Sāmoa’s 

Chinese residents to Wong’s store. Among other items, Wong sold soy sauce, dried shrimps, 

bean curd, and, perhaps most pertinent to the present chapter, the cellophane noodles that would 

become the principal ingredient in Samoan sapasui.408  

 

炒 

雜 

碎 

or 

Stir-fried, Jumbled, Fragments 

or 

“Chop Suey” 

 

The Roots of Chinese Labor Migration 

 

 Before approaching the adoption of sapasui as a staple of Samoan cuisine, it is important 

to first trace the origins of the dish from which it draws its name and inspiration. Anne 

Mendelson’s 2016 book, Chow Chop Suey: Food and the Chinese American Journey, traces the 

roots of “Chop Suey” all the way back to 1644. This is not because 1644 marked the dish’s 

creation, but because it was the year that marked the invasion of Han China by non-Han Manchu 

invaders who seized China’s imperial throne and formed the Qing dynasty; a critical turning 

point that would eventually lead to Chinese migration throughout the world, which would in turn 

give way to the global proliferation of “Chop Suey.” 

 
408 Tom, “A Story of the Chinese in Western Samoa,” p. 5-10. 
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Beijing-based Qing authorities spent the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 

working to shore up their empire and corral its inhabitants, and were especially focused on 

regulating contact and trade with non-Chinese. However, they were particularly challenged by 

the peoples of Guangdong and Fujian. Long before the establishment of the Qing dynasty, and 

even long before the preeminence of the previous Ming dynasty, Guangdong and Fujian’s 

peoples established trading outposts throughout much of Southeast Asia while developing unique 

cultures and languages that blended successive waves of Han Chinese settlers.409 Aided by their 

geographical proximity to the Zhu Jiang, or Pearl River, the peoples of Guangdong were 

especially well positioned to engage with the European traders that proliferated Southeastern 

China from the onset of the Qing dynasty’s establishment, often evading Qing attempts to limit 

their interaction with any non-Chinese peoples.410 

By the early nineteenth century, trade between non-Chinese and Chinese merchants 

increased, especially between British merchants looking to purchase silk, porcelain, and other 

products highly sought after by Europeans, and Chinese merchants looking to import opium, 

which many Chinese were quickly becoming addicted to. Guangdong, and especially its port city 

of Guangzhou (then widely known as “Canton”) was the point exchange between these 

merchants, due in large part to the Qing dynasty’s gradual realization that Pearl River Delta 

peoples were too effective in evading Qing trade regulations. When the Qing emperor moved to 

halt the importation of opium, war broke out.411 The First Opium war came to an end with the 

 
409 See: Chin-keong Ng, Boundaries and Beyond: China's Maritime Southeast in Late Imperial Times (Singapore: 
National University of Singapore Press, 2017). 
410 Anne Mendelson, “Origins: The Toisan—California Pipeline,” in Anne Mendelson, Chow Chop Suey: Food and the 
Chinese American Journey (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016): 7-23. 
411 See: Stephen R. Platt, Imperial Twilight: the Opium War and the End of China's Last Golden Age (New York: 
Knopf Press, 2018); Song-Chuan Chen, Merchants of War and Peace: British Knowledge of China in the Making of 
the Opium War (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2017). 
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Treaty of Nanjing, which held major concessions for the victorious British Empire that allowed 

them to continue trading in China. In addition, the treaty also stimulated the migration of 

Chinese laborers, who were sometimes forced or coerced.412 

 

‘Chinese Food’ and Seung Bahnfat Ideology 

The relevance of these earlier histories to that of China’s Samoan laborers and to the 

origin of sapasui lies in the fact that Guangdong and Fujian accounted for “the lion’s share of 

emigration from China to the rest of the world until after World War II,” including to Sāmoa, 

and as a result, these peoples came to shape what much of the world knows to be ‘Chinese 

food.’413 However, clarification is not as easy as stating that ‘Chinese food’ is actually 

‘Cantonese food’ or ‘Pearl River Delta food,’ because ‘Chinese food’ is, as Mendelson puts it, a 

“construct.”414 

According to Mendelson, ‘Chinese food’ was born out of necessity and predicated upon 

an ancestral ideology called 想办法, or “xiang banfa” in Mandarin romanization and “seung 

bahnfat” in Cantonese romanization.415 Mendelson translates seung bahnfat as “find a solution” 

or “come up with a plan,” and she frames this term as an ethos that is “completely personified” 

by the Pearl River Delta Cantonese.416 It was seung bahnfat ideology, Mendelson says, that 

prompted Pearl River Delta Cantonese peoples to defy Ming and later Qing regulations 

restricting immigration and foreign interaction to pursue trading opportunities throughout 

Southeast Asia. It was likewise an ignorance of seung bahnfat ideology that prompted the Qing 

 
412 See: Ng, “The Amoy Riots of 1852: Coolie Emigration and Sino-British Relations” in Ng, Boundaries and Beyond, 
pp. 316-341; Evelyn Hu-Dehart, “Chinese Coolie Labor in Cuba in the Nineteenth Century: Free Labor of 
Neoslavery,” Contributions in Black Studies: A Journal of African and Afro-American Studies 12 (1994): 38-54. 
413 Ibid, 8. 
414 Mendelson, Chow Chop Suey, 100.  
415 These romanizations are taken directly from Mendelson’s work. 
416 Mendelson, Chow Chop Suey, xv, 11. 
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and other outsiders to label Pearl River Delta Cantonese as “congenital liars and lawbreakers,” 

even while marveling at their seeming “genius for improvisation and imitation in new 

surroundings.”417  

For a time, the Pearl River Delta Cantonese utilized seung bahnfat to navigate the 

“Canton system” during the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, which was a system 

characterized by stringent regulations on local trading with foreign vessels that was “dependent 

on incessant supervision by numberless functionaries.” Among these numberless functionaries 

were many Pearl River Delta Cantonese who, among other roles, acted as intermediaries 

supplying Western ship captains and their crews with food and other provisions as they awaited 

their opportunity to offload and load their trade goods, including foods that were prepared for 

Western tastes.418 By the mid-nineteenth century, Pearl River Delta Cantonese faced 

unprecedented challenges brought on by the Opium Wars, successive flooding that destroyed 

soil, multiple failed rice harvests, and a massive influx of northern Hakka-speaking peoples that 

only further exacerbated a preexisting overpopulation in the area. Yet again, seung bahnfat 

ideology aided them in finding a solution, which for many came in the form of seeking 

opportunities abroad.419 

 
417 Ibid, 11. 
418 Ibid, 12. Mendelson discusses the roles of cohong, or merchants, and compradors, or performers of menial 
albeit crucial tasks, both of which were filled by Pearl River Delta Cantonese. See also: Wang Gungwu, "Merchants 
without Empires: The Hokkien Sojourning Communities" in Tracy, ed., The Rise of Merchant Empires (Cambridge 
University Press, 1990): 400-422; E.N. Anderson, Everyone Eats: Understanding Food and Culture (New York 
University Press, 2014); B. Ward, "Varieties of the Conscious Model: The Fishermen of South China" in Michael 
Benton, ed., The Relevance of Models for Social Anthropology (London: Taylor & Francis, 2004): 113-137. 
Collectively, these sources explore notions of “Chinese” and “Chineseness” and the kinds of flexibility and 
improvisation explored by Mendelson. 
419 Please note that this statement is not to suggest that all Chinese laborers made the decision to pursue 
opportunities abroad without force or coercion. Even those who did go willingly, countless lies, exaggerations, and 
broken promises mired their experiences and left them feeling duped by laborer recruiters. See Mendelson’s 
fourth chapter, “Road to Chinatown,” which opens with thoughtful reflection on the nature of Chinese laborers as 
“emigrants” or “immigrants” and the issues with using those terms. 
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Often referred to as “coolies,” a derogatory term which can be traced back to another 

pejorative describing Indian laborers in British colonies, Chinese laborers worked on plantations 

across the globe, including parts of South America, Central America, North America, the 

Caribbean, and, of course, Oceania.420 One of the largest communities of Chinese in the world 

developed in San Francisco beginning in the mid-nineteenth century running concomitant with 

the California Gold Rush. Limited in where they were legally allowed to own property and 

business due to a series of exclusionary laws, San Francisco’s Chinese developed a “Chinatown” 

district, which became a hub for Chinese, and especially Guangdong/Pearl River Delta culture, 

including food. San Francisco’s Chinatown, and its relatively younger counterpart in New York 

City, were initially labeled with a range of racist and xenophobic stereotypes. While opium use, 

prostitution, and crime were present in Chinatowns, these aspects were vastly overblown by U.S. 

media, whose stories proliferated throughout the world through connected media outlets and 

established global stereotypes relating to Chinese people, and these stereotypes carried over to 

Chinese food as well. According to Mendelson, “Some people hinted that Chinese food was 

tainted with all manner of filth—if not snakes, cats, and vermin, then probably opium masked by 

heavy seasonings.”421 

By the 1890s, ‘Chinese food’ had become a kind of haute cuisine throughout much of the 

Western world, and by the early twentieth century it was said that “every American city of 

respectable size has its chop suey restaurant,” in addition to cities like Liverpool, Melbourne, and 

 
420 See: Persia Crawford Campbell, Chinese Coolie Emigration to Countries within the British Empire (London: P.S. 
Kind and Son, Ltd., 1923); Shawn Schwaller, “Chinese Coolies and the California Gold Rush,” in Russell M. Lawson 
and Benjamin A. Lawson, eds. Race and Ethnicity in America: From Pre-Contact to the Present - Volume 2: 
Independence through the Civil War (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2019): pp. 42-44; Watt Stewart, Chinese 
Bondage in Per: A History of the Chinese Coolie in Peru, 1849-1874 (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1970); Peter 
Henry Cahill, Chinese Coolies in Kaiser Wilhelmsland (unidentified publisher, 1973), University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 
Hawaiian and Pacific Collections. 
421 Mendelson, Chow Chop Suey, 77. 
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Paris, and largely due to a growing novelty assigned to Chinese food that aroused curious eaters 

across the world.422 In one 1898 piece first published in the Illustrated American but reprinted in 

another Christchurch (NZ/Aotearoa) newspaper, the Lyttelton Times, it was said that “A Chinese 

dinner is the most civilised dinner in the world,” offering not only food but ambiance as well, 

including “Chinese lanterns,” a round “banquet” table, “ivory chopsticks,” “dainty little cups and 

bowls,” and “never a knife or fork in sight.”423 At Chinese restaurants throughout world, eaters 

could expect to encounter new textures, such as the “strange opaline tangle of gelatinous shreds,” 

new fragrances, such as the “perfume of flowers,” and even new sights, like “little honey-

coloured globes of pungent sweetness the size of the tip of one’s thumb.”424 New sounds, 

including “Chinese” songs played and sung by “orchestras and professional singers,” were also a 

part of the “Chinese food” dining experience for many patrons.425 

However, ‘Chinese food’ was not necessarily an ‘authentic’ reproduction of cuisines 

found in China, nor was it a direct manifestation of the Pearl River Delta food culture brought by 

Chinese laborers. As Mendelson described it, the ‘Chinese food’ that much of the world knows 

today is “a deliberate, audience-targeted construct whose general outlines took shape between 

the mid-1890s and about 1910.”426 This deliberate construction was not merely an effort to make 

money, but also a tool through which Chinese laborers could secure their resident statuses after 

their labor contracts expired. Maintaining eligibility to work and live in many Western nation-

 
422 “How Chop Suey is Made: Famous Delicacy that is becoming a Popular Dish in the United States,” Bruce Herald 
39:128, 14 April 1903; Dr. Wu Lien-Teh, “A Chinese Dining Table: A New Way of Eating Chinese Food,” Peking 
Gazette, 21 January 1916, p. 6; See also: Mendelson, Chow Chop Suey, 100; The Liverpool Chinatown Business 
Association, “The History of Chinatown” online resource: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20100124032329/http://web.ukonline.co.uk/lcba/ba/history.html (last accessed, 
February 2021). 
423 “A Chinese Dinner in New York,” Lyttelton Times XCIX:11467, 3 January 1898. 
424 Ibid. 
425 Lien-Teh, “A Chinese Dining Table,” Peking Gazette, 21 January 1916. 
426 Mendelson, Chow Chop Suey, 100. 
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states was extremely difficult. Buoyed by “Yellow Peril” xenophobia and racism, many Western 

nation-states passed exclusionary acts against Chinese immigration.427 ‘Chinese food’ was thusly 

an extremely important tool for many Chinese aiming to maintain residency abroad. 

 

The Many Variations of ‘Chop Suey’ 

 

Before long, ‘Chop Suey’ became the standard bearer of ‘Chinese food,’ so much so that 

the two terms became almost interchangeable.428 However, ‘Chop Suey’s’ general 

characteristics—chopped meat, chopped vegetables, and a sauce quickly stir-fried—left the door 

open for many variations and iterations. One article published in 1903, which referred to ‘Chop 

Suey’ the “national dish of China for at least 25 centuries” and “the chief attraction” of Chinese 

restaurants everywhere, gave the following recipe: 

 

One pound of moderately lean fresh pork, cut into pieces a quarter of an inch thick, half 

an inch wide and an inch long. Two chicken livers, chipped up to the size of dice, two 

chicken gizzards, cut into slices of a nickel, and each ring pinked with the lines almost 

meeting in the center. The heat of cooking causes the fibers to shrink, and converts the 

circle into a many-pointed star. A quarter of a pound of celery cut into slivers, a quarter 

of a pound of canned mushrooms, and a quarter of a pound of green peas, chopped string 

beans, asparagus tips, bean sprouts, or salsify. These are thrown into a frying-pan over a 

hot fire, covered with a cup of water, four tablespoonfuls of peanut oil, olive oil, or 

melted butter, a tablespoonful of chopped onion, half a clove of garlic, grated salt, white 

pepper and red pepper. If the fire is hot enough, these will cook in five minutes…In place 

of pork, mutton can be employed, while chicken liver and gizzard may be replaced by 

those of turkey. Some Chinese cooks use the Indian soy, which is sweeter. The effect can 

be imitated by adding a teaspoonful of Worcestershire sauce and another of brown sugar 

or a teaspoonful of molasses.429 

 

 
427 See: Kitty Calavita, “The Paradoxes of Race, Class, Identity, and ‘Passing’: Enforcing the Chinese Exclusion Acts, 
1882-1910,” Law & Social Inquiry 25:1 (2000), 1–40; Andrew Gyory, Closing the Gate: Race, Politics, and the 
Chinese Exclusion Act (Durham, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998); S. Wong & B. Wong, “Chinese 
Perceptions of American Democracy: Late Qing Observers and Their Experiences with the Chinese Exclusion Act,” 
Journal of American-East Asian Relations 27:4: 315–346. 
428 In many primary sources researched for this chapter, ‘Chop Suey restaurant’ was used almost as much as the 
term ‘Chinese restaurant.’ 
429 “How Chop Suey is Made,” Bruce Herald 39:128, 14 April 1903. 



 211 

The sheer scope and scale of the dish aside, it is clear from the substitutes offered that 

‘Chop Suey’ was an evolving dish that could be tinkered with despite its “25 century” history. In 

addition, its variation across time and space shows how much the dish could vary. Another 

recipe, offered just a year prior in New York World and reprinted by the Christchurch, New 

Zealand/Aotearoa-based Star newspaper, interviewed a man named “Fong,” the Chinese owner 

of a Chinatown, New York City-based restaurant, who said: 

 

We have so many kinds of dishes that it’s almost impossible to give a complete list. Of 

all these chop suey is the most in demand. Chop suey is composed of pork, celery, 

onions, noodles, and black beans—sometimes—when ordered—mushrooms. All these 

are chopped up together and fried. The gravy, blood-juice the customers call it, which 

goes with the chop suey, is made from the juice of black beans.430 

 

 Ultimately, ‘Chop Suey’ had no set recipe, and non-Chinese customers were much less 

concerned with the consistency of dishes than they were with “the novelty of the thing,” 

according to Fong. He told the New York World that he originally started a restaurant in Boston, 

which was generally only frequented by the city’s Chinese residents. “Now,” he said in 1902 

from his New York City restaurant, “we depend principally upon the Americans.” Fong also said 

that “many people” clearly came to his restaurant “just to say that they have dined in a Chinese 

restaurant,” and added that “sometimes a party that has never been in a Chinese restaurant will 

hire one of the guides, and he does the ordering and explains to them what the different dishes 

are made up of.”431 

It did not take long for the novelty of ‘Chinese food’ to reach Sāmoa. In 1921, prominent 

Apia-based merchant H.J. Moors wrote into the Samoanische Zeitung from Singapore while on 

business. Moors described Singapore’s Chinese restaurants as “covered with glit” and “when 

 
430 “Chinese Restaurants,” Star (Christchurch) 7405, 17 May 1902. 
431 Ibid. 
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these are in full operations with their fiddles, gongs, and cymbals going, the pandemonium is 

indescribable.”432 Moors described his time at one of these establishments, which seemed to be 

as much of an occasion or event as a meal. Moors and his companions arrived around 8:30 at 

night, beginning their meal with tea, “native liqueur,” biscuits, and water melon seeds, before 

selecting 20 to 30 “singing girls” from a list of 200, who quickly came to their table to 

perform—“nothing immodest,” Moors said.433 After the entertainment, some “twenty courses” 

were served, which Moors found to be “peculiar,” but “digestible,” before the night ended with 

“gambling games.”434 Moors’ editorial echoed the kind of travel-writing-journalism that littered 

newspapers throughout world, and undoubtedly found a captive audience in Sāmoa. 

In 1923, a “Chinese banquet” was held in Apia to honor the arrival of Western Samoa’s 

new colonial governor, General George Richardson, hosted by J.T. Lee, the Chinese Consul for 

Samoa. The banquet was attended by the U.S. and French consuls and their families, and 

included a “Chinese orchestra” complete with “Chinese fiddles backed with subsidiary 

instruments,” an “array of Chinese waiters.” Ambiance notwithstanding, the “triumph” of the 

banquet was said to be the “culinary effort,” which was so “memorable” that the Samoanische 

Zeitung reprinted the evening’s menu: 

 

1. Shark’s fin soup. 

2. Mushroom Chicken. 

3. Winter Melon and Ham. 

4. Dr Sun Yat Sen Chop Suey, 

5. Chinese Roast pork. 

6. Crab Omelet. 

7. Yakamen. 

8. Chinese Vegetable Jelly. 

9. Tea and Coffee. 

 
432 H.J. Moors, “In the East: Notes by an Apia Merchant,” Samoanische Zeitung 21:45, 4 November 1921, p. 8. 
433 Ibid. 
434 Ibid. 
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10. Fruits of the Season.435 

 

A reporter from the Samoa Times cited the “Chinese Vegetable Jelly” as the “chef 

d’oeuvre,” but Dr. Sun Yat Sen’s Chop Suey “ran it very close for preeminence.”436 While we 

cannot say exactly what Dr. Sun Yat Sen’s Chop Suey contained, it is important to note that at 

least by the early 1920’s, ‘Chop Suey’ was present in Sāmoa, as was the novelty surrounding 

‘Chinese food.’ 

It is especially interesting to note that, much like the rest of the world, excitement around 

‘Chinese food’ did not necessarily translate into excitement about the presence of Chinese 

people. As is often the case in transliminal moments such as these, participants engaged in 

complex and often reciprocally watchful judgments, and a closer look at the same article 

detailing the banquet’s menu reveals some of the tension between consul Lee and the newly 

appointed administrator Richardson.437  

While dinner was being served, Lee made a gracious toast, lauding England and the 

United States for bringing China into the modern global economy. However, Lee also expressed 

concern over the treatment of Chinese laborers in Sāmoa by their planter overseers. Lee 

emphasized the fact that these laborers were taking up much of the burden when it came to 

building Sāmoa up, both in regard to its plantation economy and to Sāmoa’s infrastructure in 

general. When Richardson got up to respond, he initially reciprocated these warm feelings, 

promising to spend his administration working to facilitate good relationships between all of 

Sāmoa’s residents, including Chinese, Samoans, and pālagi. Though just before concluding his 

 
435 “Chinese Banquet in Apia,” Samoanische Zeitung 23:17, 27 April 1923. 
436 Ibid. 
437 For more on reciprocal comparisons, see: Fabio López Lázaro, “Transliminal Comparisons in the Tombstone 
Inscriptions of Muslim and Christian Rulers in the Maghrib and Iberia,” in Islamic Ecumene: Comparing Global 
Muslim Societies, ed. Eric Tagliacozzo and David S. Powers (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2023). López 
Lázaro’s work in this area has been instrumental to my articulation here. 



 214 

remarks, Richardson attempted to use humor to downplay serious racial tensions in the territory 

by stating that “if on any points we do not agree, we will have it out—and have another dinner 

afterwards!”438 Richardson’s comments were met with some goodhearted laughter, but race 

relations in Sāmoa were not as cozy as the enjoyment of the “Chinese banquet” would make it 

seem, and if one is to understand how sapasui became a Samoan dish, then one must first 

explore aspects of interracial tension—and union—between Samoans and Chinese. 

 

Samoan-Chinese Relations 

 

A Samoan Wedding 

 

 It was a bright, sunny day in 1971 when a prominent couple in Samoa prepared for the 

wedding of their daughter. Chock Wai and his wife Tiana gathered with family and friends at a 

Catholic cathedral in Apia for the occasion, no doubt gleaming at the sight of their daughter in 

her wedding dress, which had been specially shipped in from New Zealand. Following the 

ceremony, the wedding’s roughly 200 guests flocked to Chock Wai and Tiana’s home for the 

fiafia, and one by one, they gave their congratulations to the new bride and groom. The guests 

provided fine mats, kitchenware, linen, home decorations, and cash as gifts to the newlyweds, 

before eventually finding their way to one of the many tables laid out across lawn. As no good 

fiafia is complete without an extensive menu of Samoan foods, Chock Wai and Tiana were sure 

to provide their guests with the works—puaʻa, palusami, pīsupo, moa Sāmoa, oka, many kinds 

of iʻa, faiʻaifeʻe, plenty of beer and soda, and, of course, that old staple sapasui. Feasting 

continued long into the night, pulsated by siva danced to the tune of a six-piece band. Speaking 

about the night some ten years later, Chock Wai and Tiana reminisced about how grand it was.439 

 
438 Ibid. 
439 Tom, The Chinese in Western Samoa, 61. 
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 However, they also must have lamented how different their own wedding had been, if 

you could even call it that. The two met some 40 years earlier, while Chock Wai was working on 

a copra plantation outside Apia. Tiana was one of several Samoan women hired to clear the 

dense weeds that blanketed the plantation’s ground and hid fallen coconuts. Comprising about 25 

percent of the plantation’s workforce, women like Tiana performed menial, albeit necessary 

chores, which allowed men like Chock Wai to spend their time and energy on more arduous 

tasks. The two saw each other on the plantation almost every day, and over time, a romance 

bloomed. At first, they struggled to communicate given Chock Wai’s inability to speak much 

English or Samoan. Over time, Tiana taught him enough Samoan that the two were able to learn 

about one another’s lives, personalities, and hopes for the future. Chock Wai thought that Tiana 

was “a good listener,” and Tiana was attracted to Chock Wai’s “cheerfulness, sense of humour, 

and courteous, thoughtful ways.”440  

As their romance became clear to those around them, however, a fellow Chinese laborer 

warned Chock Wai that any Chinese discovered to be fraternizing with Samoan women faced 

forced repatriation to China, and that marriage was out of the question. “I will marry you in 

spirit,” Chock Wai told Tiana, “if not in law.”441 Soon thereafter, Chock Wai visited Tiana’s 

parents to ask for her hand in marriage. Tiana’s parents found Chock Wai to be “hardworking” 

and “rapidly rising,” given his recent promotion from general laborer to foreman, a role he 

obtained given his experience as a mechanic back in Southeastern China.442 Though they gave 

Chock Wai their blessing, they knew, too, that there could be no wedding, no fiafia, and no feast; 

just an understanding, and a secret to keep. 

 
440 Ibid. 
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 Many Samoan-Chinese unions that began under German and later New Zealand colonial 

rule were made in secrecy, if not from family, neighbors, and friends, then certainly from the 

colonial administrations. Planters were often aware of these unions, but hoping to keep their 

workforce contained and under control, they often permitted these unions and allowed Samoan 

women to live in plantation quarters with their common law husbands.443 However, this does not 

mean that Samoan-Chinese relations were entirely harmonious.  

 

Early Samoan-Chinese Relations and Racialized Colonial Law 

 

Prior to the onset of Chinese indentured labor in Sāmoa in 1903, relations between 

Samoans and the handful of long-term Chinese residents were mostly peaceful. As was the case 

for millennia, the FaʻaSāmoa allowed for the flexibility of adopting non-Samoans, and many 

early Chinese residents were married into Samoan families.444 Granted, the government of 

Malietoa Laupepa passed an ordinance in 1880 barring the immigration of Chinese to Sāmoa, but 

this was most likely engineered by the pālagi consuls who saw Chinese businesses as a threat to 

their dominance on merchant trade and shipping. Even with this “ban” in place, a handful of 

Chinese men were able to immigrate to Sāmoa and, like those before them, integrated rather 

seamlessly into Samoan society. Still, many pālagi in Sāmoa held deep racist and xenophobic 

biases against Chinese peoples.  

Between 1900 and 1903, then-Governor of German Sāmoa Wilhelm Solf was torn 

between planters who desperately wanted to supplement their labor shortages with Chinese 

“coolie” labor, and prominent pālagi business leaders who subscribed to “Yellow Peril” beliefs 

 
443 Meleisea, Making of Modern Samoa, 162-170.  
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that East Asian peoples, and most specifically the Chinese, posed an existential threat.445 As Solf 

pondered overturning the 1880 Laupepa ban on Chinese immigration, notable pālagi traders H.J. 

Moors and R.H. Carruthers were “strongly against” the idea, telling Solf that Sāmoa would 

“have the same problems with Chinese as did Hawaiʻi and Tahiti,” expressing a kind of 

Sinophobia that was part and parcel with Yellow Peril anxieties amongst Sāmoa’s pālagi elite.446 

Richard Deeken, a “colonial enthusiast” and major supporter of Chinese indentured labor in 

Sāmoa, once wrote that Chinese peoples “must always be watched carefully by the authorities so 

that they do not get the upper hand.”447 Evidently, even those in favor of Chinese immigration to 

Sāmoa only endorsed the position with the understanding that Chinese individual freedoms 

would be severely limited. 

Driven by increased calls for Chinese labor, Solf eventually relented, but he did little to 

ensure that Chinese laborers were compensated fairly or treated with dignity. Just two years into 

Solf’s indentured labor scheme, a laborer named Cheng Wing wrote home to Hong Kong, and 

his letter was subsequently turned into a placard and hung in a town square to warn others of the 

dangers that lie ahead in Sāmoa. Cheng Wing described being deprived medicine whenever he 

was sick, and being docked significant portions of his pay for any working day he missed due to 

illness. He stated that plantation overseers would beat him with their fists, feet, and with canes 

when missing multiple days due to illness. Cheng Wing added that Chinese overseers, employed 

and “bribed” by pālagi planters, were carrying out these beatings. “Even Cha Wa – a close 

 
445 See: Christopher Frayling, The Yellow Peril: Dr Fu Manchu and the Rise of Chinaphobia (London: Thames & 
Hudson, Limited, 2014); Stevan Eldred-Grigg and Zeng Dazheng. White Ghosts, Yellow Peril: China and New 
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including Hawaiʻi and Tahiti. 
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friend,” Cheng wrote, “forgets that I am his countryman, regarding me as an insect and inflicts 

heavier punishment on me.” Cheng even claimed that during his time in Sāmoa, he had known of 

more than ten laborers who had been beaten to death by their overseer for various infractions.448 

In addition, many pālagi in Sāmoa, most notably the governor himself, were ardent 

paternalistic racists who viewed the Samoans as a ‘pure’ people, albeit inferior to whites, that 

might be easily corrupted by an increased presence of Chinese peoples.449 Anxieties surrounding 

‘race mixing’ were only amplified by the fact, as a means of cutting cost, the German 

administration favored recruiting single men only, so unless the thousands of Chinese men 

recruited to Sāmoa intended to remain celibate, interracial relationships were bound to occur. As 

such, Solf enacted “special legislation to prevent so far as possible the Chinese labourers from 

mixing with the Samoan women,” though this law only forbade the Chinese from entering 

Samoan houses and still allowed for Samoan women to enter Chinese residences.450  

Samoan attitudes toward increased the Chinese presence during the German 

administration can be difficult to surmise, though it does appear that at least some instances of 

violence occurred between Samoans and Chinese during this period. According to Samoan 

historian Ben Featunaʻi Liuaʻana, “Solf dealt with several violent disputes concerning Chinese 

sleeping with Samoan women within village boundaries, and disputes concerning Samoans 

prohibiting Chinese from cohabiting with their de facto wives.”451 However, it is important to 

note that we cannot assume such violence stemmed from racism or xenophobia from the 

Samoans toward the Chinese, especially given the fact that earlier Chinese settlers married into 

 
448 Ibid, 32. Originally in “Translation – Placard in Streets of Hong Kong,” National Archives, BCSA, Ser. 2, Vol. 25, 
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450 Keesing, Modern Samoa, 453; Featunaʻi Liuaʻana, “Dragons in Little Paradise,” p. 45. 
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Samoan families without records of violence or contention. It is more likely that any violence 

between Samoans and Chinese over issues of sex and marriage were the result of infractions 

against FaʻaSāmoa protocols of courtship and marriage that Chinese laborers either did not 

understand or did not care to understand. According to historian D.R. Haynes, by the time of the 

transition from German rule to New Zealand rule in 1914, multiple matai reached out to New 

Zealand’s Colonel Logan requesting the repatriation of Chinese residents, citing the ‘corruption’ 

of Samoan women.452 In 1915, the matai Mataʻafa requested the Logan do more to regulate the 

“intermixture of Samoa and Chinese blood,” but Liuaʻana contends that Mataʻafa’s request may 

have been fabricated or at least prompted by Logan himself.453 Regardless, it seems clear that 

there was a legitimate tension between Samoans and Chinese, but it remains most likely that 

these tensions were more cultural than racial. 

This, however, did not prevent the New Zealand colonial administration from 

implementing racialized laws and proclamations. Finding it difficult to deal with the status of 

interracial children, New Zealand’s Colonel Robert Logan began forcefully repatriating Chinese 

laborers who fathered children with Samoan women in 1918. Between 1914 and 1921, the 

recruitment of Chinese laborers was halted, due partially to war and partially to the New Zealand 

administration’s desire to “prevent the contamination of the Samoans.”454 In total, some 1,200 

people were repatriated to China during this period. During this period, planters continued to 

lobby Logan to resume recruitment, and the Chinese consul (a position created in 1908 primarily 

to address the abuse of Chinese laborers) tried to use the opportunity to establish free labor 

immigration, arguing against any resumption of indentured servitude. Logan held fast and 
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responded harshly, stating that “if Chinese cannot be imported under indentured [sic] they should 

not be imported at all,” adding that such a decision “would be the utter ruin of the Samoan race” 

given the “considerable admixture of races” that he viewed as “the complete destruction of the 

Samoan race.”455  

 

Samoan-Chinese Unions 

 

However, in 1921, the demand for Chinese labor was yet again too great to quell, and the 

recruitment of Chinese laborers resumed, albeit still as indentured laborers. For this second stage 

of Chinese labor recruitment, many within his own administration urged the new Civil 

Administrator of Sāmoa, Colonel Robert Tate, to allow for Chinese wives to accompany their 

husbands to Sāmoa to mitigate interracial relations, but Tate continued to emphasize the 

recruitment of single men only to save costs, instead using the law to restrict movement across 

racial lines. In 1921, the New Zealand colonial administration issued a proclamation outlawing 

marriages between Chinese men and Samoan women, but this did not curb sexual unions and de 

facto marriages. Ten years later, the administration issued a new ban forbidding Chinese entry 

into Samoan homes that also restricted the entry of Samoan women into Chinese homes.456 It is 

important to note that these legislations were part of broader racialized laws put into place by the 

New Zealand colonial administration that sought to fortify racial hierarchies in Sāmoa.457 

As with the period of German rule, it is difficult to surmise how Samoans felt about the 

Chinese under New Zealand colonial rule. According to Meleisea, Sinophobia became intwined 

with the Mau movement, as many white supporters of the movement cited Chinese laborers as 
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“Sāmoa’s most present menace,” and thus a justification of Samoan rule over Sāmoa given the 

New Zealand administration’s proclivity to allow “Samoan girls living openly with Chinese 

coolies…to continue unchecked.”458 In 1936, the Fono a Faipule (a Samoan council that lobbied 

the colonial administration) “demanded the repatriation of all Chinese in Samoa,” but Meleisea 

noted that this demand could have been “at the instigation of white racists – or perhaps in the 

defense of Samoan husbands.”459 

This in turn begs the question of what Samoan women wanted for themselves, apart from 

the laws, proclamations, and demands of colonial administrators or Samoan matai. When one 

considers that, by 1930, there were somewhere between 1,000 and 1,5000 Chinese-Samoans in 

the islands after less than three decades of significant Chinese presence in the islands, it is 

reasonable to assume that Samoan women exercised a good deal of their own agency to 

circumvent the aims of pālagi and Samoan men to regulate their movement and establish unions 

with Chinese laborers. Moreover, as seen in the case of Chock Wai and Tiana, many Samoan 

families accepted their daughters’ decisions so long as the parents respected the potential of the 

prospective partner to contribute to the family, which would be in keeping with the FaʻaSāmoa 

and the notion of incorporating new family members who can contribute to faʻalavelave. 

According to historian Michael Field, “the reality had been that Samoan public opinion on the 

question [of increasing Chinese presence in Sāmoa] was illformed (sic) at best, and non-

existent.” Field added that “Samoans were likely to make broad comments about Chinese, but 

were inclined to judge individuals on their merits.”460 This seems to be especially true of Samoan 
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women, who clearly made their own judgements on the merits of their Chinese partners and 

spouses. 

Samoans and Chinese also had a mutual interest in protesting colonial law. Chinese 

laborers staged several strikes under the German administration, so much so that then-Governor 

Solf repeatedly considered repatriating Chinese laborers and replacing them altogether with 

laborers from Indonesia. World War I interrupted these plans, and when the New Zealand 

Expeditionary Force seized control of German Sāmoa, many Chinese laborers took advantage of 

the planters’ vulnerability by staging strikes.461 The New Zealand administration quickly showed 

that they would be no less ruthless than the Germans, using violence to quell Chinese protests.462 

Still, Chinese laborers continued to mount demonstrations and strikes. In August, 1929, 

just as the second Samoan Mau movement was coming to a head, 280 Chinese laborers staged a 

strike seeking better treatment from plantation foremen. The strike lasted several days, with 

several successive stages of demonstrations, arrests, and even serious acts of violence, with five 

Chinese shot by New Zealand forces and nine more treated for baton injuries.463 According to 

Liuaʻana, while these strikes were not directly related to the Mau, many Samoans saw the actions 

of these Chinese protestors as “nothing other than support for the Mau” given the significant 

disruption it caused to the colonial administration.464 Liuaʻana also claimed that his own oral 

historical and  genealogical research proves that “many Chinese traders, merchants, and even 
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labourers, passively and actively, assisted and supported the activities of the Mau through 

provisions, logistics, and monetary assistance.”465 

 

Sapasui – A Samoan Dish 

 

I always hoped that this section could introduce some long-lost menu from one of 

Sāmoa’s early restaurants that contained a sapasui menu item, or that it could introduce the name 

of someone claiming to have created the dish. However, as is the case with so much of the past, 

things are hardly ever that cut-and-dry, and even if there was a claimant creator or a long-lost 

menu, would this still fully explain how the dish came to be?  

The greater likelihood is that sapasui was a confluence of the sections presented in this 

chapter. Firstly, Chinese food items were present in Sāmoa due to the presence of the Chinese 

themselves, whose demand for foods from home drove the importation of foods like those sold at 

Sāmoa’s earliest Chinese grocery stores. From Sāmoa’s earliest Chinese grocers like Ah Soon, 

whose shelves were stocked groceries like lap cheong, haam yu, and gum jum choi, to later 

importers like Wong, who supplied Chinese laborers with familiar foodstuffs like dried shrimps, 

bean curd, and the fensi noodles and soy sauce that would become the most consistently used 

ingredients in sapasui, it is clear that foodstuffs from China flowed into Sāmoa for decades 

beginning in the late nineteenth century.466 Secondly, it is nevertheless clear that these Pearl 

River Delta foods were largely limited to the dwellings of Chinese. ‘Chop Suey’ and other dishes 

that many today consider to be ‘Chinese food’ were deliberately created by Pearl River Delta 
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newspaper did not necessarily represent the opinions and thoughts of all Samoans.  See: The NZ Samoa Guardian, 
O.F. Nelson Library, Apia, Samoa. 
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Chinese as a means of using food to establish themselves in worlds riddled with Sinophobia. In 

this sense, it would be a stretch, if not an outright falsehood, to try and say that Chinese laborers 

brought sapasui to Sāmoa, even if they were responsible for the presence of ingredients that 

would eventually compose it.  

Thirdly, the constructed cuisine of ‘Chinese food’ as conceived of outside of China grew 

in popularity around the turn of the twentieth century, and we can therefore surmise that the 

novelty of ‘Chinese food’ reached Sāmoa during this time. This could have come through pālagi 

from the U.S., New Zealand/Aotearoa, and elsewhere who would have had some familiarity with 

the cuisine due to mass media that helped stimulate awareness of, curiosity about, and demand 

for ‘Chinese food.’ Sapasui could have also been generated by the Chinese themselves, who 

were undoubtedly well aware of how marketable the constructed cuisine was becoming. In 

recalling the example of Consul Lee and his ‘Chinese banquet’ thrown in the 1920s, and 

specifically the inclusion of “Chop Suey” on the menu, it is clear that the Chinese in Sāmoa, like 

elsewhere in the world, recognized the political power of tapping into the novelty of ‘Chinese 

food.’ Lastly, we know that several Chinese men were brought into the FaʻaSāmoa through their 

unions—legal or otherwise—with Samoan women. At the very least, this suggests that Samoans 

had some familiarity with Chinese culture and were receptive to adopting the Chinese into their 

ʻāiga, or family units. Might some Chinese foodstuffs have been adopted by Samoan ʻāiga as 

well? When considering that fact that Samoans had long adopted and adapted pālagi foods into 

their cuisine, it is reasonable that same could have taken place with Chinese foodstuffs. 

There is, perhaps, another potential explanation that has not been explored in this chapter, 

but which bears some mention in this section. It is clear that Samoans themselves were engaged 

in international migration, and especially to parts of the United States and New 
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Zealand/Aotearoa during the early twentieth century, at the same time that ‘Chinese food’ was 

on the rise in these areas.467 It is possible that Samoan return migrants brought a knowledge of 

‘Chinese food’ and ‘Chop Suey’ with them and incorporated an adapted version of it into 

Samoan food culture. And while making this argument would require further research, one 

archival source confirms both the pre-World War II out- and return-migration of Samoans while 

also serving as perhaps the earliest textualized source, which referenced a musical source, that 

refers to sapasui in Sāmoa.  

In 1939, an article appeared in the English-Samoan monthly magazine O le Faʻatonu, 

published in American Sāmoa, which was then reprinted in the more widely circulating Pacific 

Islands Monthly. The article described a Samoan man returning home after ten years of life in the 

United States, and his “disgust” with the “deterioration” of the Samoan language, citing the 

lyrics of the “modern” song, “Oka Oka Laʻu Hani” as a prime example: 

 

Oka Oka laʻu Hani 

o Laʻu hani faʻasilisili 

ou te faʻatusaina i se apa Helapi 

 

poʻo se pisupo sini 

poʻo se masi keke mai Fiti 

poʻo sina Sapa Sui 

o ni tamato ma ni pi 

Oh oh my honey 

My dearest honey 

Who I compare to a can of Hellaby’s (corned 

beef), 

Or the very best corned beef, 

Or some cookies/biscuits from Fiji, 

Or a little bit of Chop Suey, 

With the tomatoes and peas 468 

 

It is one of the most well-known songs in Samoan popular music, having been recorded 

and rerecorded many times, but I have struggled to learn much about its history. I cannot say 
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Franco, “Samoan Representations of World War II and Military Work: The Emergence of International Movement 
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when exactly the song was composed or recorded for the first time; only that this article is the 

first textual reference to the song, which it cites as being both “popular” and “modern.”469 It is 

also the earliest textual reference to sapasui that I have found in my research. 

As shown in a previous chapter, the song is evidence of the adoption and adaptation of 

imported foods into Samoan culture by at least the 1930’s, referencing several Samoan food 

favorites of the time. To the point of the present chapter, it is crucial in tracing the origins of 

sapasui in Sāmoa, though not without some ‘unpacking.’ Firstly, the song establishes the 

presence of sapasui, which it spells “Sapa Sui,” in Sāmoa by at least the late 1930’s. Second, that 

a “popular,” “modern” song would reference sapasui inherently suggests that the food had itself 

become “popular” and “modern” in Sāmoa, and necessarily sometime before the song’s own 

composition and popularity.  

Third, and a bit trickier to work through, is the fact that the song was originally cited in 

an American Samoan periodical, leading one to believe that the song—and perhaps sapasui—

might have its origins in American Samoa. For sapasui, this suggestion is significant, as 

American Samoa did not have nearly as many Chinese residents as its counterpart in the west, 

which would in turn suggest that sapasui was not an offshoot of ‘Chinese food,’ as many believe, 

but more likely something brought over by either Americans living and working in American 

Samoa or American Samoans who traveled between American Samoa and the United States, 

such as the man whose “disgust” prompted the article in the first place. 

However, this third point of ‘unpacking’ warrants some unpacking of its own. One 

should note that the song references other Samoan foods—pīsupo, masi keke—that exist 

throughout the archipelago. A running theme in this dissertation, and certainly in this chapter, is 
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that food transcends borders; sapasui is no different, and its presence in a reference out of an 

American Samoan periodical does not necessarily mean the dish itself originated there. For that 

matter, the song itself is referred to in the article as “the often-heard ‘Samoan’ modern song,” 

and “the best and most popular ‘hit’ of Samoa today—sung even at formal and royal 

entertainments!”470 This description suggests that the song itself is a “Samoan” song as much an 

‘American Samoan’ song, which would be in keeping with the transcendent nature of Samoan 

music in general, with popular chants, songs, and melodies appearing in several villages across 

islands and districts for generations, and long before the coming of pālagi.471 

With this understanding, the main benefit of this source is that it establishes sapasui’s 

popularity throughout Sāmoa by the late 1930’s, suggesting that sapasui’s origins in Sāmoa lie 

sometime in this general period. We can then pair that understanding with the surrounding 

contextual evidence presented in this chapter; namely, the coming of the Chinese to Sāmoa, the 

origins of ‘Chinese food’ and ‘Chop Suey’ in particular, and the gradual adoption of Chinese into 

Samoan families and culture. 

Again, this might not be the cut-and-dry conclusion that the reader, and certainly I, was 

hoping for. However, it is significant in nuancing the more simplistic, and evidently incorrect 

assumption that the Chinese laborers themselves ‘brought’ sapasui to Sāmoa. In so doing, the 

dish and its history require a more critical attention to the narratives of several actors both within 

and beyond Sāmoa itself. In this sense, sapasui is a dish that embodies histories of labor 

migration, race, and transnational food culture, which continues into the present. 
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In 2018, New Zealand/Aotearoa-based digital content provider The Coconet TV released 

the documentary “Dragons in Paradise: Tales of Time,” chronicling the history of Sāmoa’s 

Chinese settlers, laborers, and residents.472 In part, the documentary celebrates the similarities 

between Chinese and Samoan cultures, and credits, among others things, respect for elders, 

family-oriented ways of life, and even the love of food as driving forces for the many Samoan-

Chinese unions of the early twentieth century. However, the documentary also highlights more 

recent Chinese migration to Samoa, mainly by free settlers with support from the Chinese 

government. According to Mataʻafa Keni Lesa, editor of the Samoa Observer, Samoans should 

be concerned about this “new wave of Chinese,” whose businesses are characterized by former 

Attorney General of Sāmoa Tuatagaloa Aumua Ming Leung Wai as being “more aggressive” 

than the ventures made by Sāmoa’s earlier Chinese settlers.473 The Honorable Lautafi Fio Salafi 

Purcell, a government minister, cited the need to “boost our economy” as a primary reason for 

the Samoan government’s allowance of Chinese investments in Sāmoa in the present day.474 

According to the documentary, legislation passed in the 2010’s sought to ban non-Samoans from 

opening businesses, but these were circumvented by Chinese nationals who married into Samoan 

families, which the documentary’s interviewees—including those with Chinese ancestry—

criticize as a “loophole” strategy that needs to be legislated out. Purcell stated that Chinese 

nationals should be restricted from “the retail sector,” specifically, but seemed to acknowledge 

the benefits of Chinese-led “construction” projects that would bring in Chinese “builders.”475 

 
472 The Coconet TV, “Dragons in Paradise,” online resource, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oepbx0R9Tus 
(last accessed March, 2021). See also: https://www.thecoconet.tv/.  
473 Ibid, 19:30. 
474 Ibid, 20:00. 
475 Ibid, 21:50. 
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Conrad Keil, however, a contractor, said that even Chinese “builders” were a threat to 

Sāmoa’s economy because they “undercut” Samoan-owned construction businesses like his. 

According to Keil, these newer Chinese migrants “don’t give a hoot as to who they’re trampling 

on or who they’re running over…but going back to the old school [Sāmoa’s Chinese settlers, 

migrants, and laborers of the early twentieth century], there was the harmonious gel.”476 Lesa 

likened the new wave of Chinese migrants as “a new wave of colonialism that’s coming 

through.”477 Ronna Lee, Samoan historian working with the National University of Sāmoa and 

the granddaughter of a Chinese laborer, emphasized the parallels between these sentiments and 

those shared by Samoans and pālagi alike amidst the earlier waves of Chinese migration. “It’s 

kind of upsetting for me when I hear negative comments towards the new migration of Chinese 

because I put myself into my grandfather’s shoes and I imagine, ‘What would he say?’”478 

In regard to food, specifically, newer waves of Chinese migrants have established several 

grocery stores and corner shops that I have visited myself. I was interested to see in 2017, at a 

small grocery store just outside Apia, a Chinese store owner and a Samoan employee speaking 

with one another by switching between Samoan and Mandarin. I commented on it to a friend of 

mine that I was with who is Samoan, who told me they “see that a lot.” She surmised that the 

store owner had taught his employees some Mandarin. Still, the influence of twenty-first century 

Chinese migration into Sāmoa and other parts of Oceania is still developing, and it is perhaps too 

early for this historian to comment much on the cultural (and food cultural) impact more recent 

Chinese settlers have made.479 

 
476 Ibid, 22:40. 
477 Ibid, 23:20. 
478 Ibid, 24:00. 
479 For more on China’s contemporary political influence in Oceania, and specifically that information which 
centers the agency of Indigenous Oceanians in choosing their international partners, see the recently published: G. 
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It is clear, however, that Sāmoa’s earliest Chinese settlers, migrants, and laborers have 

left a lasting legacy for Samoan food culture. A stroll down Apia’s Taufusi Rd. and its 

intersecting backstreets illuminates the enduring presence of Chinese grocers and storekeepers, 

such as John Fong’s Ltd., Leung Wai Arcade, Moe Lei Sam’s Variety Store (which houses 

Georgie’s Pizza), and Chan Mow & Co. Ltd.’s multiple supermarkets and department stores, 

many of which are run by the descendants of their Chinese founders. Joe Lam, a restaurateur 

with multiple eateries in Motoʻotua, just outside Apia, including a well-known Italian restaurant 

called Scalini’s and its sister company, a deli called The Pickled Lam, is the grandson of a 

Chinese merchant known by many as “Tolupeni.”480 The nickname was given to Lam’s 

grandfather because his store was known to sell a meal set of tea, pork buns, and a half moon pie 

for three pence, a price that translates into Samoan as “tolu peni.” Tolupeni is now immortalized 

in a street name—“Tolupeni’s Corner” is located in Apia near where his store and eatery used to 

be.481 His legacy also lives on through his grandson Joe and his wife Amanda, who co-owns and 

operates Scalini’s and The Pickled Lam, and their contributions to Sāmoa’s culinary scene 

extend beyond just their eateries. When the Samoa Culinary Association was established in 2015 

to promote culinary skills through training in Sāmoa and generating pathways to careers, Joe 

Lam was nominated as the founding president.  

Sapasui is still another enduring legacy of Sāmoa’s early Chinese settlers, migrants, and 

laborers. Even when one considers that the dish’s history is more complicated than a 

straightforward A-to-B path from China to Sāmoa, it is nevertheless a constant reminder of 

 
Smith &  T. Wesley-Smith, The China Alternative: Changing Regional Order in the Pacific Islands (Canberra: 
Australian National University Press, 2021).  
480 The Coconet TV, “Dragons in Paradise,” 9:00. See also: Scalini’s Restaurant Website, 
https://scalinissamoa.com/.  
481 Ibid, 16:50. 
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Sāmoa’s multicultural history, and the flexibility and adaptability of Samoan food culture’s 

openness to transnational cuisine, and in this sense, sapasui is a reflection of the flexibility and 

adaptability of the FaʻaSāmoa itself. At the same time, the story I was always told—that sapasui 

is taumafa Saina—is indicative of the need to peel back the layers of Samoan history, and 

Samoan food history more specifically, to ensure the inclusion of histories that are more 

culturally representative of all historical actors. Sapasui’s history, like those of Sāmoa’s Chinese, 

are in fact highly entangled histories of labor migration, race, and transnational food culture. 

Moreover, sapasui’s history and the analysis carried out in this chapter underscore 

complex and reciprocal imaginings that had to do with intended identifications between 

particular dishes and particular ethnicities, races, or polities. In nearly each case analyzed here, 

as well as many of those analyzed in chapters two and three of this dissertation, individuals and 

groups transliminally claimed or imagined ‘their’ or ‘other people's’ foods as identity markers, in 

often consciously reciprocal and self-reflective levels, on what López Lázaro has called 

“reciprocally monitored...planes.”482 It is important to note here, as López Lázaro does in his 

study, which influences this analysis a great deal, that these claims or imaginations are not 

necessarily “made by a historian after the fact,” but rather were substantive (happening within 

very real contacts), and, in many cases, even subjective.”483 Indeed, sapasui’s history reveals a 

deeper interplay between ethnicities, races, and polities embedded within the entangled histories 

of food and migration. 

  

 
482 Fabio López Lázaro, “Transliminal Comparisons,” 403. 
483 Ibid. 
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Chapter 5: ʻO le Taumafa ma le Tupe—Food and Money: 

Food and Economic Autonomy in Sāmoa and American Sāmoa 
 

Unintentional Black Market Turkey Tail Smuggling 

 

 In 2018, Lealaʻilepule Rimoni Aiafi, Member of Parliament (MP) for the Feleata West 

district in the Independent Nation of Sāmoa, alerted his parliamentary peers to the presence of a 

widespread “commercial black market for turkey tails” thriving throughout the nation.484 Called 

“siʻusiʻu pīpī” in Samoan, turkey ‘tail’ is not actually a tail, but rather a gland that attaches a 

turkey’s feathers to its body. This ‘tail’ is filled with oil that turkeys use to preen themselves. 

Given its high oil content, about 75 percent of a turkey tail’s calories come from fat.485 For this 

reason, turkey tails were banned in 2007 by the government of Sāmoa, which viewed the food as 

a major contributor to the rise of noncommunicable dietary disease in the country. Still, turkey 

tails remained one of the most popular foods in Sāmoa after the ban, which did little to slow 

demand. 

 Just months after MP Aiafi’s alert, I was set to travel between the two Samoan polities, 

leaving Manuʻa, American Sāmoa for Manono, Sāmoa. Before leaving, I called my longtime 

host family in Manono to ask them what I should bring for my oso, or food gift.486 Oso are 

important for establishing and maintaining relationships between peoples of different villages, 

and presenting oso upon arrival in a new village signals faʻaaloalo, or “respect,” from giver to 

receiver. The rarer and more specialized the oso, the more valuable it is, and therefore the more 

 
484 “Samoa MP warns of black market turkey tails,” Radio New Zealand, 29 January 2018: 
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/349119/samoa-mp-warns-of-black-market-turkey-tails.  
485 Michael Carolan, “The strange story of turkey tails speaks volumes about our globalized food system,” The 
Conversation, 12 November 2017: https://theconversation.com/the-strange-story-of-turkey-tails-speaks-volumes-
about-our-globalized-food-system-86035.  
486 According to F.J.H. Grattan’s An Introduction to Samoan Custom (Papakura, N.Z.: R. McMillan, 1948), 96, oso is 
defined as “food taken by a person from his own family or village to help his hosts in the village where he proposes 
to stay.” See also: Jim “Simi” Metz, Samoan-English Dictionary: 5th Edition (Unpublished electronic resource), 7; 
Milner, Samoan Dictionary. 
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faʻaaloalo a guest can show toward their host. My host family’s response to my request about 

what they would like for their oso was both immediate and unanimous—siʻusiʻu pīpī.  

 Completely unaware of the newly implemented ban on turkey tails in Sāmoa and hoping 

to show the utmost faʻaaloalo to my host family, I stopped by a grocery store near the airport in 

Tāfuna, American Sāmoa, and bought a few large pieces of turkey tail, which were prepackaged 

in a cardboard box slightly larger than a shoebox. Upon arriving at Apia’s Fagaliʻi Airport, I was 

asked about the contents of the box. Glad to show off my Samoan language skills, I said, “ʻO le 

siʻusiʻu pīpī,” or “It’s turkey tail,” but my hubris backfired. The security officer’s eyes raised, 

and he looked at me with great suspicion. “Turkey tail is illegal here—did you know that?” he 

asked. He began walking toward another security officer to show him the box, and in my 

surprised and frightened state I blurted out, “Wait—I thought siʻusiʻu pīpī meant ‘beef’! My 

mistake! It’s povi (beef)…I meant povi!” Thankfully, the security guard chalked up the 

‘confusion’ to a miscommunication, and thus began and ended my short-lived career as an 

(unintentional) black-market turkey tail smuggler. 

 Vowing never to make the mistake again, I began researching more about Sāmoa’s turkey 

tail ban. As stated earlier, the ban on turkey tail’s importation was implemented in 2007 as a 

means of improving the overall health and wellness of Samoan citizens by limiting their access 

to the popular but highly fatty food.  

Unlike other nationwide health efforts, such as health education in schools or public 

service announcements on television or public billboards, which could be described as both 

reactive (i.e., reacting to the fact that fatty foods exist within Samoan borders) and internal (i.e., 

the government of Sāmoa working with Samoan people to expose turkey tails’ health 

ramifications), the ban on turkey tails was decidedly proactive (i.e., eliminating the importation 
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of turkey tails altogether) and external (i.e., the government of Sāmoa telling the world—and 

especially New Zealand and Australia—that Sāmoa itself would determine what did and did not 

enter its borders). In this sense, the ban on turkey tails was a clear step by the government of 

Sāmoa toward establishing autonomy over the health and wellness of its people.487 

  However, the government of Sāmoa’s goal for health autonomy ultimately lost to its goal 

for economic autonomy, or at least its goal for economic participation on the world stage. The 

government had long hoped to join the World Trade Organization (WTO) to increase exports and 

gain favorable deals on imports, but the WTO does not allow importation bans on a single 

product without significant justification. For example, the government would have to show that 

turkey tails contribute to noncommunicable dietary disease more than other foods, like similarly 

fatty meats or even candy or soda, in order for such a ban to be accepted by the WTO. As a 

result, the government made plans to lift the ban when it joined the WTO in 2011 and formally 

lifted it in 2013, although they were able to impose highly restrictive tariffs of 300% between 

2013 and 2015, and 100% beginning in 2016. So, as it turns out, I never actually smuggled 

turkey tail. Evidently, the Fagaliʻi Airport security guard’s information was outdated. However, I 

did likely avoid a hefty tax. 

 I do not relay this story and depart somewhat from the academic tone of this dissertation 

for entertainment purposes—I have no designs to be a snarky travel writer—but rather to 

emphasize two overarching points of this chapter. First, that in both Samoan polities (and 

frankly, throughout the world) food and money are inextricably linked. While the government of 

 
487 See: World Trade Organization, Working Party on the Accession of Samoa, “Draft Report of the Working Party 
on the Accession of Samoa to the World Trade Organization,” 11 May 2009, 09-2314, WT/ACC/SPEC/SAM/4/Rev.2, 
75-79: https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/FE_S_S009-
Html.aspx?Id=74065&BoxNumber=3&DocumentPartNumber=1&Language=E&HasEnglishRecord=True&HasFrench
Record=True&HasSpanishRecord=True&Window=L&PreviewContext=DP&FullTextHash=1. 
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Sāmoa hoped to ban turkey tails for legitimate concerns about the health and wellness of its 

citizens, it ultimately lifted the ban so that it could participate in the WTO, thereby gaining 

economic ground in global commodities markets, primarily through increasing exports. Second, 

that in both Samoan polities, government efforts to gain this ground have been limited due to a 

range of factors, but primarily due to a lack of capital and leverage.  

While this chapter will provide a general overview of the relationship between food and 

money in both Samoan polities, it will focus on two case studies, one from each polity, both of 

which begin in the late-1970’s. The first case study will explore the history of Samoa Breweries 

Limited, a Western Samoa (now Sāmoa) government-owned brewing company famous for its 

Vailima beer, which is widely referred to as “the taste of Sāmoa.” The case study will show that 

while Samoa Breweries Limited’s history is certainly one of economic success—for a time it was 

the top revenue earner in the country—it is also one of multinational corporate takeover that 

nearly took (and may still take) Vailima’s brewing operations out of Sāmoa altogether, render 

the “taste of Sāmoa” the product of Fiji, or perhaps even Australia.  

The second case study will shift to American Sāmoa, exploring the ill-fated attempts of 

the territory’s first Delegate-at-Large to the U.S. Congress to establish a thriving pīsupo, or 

corned beef, processing plant in Pago Pago, which would have exported pīsupo to American 

Samoan communities living in the United States. As the case study will show, despite his adept 

political maneuvering and the efforts of several American Samoans to help his cause, Delegate-

at-Large Fofō Sunia ultimately failed to establish the potentially lucrative business due to push 

back from Congress and their constituents in the U.S. meat industry. Still, these stories are not 

wholly sad. Despite the outcomes, both case studies reveal the resilience of Samoan 
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businesspeople to establish, grow, and expand businesses in the face of economic and political 

opposition.  

Before exploring these stories, though, it is important to note, however briefly, 

overarching themes in comparative and theoretical literature that explore struggles for economic 

autonomy and self-sufficiency in Oceania. While this particular topic could be a dissertation in 

and of itself, a few key elements stand out and are worth mention here. First, nations and 

territories in Oceania, including both Samoan polities, are often largely dependent on remittances 

from expatriates who have migrated abroad, and generally to former or current colonial 

metropoles.488 These migrations and correlating remittances are coupled with aid and 

bureaucracy (the latter of which is often characterized by government jobs that are directly or 

indirectly funded by former or current colonial governments or partner nations with a vested 

economic interest in Oceanic nations and territories). Together, this structure is called MIRAB, 

and has received considerable attention from scholars concerned with economic growth, or a lack 

thereof, in Oceanic locales.489 Scholars have also explored instances in which Indigenous 

Oceanians have utilized natural resources for economic and political autonomy, but not without 

some environmental and other consequences.490 Taken together, this literature underscores the 

difficulty Oceanic nations and territories face when striving to control their own economic 

destinies.  

 

Early Food Exchange and Agribusiness 

 
488 Cluny MacPherson, "Economic and Political Restructuring and the Sustainability of Migrant Remittances: The 
Case of Western Samoa," The Contemporary Pacific 4: 1 (1992) 109-36.  
Cluny MacPherson, “Churches and the Economy of Samoa,” The Contemporary Pacific, 23:2 (2011), 304-39. 
489 I.G. Bertram and R.F. Watters, "The MIRAB Economy in South Pacific Microstates," Pacific Viewpoint 26: 3 
(1985): 497-519; Geoffrey Bertram, “MIRAB Twelve Years On,” The Contemporary Pacific 11:1 (1999): 105-38. 
490 See: Leah Horowitz, “Toward a Viable Independence? The Koniambo Project and the Political Economy of 
Mining in New Caledonia,” The Contemporary Pacific 16: 2 (Fall 2004): 287-320.  
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Local food production has long been a part of Samoan life. As shown in Chapter 1, 

Samoan oral tradition accounts for the presence of strategic agriculture and animal domestication 

in Sāmoa stretching back to the deep past. These traditions, along with correlating alagāʻupu, or 

proverbs, show that agriculture and animal domestication were central to the FaʻaSāmoa and 

were interwoven within the fabric of Samoan social history. Also discussed more deeply in 

Chapter 1, early works of ethnology and more recent findings in archeology, ethnobotany, and 

other sciences can provide insight into the value of food—including food crops—throughout 

Samoan history. Such food crops included taro, breadfruit, coconuts, and yams, as well as crops 

like kava root, paper mulberry, and sugarcane, and others that were used for medicinal, material, 

and architectural purposes. As shown throughout this dissertation, for these reasons, food was 

also a valuable commodity, especially in gifting ceremonies.  

To say that Samoans never ‘exported’ food prior to the arrival of pālagi, or foreigners, 

can be misleading. As previously shown, Samoans established extensive social networks 

throughout the regions now known as Melanesia and Polynesia, and especially with Fijians and 

Tongans. Oso were crucial to the establishment of these relationships. In some cases, food gifts, 

including comestible crops, resulted in the introduction of a foodstuff to one island group from 

another, and some Samoan oral legends suggest that quintessentially ‘Samoan’ foodstuffs, such 

as ʻava, or kava, were introduced to Sāmoa vis-à-vis these networks of exchange. 

However, to say that Samoans were ‘food exporters’ is equally misleading, at least in the 

way that the term ‘export’ is understood today. Firstly, the quantities of food transported out of 

Sāmoa and into a socially connected island group were relatively small when compared to the 

large-scale operations of contemporary food exporters. Secondly, the ‘exportation’ of food was, 

again, for purposes of gift-giving and the establishment of social relationships, not unlike the 
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strategic alliances built through intermarriage between Samoans and Tongans or Samoans and 

Fijians. Profits of a material nature were altogether nonexistent, and food exchanges were more 

about establishing familial and sociopolitical bonds.  

The concept of food as an export product for material, monetary return was introduced to 

Sāmoa by its earliest pālagi settlers, many of whom saw the islands as an untapped reservoir of 

cash crops, most of which were comestible. Despite “a brief cotton boom” during the 1860’s that 

mainly stemmed from the “disruption of the cotton industry” in the U.S. South during the U.S. 

Civil War, Sāmoa’s earliest and long-leading cash crop was the coconut.491 Coconuts were 

grown for export in Sāmoa beginning in the 1850’s, and by the early 1900’s, then-German 

Samoa was a leading exporter in what some have called the “coconut belt,” a name given to the 

many island groups of Oceania and island-Southeast Asia that cultivated and exported dried 

coconut meat, or copra, for the production of oil that was used to make soap and candles for 

purchase in many parts of Europe and North America.492 Mostly German, copra plantation 

owners recognized global market shifts away from cotton and toward copra and therefore 

repurposed their existing plantations to grow coconut trees.  

Indeed, the copra industry began with pālagi domination of the Samoan copra market, 

but several Samoan achievements occurred therein, and the legacy of these achievements 

influenced future Samoan movements against colonialism. For example, Samoan copra 

plantation workers resisted the efforts of pālagi plantation and copra firm owners to reduce 

Samoans to wage-dependency and dominate the copra market by continuing to grow subsistence 

crops while founding their own copra cooperatives.493 As shown in Chapters 3 and 4 of this 

 
491 Meleisa, Making of Modern Samoa, 33. 
492 Gilson, Samoa 1830 to 1900, 5.   
493 Droessler, “Copra World,” Journal of Pacific History (2018). 
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dissertation, while some Samoan elite were able to succeed amidst pālagi domination of the 

copra market, such as Taʻisi O.F. Nelson, whose success in copra helped make him one of 

Sāmoa’s wealthiest residents, Samoan laborers that resisted low wages and poor treatment were 

undercut by the recruitment of laborers from parts of China and the region now known as 

Melanesia. Smaller-scale Samoan plantation owners and Samoan-run copra cooperatives 

ultimately folded, largely due to “coercion,” but nevertheless laid a groundwork for future 

movements of colonial resistance, including the Mau movement, which drew from some of the 

cooperative principles and economic strategies developed by Samoans during the copra 

industry’s early years.494 

While copra remained Sāmoa’s chief export product through the mid-twentieth century, it 

was certainly not the only one. While non-comestible exports like rubber were also major parts 

of Sāmoa’s export economy during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, most other 

exports were indeed comestible foodstuffs. For example, since the mid-nineteenth century, 

foodstuffs like cocoa, bananas, papaya, and coffee, among others, were exported from parts of 

Sāmoa to various markets throughout the world. 

 

Food and Food Businesses in the Postwar Era 

 

 World War II brought about many changes to the food and food businesses of American 

Sāmoa and then-Western Sāmoa, due in large part to the immense presence of military personnel 

 
494 Ibid, 3; Copra exports went through various boom and bust periods in the latter half of the twentieth century, 
owed primarily to increased competition, especially from parts of Southeast Asia, as well as fluctuating global 
demand. Please note that this chapter intentionally neglects to explore copra’s more recent history due to the fact 
that copra, albeit derived from a crucial Samoan foodstuff, is not always used for comestible purposes, and this 
chapter would like to focus on exported foodstuffs and comestible products. However, this chapter will explore 
coconut products, which continued to remain a crucial export for Sāmoa (and again, especially the islands that 
came to form the Independent State of Sāmoa) well into the late-twentieth century, and which have seen a revival 
more recently, including coconut oil and milk for cooking. 
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and the food supplies needed to sustain them, as well as the influx of cash given to Samoans who 

worked to support Allied military efforts during the war. In 1942, there were roughly 14,300 

American servicemen on Tutuila and ʻUpolu, which prompted American military leaders to 

expand the scale of commissaries (or military grocery stores/food distribution centers), food 

storage facilities and machinery, and refrigeration capacity throughout the islands.495 In addition, 

World War II “brought increased demand for canned goods” as participant governments on 

either side of the fight “bought supplies to provision troops.”496 In both Samoan polities, 

increases in refrigeration capacity, food storage, canned goods, food distribution centers, and the 

troops driving the demand for these increases all amounted to more food in Sāmoa, including 

newer foods like SPAM.497  

Perhaps more important than supply were the money and skills gained by Samoans 

working for the military during the war, as well as the way that participation in a wage economy 

changed Samoan culture during and after the war. Beginning in 1941, Samoans throughout both 

polities—but mainly on Tutuila and ʻUpolu—were employed on naval defense projects including 

the construction of fuel storage facilities, airfields and hangars, dispensaries, shelters, and other 

facilities. But Samoans did more than just manual labor—many worked in specialist, 

supervisory, and skill-labor positions, working as draftsmen, surveyors, foremen, machinists, 

plumbers, electricians, clerks, and refrigeration mechanics.498 

 
495 Robert W. Franco, “Samoan Representations of World War II and Military Work: The Emergence of 
International Movement Networks,” in Geoffrey White and Lamont Lindstrom, eds., The Pacific Theater: Island 
Representations of World War II (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989): 373-394. 
496 Zeide, Canned, 138. 
497 For more on the history of SPAM and other foods during WWII, see: Rachel Laudan, The Food of Paradise: 
Hawaii’s Culinary Heritage (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1996); Robert Ji-Song Ku, “SPAM” in Robert Ji-
Song Ku, Dubious Gastronomy: The Cultural Politics of Eating Asian in the USA (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaiʻi 
Press (2014); and Tanfer Emin Tunc and Annessa Ann Babic, “Food on the Home Front, Food on the Warfront: 
World War II and the American Diet,” Food & Foodways 25:2 (2017): 101–06. 
498 Franco, “Samoan Representations.” 
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These experiences had two major effects on Samoan society that held implications for the 

future of food and food businesses in Sāmoa. First, the young people (and mostly young men) 

who worked for the military had “a feeling of independence gained from having money in their 

pockets than being dependent on their matai who controlled the family’s lands.”499 While there 

had long been a trickle of Samoans leaving their villages for urban centers and wage-earning 

jobs prior to the war, the influx of cash and jobs into the Samoan economy led to a “rapid 

increase in the number of wage-labor opportunities,” which in turn “stimulated rural-urban 

migration.”500 This influx of cash can best be seen in records of the Bank of American Samoa, 

which show that between 1941 and 1945, “the bank’s assets grew from $309,768 to 

$1,804,281.”501 Second, the skills Samoans gained through both military work and tertiary 

education paid for by veteran’s benefits “allowed them to open their own small businesses” after 

the war, which included restaurants and grocery stores.502  

This is not to say, of course, that World War II was the single-greatest driving force 

behind the establishment of Samoan businesses during the postwar era, nor is it to say that 

Samoans owe their postwar economic successes to the war. Rather, it is to acknowledge that just 

as the war changed many societies around the world, especially in regard to industrialization, the 

emergence of an intensified commercialism, and an increase in newly developed products and 

services, so too did it change Sāmoa. 

Archival records in both American Sāmoa and the continental U.S. provide a window 

into American Sāmoa’s food industry during the postwar years. For example, liquor licenses and 

other permits show that beer taverns, or bars, were growing the in the years after the war. For 

 
499 Ibid, 381. 
500 Ibid, 393. 
501 Ibid, 381. 
502 Ibid, 380. 
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example, in 1947, there were 24 licensed beer taverns (or bars) in the territory, mostly located in 

urban centers like Pago Pago and Fagatogo, but stretching as far west as Leone and as far east as 

Aua.503 This particular record reveals the diversity of beer tavern owners. With the exception of 

the Burns Philp Co., a large shipping company that also held ownership stake in local businesses, 

all permit holders were local business people. Only four of these local business people came 

from prominent business-holding families in the territory—those from the Scanlan, Pritchard, 

Kneubuhl, and Ripley families—with the remainder qualifying as smaller scale, single-business 

owners. Finally, four of these beer tavern owners were women. Similar records show that 

taverns, businesses, and grocery stores emerged throughout the islands, servicing the islands’ 

booming population, which during the 1950’s was among “the world’s most rapidly 

increasing.”504 

 

 
503 “List of Beer Vendors (Revised 14 March, 1947),” National Archives San Bruno, Box 54.  
504 Governor of American Samoa, 1954 Annual Report for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, Feleti Barstow Library 
(Pago Pago, American Samoa), p. 2.  
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Photo 6: Copy of a Beer Tavern License from American Samoa, 1947. U.S. National Archives San Francisco.505 

American Sāmoa newspapers from the 1960’s reveal a bit more about the kinds of food-

related businesses in the territory. For example, Samoa News records contain advertisements 

from grocery stores selling frozen drinks, frozen vegetables, and canned foods, as well as bulk 

items like barrels of beef, packs of rice, and cans of cured meat.506 Clearly, frozen, cured, and 

canned foods were the primary products sold at Samoan grocery stores throughout much of the 

postwar era. 

Another major food-related industry in American Sāmoa during the postwar era, and 

certainly up through the twentieth century, was that of tuna canning. A more detailed and lengthy 

history of this industry falls outside the scope of this chapter, primarily due to the fact that this 

area is well covered in recent history publications.507 However, it is worth noting here that tuna 

 
505 “Alcoholic Liquor Control Board, Beer Tavern License” National Archives San Bruno, Box 54. 
506 Samoa News (Tala Samoa), August—December 1993, Nelson Memorial Public Library (Apia, Sāmoa). 
507 See: JoAnna Poblete, Balancing the Tides: Marine Practices in American Sāmoa (Honoulu, HI: University of 
Hawaiʻi Press, 2020); JoAnna Poblete, “Bridging Indigenous and Immigrant Struggles: A Case Study of American 
Sāmoa” American Quarterly 62:3 (September 2010): 501-522.  
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canning’s history in both Samoan polities is long. Tuna canning companies attempted to 

establish the industry in then-Western Sāmoa as early as the 1930’s, but never materialized. In 

American Sāmoa, however, tuna canning has been a part of the economy since 1953, when The 

Rockefeller Company opened its cannery. Rockefeller later sold their facility to Van Camp 

Seafood in 1954, which eventually branded itself as “Chicken of the Sea” in 1976 before shutting 

down in 2009 due to minimum wage increases by the U.S. Congress.508 StarKist Tuna also had a 

tuna canning factory in American Sāmoa, which began in 1963, and continues to operate (under 

ownership of the South Korean conglomerate Dongwon) despite staff reductions brought about 

by the same mandatory wage hikes that prompted Chicken of the Sea to close its doors over a 

decade ago.509  

The case of American Sāmoa’s tuna canning industry’s rise and fall is yet another 

example of how difficult it can be for American Sāmoa to increase its economic prosperity while 

being a U.S. territory, and specifically because of its lack of voice in the U.S. Congress—a 

difficulty that is elucidated later in this chapter in the case study of Fofō Sunia’s efforts to 

establish a pīsupo processing plant in the territory in the late 1970’s. In the case of tuna 

canneries, American Sāmoa’s unequal representation in the U.S. Congress contributed to its 

effective inability to dissuade Congress from raising minimum wages for all U.S. territories 

regardless of local context. In short, minimum wages rose, tuna canneries left, and American 

Samoans could do little about it.510 

 
508 Poblete, Balancing the Tides, 62. 
509 Ibid; See also: “Star-Kist Starts Packing Tuna,” Samoa News (Tala Samoa), 16 September 1963. According to this 
article, StarKist’s plant employed over 100 Samoans at its founding. 
510 See again: Poblete, Balancing the Tides; Poblete-Cross, “Bridging Indigenous and Immigrant Struggles.” See also: 
Peter Schiff, “The Story Of How An Ill-Conceived Minimum Wage Hike Destroyed The Samoan Economy,” Business 
Insider, 23 January 2010; “How America’s canned tuna industry went belly up,” Samoa News, 18 August 2020; 
Mike Taibi, Laura Fong, and Mori Rothman, “Sea of obstacles imperil American Samoa’s tuna industry,” PBS News, 
15 February 2020. 
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Records on the food and agricultural industry from then-Western Samoa reveal economic 

difficulty as well, at least on a national market scale, with imports often far outweighing imports, 

and the country’s long-lasting staple export of copra enduring several periodic declines in value 

as global demand cooled in the postwar era.511 However, local publications that sprang up 

following the Western Sāmoa’s independence in 1962 show that local food business steadily 

established themselves following independence, mainly in the form of local restaurants and 

groceries. Newspaper advertisements and stories reveal a vibrant Samoan food scene, especially 

in the urban center of Apia, and many of these food businesses catered to tourists. 

A more detailed history of tourism in Sāmoa falls outside the scope of this chapter, but it 

is important to note that much of Western Sāmoa’s restaurant scene attempted to reach visitors 

who could afford to spend more on food and drink. To do so, these businesses offered ‘European 

food,’ while also offering Samoan food as a way to ‘experience the real Sāmoa.’ 

Still, despite the success of some local establishments, the government struggled to find a 

reliably successful export during this period, which also saw significant increases in demand for 

imported goods. According to one 1978 study, between 1973 and 1978, imports to many 

countries in Oceania more than doubled, and that Western Sāmoa, specifically, endured a 

“rapidly growing population and limited exports of primary products” during that span, while 

also becoming more and more dependent on “aid funds” for its economic survival.512 

 

The “Taste of Sāmoa” 

 
511 Annual reports by the Western Sāmoa Department of Agriculture reveal the steady drop in copra prices that 
occured between the early 1960’s and early 1970’s. See: Government of Western Sāmoa, Territory of Western 
Sāmoa Department of Agriculture, Forests, and Fisheries Annual Reports: 1960-1973, National Archives and 
Records Administration (Apia, Sāmoa). Note that each report is its own publication located in separate bound 
reports held at the NARA offices in Apia. 
512 W.T. McCabe, “South Pacific imports double in five years,” Overseas Trading, 30:6 (31 March 1978), p. 203-204, 
204. 
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 In October of 1978, Western Sāmoa was abuzz with anticipation for a new, locally-

produced beer. The name of the new brew was “a guarded secret,” for much of that month but 

that secret literally broke open two weeks before the official announcement when a box of beer 

labels fell off a tuck at Matautu-tai, near Apia, strewing the labels throughout the street.513 

Children playing in the street quickly “scooped up” the labels and alerted the Samoan public—

the beer would be called “Vailima.”514  

 

 
Photo 7: Vailima's label leaked to the press after a box of labels fell off a truck.  

The beer's name and label soon became Sāmoa's "worst kept secret." The Observer.515 

Choosing “Vailima” was a keen marketing move for the beer’s producers and financiers. 

Vailima is the name of a village near Apia, which draws its name from a Samoan legend about a 

magical liquid—an obvious marketing opportunity if ever there was one. The legend (of which 

there are many differing versions) tells the story of a man saved by his spouse, who brings him 

 
513 “Brewery Brews ‘Vailima’ Beer.” 
514 Ibid. 
515 “‘The worst kept secret,’” The Observer 19 October 1978, p. 1. Note that the caption may be a play on the title 
of the movie Best Kept Secret, a travel log film about Sāmoa that was popular in the 1970’s. 
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water in her hands scooped from a nearby stream. Vailima, which literally means “water in the 

hands,” became the name of the village around that stream, and later became well known as the 

home of Scottish novelist Robert Louis Stevenson.516 Stevenson’s Vailima mansion eventually 

housed Western Sāmoa’s colonial administrators before transitioning as the home of Samoan 

Heads of State following independence. 

Western Sāmoa’s then-Head of State, His Highness Malietoa Tanumafili II, was a major 

supporter of Vailima’s production, and his government funded Vailima’s production in a joint 

venture with the German beer company Haase Braurei (or “Haase Brewery”).517 Together, the 

two parties branded themselves as Western Samoa Breweries Limited (Samoa Breweries), with 

the government providing startup funding and tax breaks, and the German executives of Haase 

Braurei leading brewing and business operations under the direction of K.H. Moeller.  

As shown in a previous chapter, alcohol and social drinking had long been a part of 

Samoan society and culture, but previous brews in Sāmoa were always either imported or 

illegally brewed at home. So, for locals, news of a beer “brewed in Samoa for Samoans” meant 

savings in time, money, and risk, along with refreshment, social drinking, and a degree of local 

pride in producing a local beer.518 For the government of Western Sāmoa, however, a locally 

produced beer meant potential increases in gross domestic product through the exportation of 

beer throughout Oceania.  

 

 
516 Lapa Ifi, “Vailima beer a legend,” The Observer, 26 October 1978, p. 10; See also Joseph Theroux, “Some 
Misconceptions about RLS,” The Journal of Pacific History 16:3 (July 1981): 164-166. 
517 “Brewery Brews ‘Vailima’ Beer,” The Observer, 12 October 1978, p. 1, Nelson Memorial Public Library (Apia, 
Sāmoa); “The taste of Samoa,” Pacific Islands Monthly (April, 1994), p. 56. 
518 Advertisement for Western Samoa Breweries Limited, The Observer, 23 November 1978, p. 5, Nelson Memorial 
Public Library (Apia, Sāmoa). 
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Photo 8: Photo from the earliest known advertisement for Vailima beer in premium (second from left) and lager (fourth from 

left) varieties and soft drinks (including orangeade, sport lemonade, and cola, among others). The drinks feature Vailima’s 
original 1978 label. The Observer.519 

Initially, Vailima was marketed and sold to Samoans alone. Originally brewed in two 

varieties—premium and lager—Vailima was sold in large and small bottles and kegs to 

individuals, restaurants, and bars throughout Western Sāmoa. Exactly what separated the lager 

from the premium beer in regards to recipe is unclear, as both initially had the same alcohol 

content of 4.2 percent, but it is reasonable to conclude that the premium’s higher sales price per 

ounce suggested an elevated brew.520 The most notable difference between the two was the 

size—the premium came 12-ounce bottles while the lager came in a 40-ounce, no doubt catering 

to a Samoan population that was perhaps most accustomed to New Zealand’s large Steinlager 

beer. It is reasonable to conclude that Samoa Breweries hoped to encourage Steinlager drinkers 

to make the switch, and that providing a comparable-size lager gave the company the best chance 

to do so. 

 
519 Advertisement for Western Samoa Breweries Limited, The Observer, 23 November 1978. 
520The 40-ounce lager beer bottle’s initial sales price was 70 sene a bottle, while the smaller 12-ounce premium 
beer sold for 33 sene. 
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Photo 9: The first known photo of a Vailima bottle "[in the] wild," placed next to two 40-ounce Steinlager beers,  
a New Zealand product that was perhaps the most popular beer in Western Sāmoa at the time. The Observer.521 

  

 Samoa Breweries also used strategic marketing to reach its local customers. Perhaps its 

earliest marketing tactic was the aforementioned ‘accident’ of dropping labels off the back of a 

truck, or allowing one bottle to “find its way into town” just two days before the official 

release.522 While both instances may have been accidents, they certainly generated significant 

interest throughout the country, and helped Vailima land on the front pages of national 

newspapers. Several press conferences held at the company’s headquarters informed the press of 

the benefits of the brewery for the country. For example, the company touted its contribution of a 

new electric water pump for the village of Vaitele, where its brewery was located. Samoa 

Breweries paid $15,000 for the installation of a water pump to service the entire Vaitele 

Industrial Complex, home to its own headquarters and several other businesses, with the 

potential to service the entire west coast of ‘Upolu in cases of water shortage.523 The company 

 
521 “Hurah!” The Observer, 26 October 1978, p. 1,  
522 Ibid. 
523 “Brewery gives water pump,” The Observer, 12 October 1978, p. 11. 
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also touted its bottle deposit system—which paid locals paid locals WS$1 for the return of a 

crate of beer and 5 sene per bottle—as a “contribution to keep Samoa clean.”524 They even tried 

claiming that because their beer was bottled at home, it would taste “fresh” compared to 

imported beers.525 

 The marketing tactic most obviously aimed toward gaining Samoan customers was 

Vailima’s tagline—“brewed in Samoa for Samoans.” Prominently featured in the beer’s earliest 

advertisements, the tagline was clearly intended to rally national support behind the beer, but 

held a deeper meaning. Although likely unintended by the German management in control of 

Samoa Breweries’ marketing strategy, the slogan signaled a turning point in the history of 

alcohol in Sāmoa. As shown in a previous chapter, Samoans had been legally barred from 

purchasing or consuming alcohol dating back to the late nineteenth century through various rules 

and laws imposed by Samoan matai and pālagi colonial administrators. While such rules and 

laws had largely been lifted following Samoan independence in 1962, long before Samoa 

Breweries came along, the Vailima advertisement and tagline were the first to openly brand an 

alcoholic product as a Samoan drink meant for Samoan drinkers.526  

Whether it was the marketing strategies, the recipe, or some other factor, it soon became 

clear that Vailima was a hit throughout Western Sāmoa. By May 1979—just seven months after 

its first bottle was released to the public—Vailima sales accounted for more than half of beer 

sales throughout all of Western Sāmoa.527 Word of mouth (and perhaps a few crates of beer) 

 
524 “Waste harmless to fish – brewer,” The Observer 19 October 1978, p. 11. 
525 Oliana, “Tune in...” The Observer, 26 October 1978, p. 3. 
526 It is important to note that limits on alcoholic purchases and consumption meant to curb excessive drinking 
were implemented at the village and national level, and to this day, many matai in Sāmoa implement various rules 
and punishments aimed at limiting alcohol abuse. See: Futa Helu, “Multiple headaches from drug imports,” Pacific 
Islands Monthly (July 1991); Tina Tauasosi, Sauaga o Tamaitai e a Latou Tane i Samoa: Wife Abuse in Samoa, 
doctoral dissertation (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, 2010). 
527 “Vailima,” Pacific Islands Monthly (May 1979), p. 79. 
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spread to nearby American Sāmoa. Before long, American Samoans demanded access to the 

“beer for Samoans,” prompting Samoa Breweries to expand into the territory in mid-1979.528 

However, Samoa Breweries quickly found that American Samoans rejected Vailima in favor of 

the stronger Steinlager beer from New Zealand. As a result, Samoa Breweries developed a 

special brew for the American Samoa market, dubbed “Vailima Export,” which upped the 

alcohol content to 6.7 percent “to fend off competition from the big-selling Steinlager,” 

eventually helping the company capture “most of the market.”529 

 Before long, “the beer for Samoans” became the beer for drinkers “all over the South 

Pacific,” in places like Niue, the Marshall Islands, Tokelau, and the Cook Islands, among 

others.530 And while the beer was certainly “Western Samoa’s pride and joy” for the way it grew 

the country’s reputation as a brewing capital in Oceania, it also quickly became a valuable 

“liquid overseas asset” for Western Sāmoa531 In 1986, Samoa Breweries turned out 4.5 million 

liters of Vailima beer, 675,000 of which were exported.532  Just two years later, Samoa Breweries 

became the single largest revenue earner in Western Sāmoa, bringing in WS$12,000,000 each 

year while employing 130 people.533 With the Western Samoan government still holding over 50 

percent ownership of the company, profits for Samoa Breweries meant profits for the 

government, too. 

 
528 Ibid. 
529 “Vailima brews bigger profits,” Pacific Islands Monthly (January 1996), 45. Note: Although printed in 1996, this 
article provided a brief retrospective of the Samoa Breweries company that included the previous alcohol content 
increase for the American Samoa market. 
530 “Niue’s Vailima bottle hunt,” Pacific Islands Monthly (November 1982), 37; Laurie Strachan, “Here’s to a New 
Islands Brew,” Pacific Islands Monthly (June 1988), 38. 
531 Ibid. 
532 “Brewers get ahead in export market,” Pacific Islands Monthly (October 1986), 27.  
533 Strachan, “Here’s to a New Islands Brew,” 38. 
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 The next step to growing the business meant branching out to larger markets. Beginning 

in 1986, Samoa Breweries began shipping Vailima to Hawaiʻi, and shortly thereafter, to New 

Zealand. Samoa Breweries made a few key changes to their marketing strategy in an effort to 

reach new consumers. First, they introduced a new can, likely meant to reach drinkers who 

preferred canned to bottled beer. Second, the company added a new catchphrase to its label that 

was less Sāmoa-centric: “The Beer of the South Pacific.”534 Then-Samoa Breweries manager 

Wolfgang Hofmann said in 1986, “Obviously, small breweries do not have the mighty power of 

large concerns, so we have to find a niche in the market.”535 This new catchphrase was related to 

finding that niche by tapping into the imagination of consumers, who may not know much about 

Sāmoa, but who may have long dreamed of “the South Pacific.” Unlike its original label, 

Vailima’s new label included symbols of idyllic island life, such as palm trees, mountains, and a 

water fall.  

Lastly, beginning in 1994, Samoa Breweries began sponsoring Manu Samoa, the national 

rugby union team of Western Sāmoa, which was a “well-known” and “high-profile” team on the 

international rugby scene at that time.536 Indeed, sport and alcohol—and particularly rugby and 

beer—have long been inextricably linked in the popular consciousness, and Vailima’s 

sponsorship of Manu Samoa was certainly meant to reach rugby viewers in New Zealand, among 

other international markets with high populations of rugby fans.537 

 

 

 
534 Advertisement, Pacific Islands Monthly (April 1994), 54. 
535 “Brewers get ahead in export market.” 
536 “Vailima brews bigger profits,” Pacific Islands Monthly (January 1996), 45. 
537 See: Thomas McCabe, “Exploring the Relationship Between Alcohol and Rugby,” BelievePerform (online 
resource): https://believeperform.com/exploring-the-relationship-between-alcohol-and-rugby/, accessed 30 
October 2022. 
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Photo 10: A Vailima advertisement from the 1990's, touting the beer’s international appeal. Note the slightly different label 

designs on either side of the glass—the labels on the left were those of the domestic products sold in Western Sāmoa, while the 
labels on the right were designed for international markets. The latter includes a special catchphrase—not the beer of Sāmoa, 

but “The Beer of the South Pacific.” Note, too, the sponsorship of the Manu Samoa rugby team. Pacific Islands Monthly.538 

   

 These marketing strategies paid off, as Vailima sales, and therefore production, increased 

year-to-year through the 1990’s. By 1996, production increased to 4.6 million liters of beer for 

the local market, where Vailima dominated with 90 percent of the market share in beer sales, 

ahead of major competitors like New Zealand’s Steinlager or the United States’ Budweiser.539 

 
538 Advertisement, Pacific Islands Monthly (April 1994), 54. 
539 “Vailima brews bigger profits,” 45. 
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Export market production also increased, up to 950,000 liters in 1996, and efforts to reach 

international markets seemed mostly successful. Vailima was the dominant imported beer in 

American Sāmoa and Tokelau, was highly popular in the Cook Islands and Wallis and Futuna, 

and steadily grew in popularity as a niche beer in larger markets like New Zealand, and Samoa 

Breweries executives continued to look to expansion to markets like Fiji and Australia.540 

Vailima’s reputation on the international stage was bolstered in the 1990’s after four gold medal 

wins in the prestigious World Monde Selection Beer Awards held annually in Europe to rank the 

world’s best tasting beers.541 However, throughout its production, Samoa Breweries and its 

Vailima beer faced key challenges to its domestic reputation and its international expansion. 

First, and in a strange turn of fate, Samoa Breweries’ success was an inspiration to other 

governments and would-be brewers, inspiring the establishment of several breweries throughout 

Oceania that Vailima would ultimately compete with. These new breweries eventually mitigated 

demand for Vailima in their local markets, as consumers favored their own locally produced 

beers. By the 1990’s, seemingly “all major Melanesian and Polynesian countries [had] their own 

breweries,” including Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Tonga, Fiji, and the Solomon Islands (which 

also brewed a beer exclusively for the population of Nauru, in Micronesia), among others.542 Just 

as Samoa Breweries garnered large shares of their local market by using government protections 

and Sāmoa-centric marketing strategies, so too did these newer breweries work with their 

governments while appealing to local customers, causing a decline in demand for Vailima in 

those markets. Moreover, just as Vailima provided Samoan customers with a cheaper beer due to 

 
540 Ibid; “The taste of Samoa,” Pacific Islands Monthly (April 1994), 56. 
541 “Vailima waits out the bidding process,” Pacific Islands Monthly (August 1999), 19. Vailima won gold in 1990, 
1992, 1995, and 1998. 
542 Roman Grynberg, “Solbrew sets up niche in Solomons,” Pacific Islands Monthly (February 1994), 13. 
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its domestic production, which protected it from tariffs, newer breweries throughout Oceania 

could provide their products to domestic markets at a cheaper price than Vailima. 

Second, despite being produced locally, the vast majority of Vailima’s ingredients were 

imported, which limited Vailima’s potential to expand overseas. The malt, hops, and yeast used 

to brew Vailima came from Australia, Bavaria, and elsewhere in Germany, respectively.543 Even 

with government support alleviating tariff costs for Samoa Breweries’ ingredients, the sheer cost 

associated with procuring and importing these products, all of which were deemed necessary to 

satisfy the German recipe that gave Vailima its trademark flavor, made it even harder for Samoa 

Breweries to bring costs down when exporting their beer to international markets.  

 Third, despite being able to provide Vailima at a cheaper price to domestic consumers, 

Samoa Breweries always had competition from imported beers, causing it to periodically shift its 

attention away from international expansion and focus efforts on protecting the domestic market 

share. Moreover, the company often relied on government support to maintain its competitive 

edge, which often came at the expense of domestic competitors. For example, in 1991, the 

government issued a temporary ban on beer imports to “protect” Samoa Breweries from New 

Zealand and American competitors after they increased their market share from one to ten 

percent between 1990 and 1991.544 Government protection of the Samoa Breweries’ effective 

“monopoly” on the country’s beer market was a blatant act of favoritism that hurt the business of 

domestic rivals.545 For example, the Apia Bottling Company (ABC), founded 12 years before 

Vailima, often failed to procure the same kind of incentives and protections given to the 

government-owned Vailima. When ABC attempted to branch out of soft drinks into beer in 1989 

 
543 Strachan, “Here’s to a New Islands Brew,” 38. 
544 “Ban on drinks and smoke,” Pacific Islands Monthly (September 1991), 57. 
545 See: Ibid; “Bottling Co. Goes to Court,” The Observer, 19 October 1978, p. 1; “Says Mr. Curry,” The Observer, 26 
October 1978, p. 3; and “Brewing on the rise.” 
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with its “Manuia” lager, it failed to garner the same kind of government protection granted to 

Vailima, and Manuia went out of production just six years later.546 Clearly, Samoa Breweries’ 

actions were not always in step with its assertion that it was the beer of the people, and its 

domestic dominance over competitors at home and abroad was only possible with the help of the 

government. 

Finally, the success of Samoa Breweries actually threatened Samoan jobs and Vailima’s 

status as a Samoan product, as multinational corporations took ownership of the company in 

subsequent buyouts between the late 1990’s and early 2010’s. In July 1999, Carlton Brewery Fiji 

Limited (CBFL), a Fijian alcohol producer and subsidiary of Carlton United Breweries (CUB) 

(which was itself a subsidiary of Fosters Group, an Australian multinational brewing and 

beverage corporation) purchased 68.3% of Samoa Breweries Limited. CBFL’s new shares came 

primarily from the Government of Sāmoa, whose ownership stake dropped from over 50% to 

just 15%, and the German firm Haase Braurei, who completely sold their shares after 21 years at 

the helm of management.547  

After the purchase, CBFL’s director based in Fiji assured the Samoan people that “Samoa 

Breweries is a Samoan company,” and that it would be “run by Samoans.”548 Moreover, the 

executive said, “we don’t expect to have any expatriates within the company…which is a big 

change from how it was operated in the past.”549 Indeed, while the Samoan government had 

always been the company’s primary shareholder, and the company’s employees had long been 

primarily Samoan, management had generally remained in German hands since 1978. In fact, 

upon the 1999 purchase, CBFL’s Fiji-based director was “clearly upset” to find that “the German 

 
546 “Brewing on the rise.”; “Vailima brews bigger profits,” 45. 
547 Alan Ah Mu, “Ragg predicts riches in brewery trade,” Pacific Islands Monthly (November 1999), 17. 
548 Ibid. 
549 Ibid. 
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managers [of Samoa Breweries] locked a toilet for their exclusive use.”550 Though it is difficult 

to verify the depth and scope of segregation within the company throughout its history, the 

purchase of its shares by CBFL in 1999 revealed that Samoa Breweries may not have been ‘for 

Samoans’ to the degree that it claimed to be.  

CBFL, however, did seem to value the Samoan workforce behind Vailima beer. Rather 

than sending CBFL managerial staff from Fiji or Australia to Apia, CBFL simply promoted 

existing Samoan staff members to senior management positions within Samoa Breweries. In this 

sense, while the Samoan government lost a huge portion of its ownership stake in Samoa 

Breweries, the company itself gained more Samoan involvement at the upper levels of operations 

after the 1999 sale. CBFL also supported Samoan staff with technical, engineering, and product 

backup, and put an immediate cash influx of WS$13 million into the company to improve its 

equipment, which they could afford to do given the massive capital backing of CUB and Fosters 

Group.551 This support also came with new access to cheaper raw materials, namely Australian 

malt that CBFL was able to procure for considerably less due to their buying power. 

Collectively, this support helped Samoa Breweries grow in both sales and employment, which 

meant more jobs for Samoans in Apia.552 

This all changed in December 2011, however, when Fosters Group (which by that time 

had changed its name to Carlton and United Breweries, adopting the name of its subsidiary) was 

sold to SABMiller, a South African multinational brewing and beverage corporation 

headquartered in England. Just months later, in March 2012, SABMiller sold its shares in Samoa 

Breweries to Coca-Cola Amatil (CCA), a multinational bottling company based in Australia that 

 
550 Ibid. 
551 Ibid. In 1999, Fosters Group had an after-tax profit of AUS$350 million, and an overall market capitalization 
value of AUS$8 billion. 
552 Ibid. 
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was one of the world’s five major bottlers of Coca Cola products. CCA knew the Oceania market 

well, with roughly 15,000 employees in Australia, New Zealand, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, 

Fiji, and Samoa. Moreover, CCA effectively transferred ownership of Samoa Breweries to a 

subsidiary company that it had recently purchased—Paradise Beverages Limited, which was 

essentially CBFL under a new name and management staff. One may have thought that CBFL 

was still effectively in charge of Samoa Breweries, and that little would change. 

However, within a few years, it seemed that neither Paradise Beverages Limited nor its 

parent company CCA were as invested in Samoa Breweries as CBFL had been. According to 

reports, Samoa Breweries’ equipment was allowed to age without being updated or properly 

maintained around the same time that Paradise Beverages Limited injected millions into its Suva, 

Fiji brewery, suggesting that the company’s focus was primarily on its Fiji-produced beers and 

not Vailima products.553 

In July 2022, Paradise Beverages Limited announced that it would be ending Samoa 

Breweries operations by the end of the year, and moving all Vailima brewing productions to its 

Fiji brewery. Despite significantly expanding Vailima’s overseas reach in 2018 to include 

several U.S. states, including California, Hawaiʻi, Washington, and Oregon, among others, while 

also maintaining steady Vailima sales in New Zealand and gaining popularity amongst New 

Zealand’s younger adult population, Paradise Beverages Limited claimed that the beer’s 

commercial viability had “steadily declined.”554 Although some of its sales and distribution staff 

would remain, it appeared that at least 50 people with jobs tied directly to brewing operations, 

 
553 “Taste of Samoa will soon be brewed in Fiji,” Radio New Zealand, 1 July 2022; Praneeta Prakash, “$40 million 
invested by Paradise Beverages,” Fiji Sun/FBC News, 15 February 2019. 
554 Ilia Likou, “An ‘incredible’ export breakthrough for Samoa Breweries,” Samoa Observor, 11 March 2018; “Never 
mind your craft beer, Vailima is straight outta Apia,” Re:News (online resource), https://sq-
al.facebook.com/renewsnz/videos/407132046486965/?video_source=permalink, last accessed Octiober 2022; 
“Taste of Samoa will soon be brewed in Fiji.” 
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most of whom were Samoan, would lose their jobs. Moreover, the move meant that the so-called 

“taste of Samoa,” long tagged as the beer “brewed in Samoa for Samoans,” would forever be 

brewed in Fiji, and perhaps further afield. 

Currently, “the taste of Samoa” seems to have been saved by a Samoan couple who, just 

months before the planned closure of Samoa Breweries brewing operations, reached a 

Memorandum of Understanding with Paradise Beverages Limited to continue Vailima brewing 

operations under their licensure. The couple, Saleimoa Charlie Vaʻai and Beatrice Ott, plan to 

produce Vailima locally at the existing Vailima brewery in Vaitele, outside Apia, but are not 

currently fully prepared to do so. As a result, Paradise Beverages Limited plan to temporarily 

brew Vailima offshore—presumably in Fiji—until Vaʻai and Ott are prepared to resume brewing 

operations in Sāmoa. Currently, little is publicly known about the couple, their plans, their 

economic backing, and therefore the future prospects of the Vailima beer, and while job losses at 

the company seem to have been curtailed, some 34 employees will either be temporarily 

furloughed or permanently terminated as a result of the shakeup.555 

Samoa Breweries’ history shows both the difficulty of growing an international business 

in Sāmoa, especially around a comestible product that requires imported ingredients. It also 

shows the potential these businesses can have to dominate domestic markets, nearby smaller 

markets in Oceania, and to carve out niche roles in major international markets, thereby 

providing the government and people of Sāmoa with revenue, jobs, and some level of economic 

stability by offsetting the export-import imbalance. In the case of Samoa Breweries, the 

government of Sāmoa worked for decades to use their power and money to help sustain and 

 
555 Mataiʻa Lanuola Tusani Tupufia-Ah Tong, “Vailima to stay in Samoa and brewed locally” Samoa Observor, 23 
August 2022; Joyetter Feagaimaʻaliʻi, “Temporary closure of Vailima starts today,” Radio Polynesia Samoa, 31 
October 2022. 
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grow the business on the international stage. However, the more recent development of selling its 

ownership stake to multinational corporations, though beneficial in the short term through an 

influx of cash, also ultimately lead to a lack of agency to protect the long-term status of Vailima 

as a beer “brewed in Samoa for Samoans.” Despite the rather heartwarming story of a young 

Samoan couple agreeing to produce Vailima under Paradise Beverage Limited’s ownership, the 

future of the “taste of Samoa” is still very much uncertain. 

 

Pīsupo from Pago 

 

 In 1978, just as Samoa Breweries was turning out its first bottle of Vailima, a politician in 

American Sāmoa was attempting to cook up a potential earner for the territory, looking not to 

beer, but to beef.  It is important to remember that as an “unorganized,” “unincorporated” 

territory of the United States, American Sāmoa does not have a Senator or a Member of the U.S. 

House of Representatives within the U.S. Congress. Rather, American Samoans elect a Delegate 

to the U.S. House of Representatives who cannot vote in House proceedings but can participate 

in debates and vote on committees of which they are a member. As such, these delegates must 

use their relationships with voting members and their leverage as voting members of committees 

to sway votes in their favor. This puts the delegate—and as such, the people of American 

Sāmoa—at a clear disadvantage in pursuing its interests relative to voting members and their 

constituents.  

This disadvantage was even greater prior to the recognition of American Sāmoa’s 

delegate by Congress in 1981.556 Between 1970 and 1981, American Sāmoa elected an unofficial 

delegate-at-large to live in Washington, D.C. for the primary purpose of lobbying Congress to 

 
556 It is important to note that the U.S. Congress extended an invitation to a territorial delegate to American Sāmoa 
in 1978, but that this delegate would not begin their participation until the 97th Congress, which began in 1981.  
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formally recognize the territory’s delegate.557 However, these early delegates-at-large were able 

to foster relationships on Capitol Hill that protected some of American Sāmoa’s interests. For 

example, the first delegate-at-large, Asuemu Ulufale Fuimaono, was known to be “an influential 

politician on the Washington scene,” and in 1974 used that influence to convince the U.S. 

Department of Defense to allow the enlistment of American Samoans without U.S. citizenship 

into the U.S. Army, a move that many in the territory favored for the “good pay, security, 

and…greener pastures promised by the U.S. Army.”558 

In 1978, American Sāmoa’s delegate-at-large was the similarly influential Fofō I.F. 

Sunia. A tulāfale, or high talking chief, from Fagasā, Pago Pago, Sunia had significant political 

and business experience before his election as delegate. In the early 1960s, Sunia worked as an 

interpreter for the Governor of American Sāmoa before founding and editing Samoa News, 

which remains the territory’s leading newspaper. Throughout the 1960s and most of the 1970s, 

Sunia wore several hats, serving as territorial election commissioner, director of tourism for the 

territory, and president and chairman of the American Samoan Development Corporation. In 

these roles, and especially the latter two, Sunia developed relationships with key business and 

government officials both at home and abroad in an effort to boost American Sāmoa’s 

economy.559 Sunia spent a good deal of his first term as delegate-at-large working to that end, 

with a focus on, of all things, corned beef. 

 
557 Before 1970, the delegate position was nonexistent and the vast majority of communication between the 
territorial and federal governments occurred between the Governor of American Sāmoa and various 
representatives of the U.S. and its departments. 
558 “Samoans win battle to be soldiers,” Pacific Islands Monthly 45:2 (Feb. 1, 1974): 18. 
559 Government Publishing Office, “Fofō I.F. Sunia,” Former Members 1957-1992 (Washington, D.C., Collection of 
the U.S. House of Representatives), 412, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CDOC-108hdoc226/pdf/GPO-
CDOC-108hdoc226-2-4-11.pdf. See also: Ted Gup, “American Samoa’s Man in Congress: The Village Chief Brings a 
Touch of the South Seas,” Washington Post, 26 April 1982; Philip Shenon, “In the House, but Without Votes,” New 
York Times, 12 April 1985, A14.  
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In early 1979, Sunia began exploring the potential for Pacifica Foods—an American 

Sāmoa-based food company that established a meat processing plant in 1978—to export pīsupo 

and povi māsima, respectively) produced in Western Sāmoa to areas of Hawaiʻi, California, and 

the U.S. Pacific Northwest with large Samoan communities. From the onset, Sunia’s primary 

goal was to promote “self-sufficiency” for American Sāmoa through the creation of employment 

opportunities at home and the enrichment of Pacific Foods and adjacent businesses, but he faced 

a significant uphill battle due to federal legislation regulating meat imports into the U.S.560 

Following sharp rises in imports and declines in U.S. cattle prices during the 1950s and 

60s, Congress passed the “Meat Import Law” in 1964, which was designed to protect domestic 

cattle producers by limiting cattle imports. Using a complex set of routinely adjusted equations 

that took into account domestic supply and demand, the Meat Import Law set regular quotas on 

meat importation by foreign importers, with each country receiving an individual quota limiting 

how much meat they could import into the U.S. per year.561 A provision within the law allowed 

foreign countries to import meat into U.S. territories, such as American Sāmoa, without having 

that meat count against their quota. However, the law did not allow producers within the 

territories to subsequently export that foreign meat—although processed locally in the 

territories—to the mainland U.S. According to the law, any meat originating from a foreign 

country that was processed in U.S. territories and then imported into the U.S. would count 

against the quota of the foreign country from which the meat originally came. This would 

 
560 Hon. Fofō I.F. Sunia to Mr. Jon E Falck, 25 May 1979 (Washington, D.C.), American Sāmoa Office of Archives and 
Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: 2/2. See also: 88th Congress, 
H.R. 1839, Public Law 88-482, 22 August 1964, American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management 
(Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC.” 
561 See: “History of the Meat Import Law (PL 88-482) and Program for 1977,” American Sāmoa Office of Archives 
and Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC.” 
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therefore disincentivize that foreign country from sending meat to American Sāmoa to begin 

with if indeed American Samoan processors planned to export the meat to the U.S.562 

Making matters worse, U.S. Congress sent mixed signals to local producers in U.S. 

territories in two key and potentially conflicting ways: first, by providing tax exemptions for the 

construction of food processing facilities in U.S. territories, and second, by also providing tariff 

incentives for U.S. territories to import general goods into the U.S. While both of these efforts 

purported to “foster development for territories,” the 1964 Meat Import Law meant that the two 

could not act in concert with one another as far as processed meats were concerned, thereby 

giving local food processors in U.S. territories a kind of false hope.563 Mike Kneubuhl, head of 

Pacifica Foods, was essentially a case-in-point of this false hope. When he received a tax 

exemption in 1978 for the construction of a meat processing plant, Kneubuhl likely believed that 

he could eventually reach the Samoan market in the U.S., only to discover that U.S. Congress 

was more committed to protecting the business of continental U.S. producers than those in U.S. 

territories. Kneubuhl still invested $200,000 of Pacifica Foods’ money to the development of 

their meat processing plant, with an eye toward the local American Sāmoa market, but with 

Sunia’s help, Pacifica Foods might have grown its business, and achieved Sunia’s goal of self-

sufficiency for American Sāmoa.564 

Sunia began by studying the 1964 Meat Import Law to strategize ways to amend or 

potentially circumvent the law for American Samoa’s economic benefit. Perhaps the most 

important finding from his preliminary research was the revelation that “Congressional 

 
562 See: Joseph M. Pereira (Director of Development Planning Office, Government of American Sāmoa) to Hon. Fofō 
Sunia, 25 April 1979 (Pago Pago, American Sāmoa), American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management 
(Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC.” See also: See also: 88th Congress, H.R. 1839, Public 
Law 88-482, 22 August 1964.  
563 Pereira to Sunia, 25 April 1979: 1.   
564 Ibid, 1-2. 
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opposition” to a previous effort by Puerto Rico to establish its own meat processing industry for 

export into the U.S. led to the “dismantling” of that effort, suggesting that the “solidity of the 

opposition of the beef industry in [the U.S.]” to competition by U.S. territories would be a 

formidable obstacle to overcome.565 While Sunia acknowledged that his findings were “not 

encouraging at all,” he vowed that “…even if the prospects are not rosy,” he would “still 

continue to look [into ways to make it happen].”566 Sunia recognized early on that “teamwork” 

would be key to turning the pīsupo plant dream into a reality.567 Initially, this team included 

Sunia, Kneubuhl, and Joseph Pereira (Director of the Development Planning Office for the 

Government of American Sāmoa). 

In early 1979, Sunia tasked Kneubuhl and Pereira with exploring the potential to develop 

beef closer to home—or even at home—either by importing cattle meat from Western Sāmoa or 

raising cattle in Manuʻa, thereby avoiding the quota problem tied to imported meat from 

Australia or New Zealand.568 Sunia himself phoned the ambassador of Western Sāmoa in New 

York, Maiava Iulai Toma, to discuss the idea. With “cattle production increasing fast on both 

Upolu and Savaii,” and Western Samoa in “need [of] business,” Toma was intrigued, and Sunia 

asked Kneubuhl to follow up on the lead.569 Sunia also asked Kneubuhl to follow up with 

researchers from San Jose, California, who in 1978 explored the potential for a “‘supercow’ 

 
565 Hon. Fofō Sunia to Mr. Mike Kneubuhl (head of Pacifica Foods), 12 April 1979 (Washington, D.C.), American 
Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica 
Foods/MISC”: 1. 
566 Ibid. 
567 Matthew K. Iuli (Federal Programs Officer, Office of the Delegate-at-Large) to Joe Pereira, 9 May 1979 
(Washington, D.C.), American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), 
“Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: Serial 79:129, 1. 
568 Readers should note that what is now officially called the Independent State of Sāmoa was officially called 
“Western Sāmoa” until 1997.  
569 Sunia to Kneubuhl, 12 April 1979: 1.  
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project…on Manuʻa,” whereby the Manuʻa islands would be home to sites for raising and 

slaughtering cattle for local beef production.570  

Sunia tasked Pereira with exploring the meat importation problem and providing 

responses to Sunia’s questions about either exempting American Sāmoa from the 1964 Meat 

Law quota system or allowing the importation of locally-grown meat from American Sāmoa into 

the U.S. Sunia would then use these responses to develop strategies for talking points that Sunia 

could use in diplomatic meetings with parties including trade commissioners from both Australia 

and New Zealand, members of the Australian Meat Board, and officials from the U.S. 

Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, and Interior among others.571 

As he awaited word about the potential for meat to be produced in either Western or 

American Sāmoa, Sunia developed a strategy of communication for his message to these 

officials built on three pillars. The first two pillars, according to Sunia’s own wording 

emphasized “(1) the natural and traditional desire of the Samoan to have his ‘povi māsima’ and 

‘pisupo,’ and (2) the need of the Territory for the jobs which the processing will create.”572 For 

example, in correspondence with an official at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Sunia wrote: 

  

Salt beef and corned beef have been traditional items of delicacy for the Samoan 

people…Our people who now reside in Hawaii and the West Coast are…desirous of 

receiving these two products…Because of the scarcity of employment opportunities [in 

 
570 Ibid, 2. To my knowledge, records detailing the “supercow project” are nonexistent in the American Sāmoa 
Office of Archives and Records Management and the U.S. National Archives in San Bruno, CA. However, future 
researchers may wish to explore these repositories, among others, to ensure that the records are indeed 
nonexistent, as they may contain details that would be interesting for historians and other researchers if they 
could be located.  
571 Sunia to Pereira, 17 May 1979 (Washington, D.C.) American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management 
(Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: Serial 79: 244: 1-2; Sunia to Kneubuhl, 12 April 
1979: 1-2; Sunia to Kneubuhl, 30 May 1979 (Washington, D.C.), American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records 
Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: 1-3; Sunia to Kneubuhl, 5 September 
1979, (Washington, D.C.), American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management (Tāfuna, American 
Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: 1-2. 
572 Sunia to Kneubuhl, 30 May 1979, 2.  
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American Sāmoa], every job created is very vital to our economic wellbeing and to our 

hopes for self sufficiency.573  

 

Sunia also incorporated the third pillar of his strategy—the fact that American Sāmoa’s 

export business would be too small to affect continental U.S. producers—into this conversation, 

emphasizing, “We want to be able to ship to these Samoan communities [in Hawaiʻi and the 

continental U.S.] a total of about 5,000 kegs [of salt or corned beef] per month,” a relatively 

“very small” amount.574 

However, this strategy failed. By mid-year, Sunia recognized that officials in U.S. 

executive offices, such as the Departments of Agriculture or Commerce, could not provide any 

kind of exemption or workaround, nor could they allow or support local production of beef in 

American Sāmoa, for reasons that remain unclear. Indeed, Sunia and his team realized that 

“legislation,” not workarounds or local production, would be “the only solution” to helping 

Pacifica Foods export its processed beef to Samoan communities in Hawaiʻi and the continental 

U.S.575 This meant that Sunia had to refocus his efforts away from executive offices and toward 

lawmakers who, unlike himself, had officially recognized voices in U.S. Congress. And of all the 

congresspeople Sunia could have chosen as his partner in the effort, perhaps only one could best 

empathize with Sunia’s experience as representative of an oft-underestimated U.S. island 

territory—Senator Daniel K. Inouye of Hawaiʻi. 

Before being elected to the U.S. Senate in 1962, Inouye served in the Hawaiʻi Territorial 

House of Representatives and the U.S. House of Representatives following Hawaiʻi’s admission 

 
573 Sunia to Mr. Jon E. Falck (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Foreign Agricultural Service), 25 May 1979, American 
Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica 
Foods/MISC”: 1-2. 
574 Ibid. 
575 Sunia to Hon. Daniel K. Inouye (Member of Congress), 29 August 1979 (Washington, D.C.), American Sāmoa 
Office of Archives and Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: 1-2. 
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as a U.S. state in 1959.576 By 1979, Inouye knew how to use his voice to leverage for Hawaiʻi’s 

economic and political wellbeing, suggesting Sunia reached out to Inouye for his expertise and 

experience. Moreover, a large part of Sunia’s and Pacifica Foods’ target market were Samoans 

living in Hawaiʻi, providing some overlap of interests between the two politicians. But perhaps 

even more than these factors, Sunia felt he could relate to Inouye given his familiarity with 

Samoan and broader Pacific Islander culture. In letters to Inouye relaying his cause, Sunia wrote 

in a tone of familiarity, using Samoan terms, making Samoan cultural references, and prefacing 

statements with “As you know,” suggesting relatability to common topics.577  

In his first letter to Inouye, Sunia explained the quota dilemma, emphasized both the 

popular, everyday demand of corned and salted beef as well as the importance of the foods for 

“performances of tradition (sua presentation),” and the success of “the wholly Samoan owned 

company of Pacifica Foods.”578 Sunia also stressed that new or amended legislation would 

“encourage the growth of a local industry” for American Samoans, while potentially opening the 

door for Pacifica Foods “to produce for other neighboring islands whose tastes are similar to 

ours,” perhaps indicating not just Western Samoa, but island nations and territories like Tonga, 

Fiji, Tokelau, and others.579 After receiving Inouye’s response just days later, which assured 

Sunia that the Senator would pursue “the possibility of a special dispensation for American 

Samoa” regarding meat exports, Sunia felt good about his chances, and especially good about 

cultivating a relationship with Inouye. Writing to Kneubuhl shortly after receiving Inouye’s 

 
576 For more on Senator Inouye, see: Louise Slavicek, Daniel K. Iouye, Series: Asian Americans of Achievment (New 
York, NY: Inforeads, 2007).  
577 Sunia to Inouye, 29 August 1979, 1. 
578 Ibid.  
579 Ibid, 2. 
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response, Sunia said “I trust Inouye. If he cannot do it, nobody else can.”580 He even relayed 

Inouye’s personal thoughts on corned beef, telling Kneubuhl, “He too think pisupo should be 

lololo!”581 

In the end, Sunia’s efforts and those of his team and allies failed. Little exists in the 

archival records to tie up this story—correspondence between Sunia and others related to the 

story abruptly end in late-1979, and efforts to locate any additional correspondence have been as 

ill-fated as the pīsupo exporting plan appears to have been. It is clear that the Meat Import Act of 

1979—the legislation Sunia so desperately hoped to alter to allow for the exportation of 

processed beef from American Samoa—includes no caveat for U.S. territory’s or for American 

Samoa, specifically, nor do subsequent amendments to the Meat Import Act.582 Similarly, there 

are no records of any official beef or meat exportation from Kneubuhl’s processing plant, nor do 

Sunia’s later papers in archival repositories make any reference to such an arrangement. It is 

worth noting, however, that multiple letters from the set of archives used in this case study do 

suggest that some beef was exported, but in small quantities.583 It is entirely plausible that Sunia 

and Kneubuhl could have carried out some level of exportation to the United States, keeping 

things small-scale enough to avoid ‘rocking the boat,’ but no evidence reviewed for this 

dissertation can support such a claim.  

 
580 Inouye to Sunia, 31 August 1979 (Washington, D.C.), American Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records 
Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica Foods/MISC”: 1; Sunia to Kneubuhl,  
581 Ibid, 2; Readers will recall from an earlier chapter that lololo means rich or fatty flavor. 
582 96th Congress (1979-1980), H.R.2727 - Meat Import Act of 1979 (online resource), 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/96th-congress/house-bill/2727, last accessed September 2022. 
583For example, in one note to himself in preparation for an important meeting, Sunia writes “Whatever we do – 
do not rock the boat and risk losing the present arrangement which is permitting the operation without too much 
attention from the outside.” See: Sunia, “Beef Importation—Notes,” 27 May 1979 (Washington, D.C.), American 
Sāmoa Office of Archives and Records Management (Tāfuna, American Sāmoa), “Meat Quota, Pacifica 
Foods/MISC”: 1. 
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In any event, Sunia’s story elucidates the difficulty of working toward economic 

autonomy from the position of a territorial politician lacking equal representation at the federal 

level. Ultimately, American Sāmoa’s economic success is both bolstered by the U.S. 

government—mainly in the form of aid and government or military-related work—and limited 

by it—mainly due to the fact that the territory’s representatives must either negotiate from their 

vulnerable position to those with more power in the U.S. federal government, which is not 

always effective as seen in Sunia’s correspondence with Inouye, or seek special permissions 

from relevant U.S. executive and legislative departments and agencies. 

Conclusion 

 

 Food and money have long been linked in Samoan history. Early agribusiness shifted 

food in Sāmoa from gifts for exchange and the establishment of social and political ties, to 

commodities for monetary return and growth of Sāmoa’s market economy. World War II saw the 

emergence of food-related businesses in Sāmoa following an influx of people, cash, 

infrastructure, training, and education. In the postwar era, just as food businesses were beginning 

to expand, but only on a mostly local level, government leaders in both Samoan polities aimed to 

achieve economic success for Sāmoa and Samoans through the establishment of reliable, high-

return export products, both of which were comestible. 

 In the first case, the Western Samoan government-owned Samoa Breweries expanded the 

reach of Vailima—a beer “brewed in Samoa for Samoans”—from domestic favorite to 

internationally-known brew. Samoa Breweries became Western Sāmoa’s single highest revenue 

earner during the 1980’s, but this success, along with the government support and tax breaks 

granted to it, attracted outside investment. Subsequent sales of the company reduced the 

government of Sāmoa’s stake in the company to that a minority shareholder, which nearly lost 
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the country one of its most recognizable and reliable products. For now, Samoa Breweries seems 

to be keeping its brewing operations in Sāmoa, but there is still a potential for the “taste of 

Samoa” to be brewed in Fiji or Australia. 

 In the second case, a lone politician with little voice in the U.S. Congress attempted to 

negotiate with officials at multiple levels of the federal government to amend legislation that was 

backed by powerful American meat producers and exporters, all for the economic “self-

sufficiency” of American Sāmoa. Ultimately, Delegate-at-Large Fofō Sunia appears to have 

failed—although a few cans of pīsupo may have been exported to the continental U.S. without 

permission—but his efforts reflect that of a resilient and determined politician with a knack for 

establishing relationships with those who could open doors. Still, his story and that of the ill-

fated pīsupo export scheme are microcosms of a larger power imbalance in which American 

Samoans are unequally represented in the U.S. Congress, and are ultimately beholden to the will 

of representatives who have never been to American Sāmoa and have little understanding of the 

interests and desires of its people. 
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Chapter 6: Maʻi Suka—Diabetes:  

Food, Health, and Colonialism in Sāmoa 
 

Introduction: “A Tsunami in the Pacific” 

From Taʻū to Savaiʻi, Sāmoa is in the grips of a health crisis that its doctors are 

struggling to address.584 According to Dr. Nola Goodlow of the General Practitioner ʻĀiga 

Manuia Clinic in Lalomalava, Savaiʻi, 25 to 30 percent of Savaiʻi’s roughly 45,000 people have 

type 2 diabetes, or maʻi suka as it is called in Samoan, which literally translates to “sugar 

sickness.”585 Dr. Ben Matalavea, Manager of Clinical Services at Apia’s Tupua Tamasese 

Meaole Hospital where roughly 20 percent of hospital beds are consistently occupied by type 2 

diabetes patients, calls maʻi suka “a tsunami in the Pacific,” adding that Sāmoa “cannot afford 

the treatment of these complications of diabetes,” which include heart disease, blindness, sepsis 

(skin tissue infection), and bone infections that require limb amputation.586 Dr. Ieru Sua of the 

same hospital says that three-quarters of the hospital’s patients come with complications of maʻi 

suka, and that at least 50 percent of them come for diabetic sepsis treatment that requires 

extensive debridement, or the surgical removal of infected skin tissue.  

Nurse Seve Malaetele Koria-Sefo of the National Kidney Foundation of Samoa’s pre-

dialysis clinic spends much of her time counseling maʻi suka patients on how to avoid dialysis 

treatment; not because Koria-Sefo does not want to treat them, but because her clinic’s dialysis 

machines are “all filled up.”587 In neighboring American Sāmoa, where 93 percent of the 

 
584 While my focus in this chapter is on the Samoan islands, themselves, it is important to note that Samoans in 
diasporic communities also experience elevated risks of noncommunicable diseases related to diet. 
585 Attitude, Diabetes Epidemic, Part 4 of 5 (2016), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jzUEhJOtT04 (online 
resource), last accessed April, 2021, 2:30. Translation of maʻi suka made by author in consultation with Milner, 
Samoan Dictionary. 
586 Ibid, 3:00.  
587 Ibid, 6:15. 
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population is either overweight or obese, maʻi suka cases are even more prevalent and equally 

serious for those afflicted.588 28-year-old Laurie May has had two toes amputated due to bone 

infections brought on by maʻi suka, is going blind, and had serious complications during her 

pregnancy in 2017 that were brought on by maʻi suka and nearly caused her to lose her baby. 

Annie, 41, needs routine debridement treatment on her foot due to chronic sepsis brought on by 

maʻi suka, which prevents her from being able to stand for any extended period of time.589 These 

are but a few examples of the experiences of Samoan doctors and patients attempting to navigate 

the maʻi suka “tsunami.” As for how that tsunami arrived on Samoan shores, the past holds 

several clues. 

Pālagi have conducted observations and studies on Samoan health since they first arrived 

in Sāmoa. Upon his initial visit in 1830, the LMS missionary John Williams made several notes 

on Samoan health and physicality, noting that Samoan men were “of middle stature, not 

overgrown, athletic, healthy, and remarkably nimble,” and declaring that “diseases are rare 

among the people, generally.”590 Throughout the early and middle parts of the twentieth century, 

Sāmoa’s colonial administrations commissioned a range of health studies that documented, 

among other things, the changing diets and health of Samoan people. As a result, there is a 

wealth of available primary source material that can shed light on the dietary causes of Sāmoa’s 

maʻi suka “tsunami.” 

However, as one explores these sources on changing Samoan diets, one must also 

consider that these studies are colonial texts in and of themselves. In their piece on corporate 

food regimes in Oceania, scholars Plahe, Hawkes, and Ponnamperuma explore the history of 

 
588 Sophie Morgan with Unreported World, Obesity in Paradise (2017), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dJs1B-
s-Dnk (online resource), last accessed April, 2021.  
589 Ibid. 
590 Williams, The Samoan Journals, p. 230, 234. 



 273 

colonial-settler food regimes in the region, and rightly note that “from the earliest time, European 

economic engagement with the Pacific was founded on extractive and exploitative development” 

and that for most of the nineteenth century and at least the first four decades of the twentieth, 

“patterns of resource allocation, production, and distribution of food were dictated by 

requirements of the [colonial] centers.”591 In the postwar period, “state intervention and influence 

in agriculture” gave way to a “reversal of the net flow of food” that now has many Pacific 

Islands countries dependent on food imports for survival, including both Samoan polities.592 Just 

as the “patterns of resource allocation, production, and distribution of food were dictated by 

requirements of the [colonial] centers,” so too were most of the health studies presented in this 

chapter—the very same that provide valuable insight.593  

From Williams’ first notes about “nimble” Samoans, pālagi have sought to understand 

and, in many ways, control Samoan bodies, and while health inquiries seem to possess an almost 

inherent altruism—i.e., ‘taking care’ of those ‘in need’—one cannot ignore the ways in which 

paternalism and outright racism infiltrate and even dictate the modes and methods of medical 

study. Even in purposefully altruistic academic studies (including this one), the legacy of 

colonialism cannot be separated from the academies in which historians, medical practitioners, 

anthropologists, sociologists, biologists, and “other ‘ologists” are trained, nor can it erase the 

inherent power dynamics at play when a pālagi academic sits down to analyze the diet and health 

of Indigenous peoples594  

 
591 Jagjit Kaur Plahe, Shona Hawkes, and Sunil Ponnamperuma, “The Corporate Food Regime and Food Sovereignty 
in the Pacific Islands,” The Contemporary Pacific 25:2 (2013): 299-338, 312. See also: Stewart Firth, “The Pacific 
Islands and the Globalization Agenda,” The Contemporary Pacific 12:178–192. 
592 Plahe et. al., 314.  
593 Plahe et. al., 312. 
594 Wendt, “Towards a New Oceania,” 49. 
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On the one hand, it is important not to brand Sāmoa as an oddity or an outlier. As will be 

shown later, doing so may exacerbate dietary disease by bolstering stereotypes and stigma while 

destroying morale. The reality is that dietary diseases are on the rise throughout the world, as the 

convenience of energy-dense, nutrient-poor, and highly processed foods upend diets that were 

once predicated upon locally-sourced, small-scale food operations and markets.595 And while the 

science on the deleterious effects of contemporary diets is in, those who support this science and 

seek to address the issue must battle against the monolithic, multinational, and seemingly 

omnipotent entity that is the ‘food industry.’ And while ‘slow food’ movements are gaining 

considerable steam throughout the world, they work against a deep-seated legacy of global 

postwar confidence in the nutritious value of processed foods, which were widely heralded for 

their ability to help people survive and thrive in an increasingly ‘modernizing’ world. As in 

many parts of the world, canned foods were seen as the solution to Sāmoa’s dietary problems, 

not the cause, and this belief was not at all unique to Sāmoa, or even to Oceania, which is itself 

often branded as a global epicenter of dietary disease.596  

Still, the health implications of what some have called “gastrocolonialism” are clear—

many countries and territories of Oceania are essentially dependent on unhealthy foods, and it 

remains true that many countries and territories in the region are suffering at exponentially 

higher rates than elsewhere.597 Works like Deborah Gewertz and Frederick Errington’s Cheap 

 
595 Y. Lu et. al., “Worldwide Trends in Diabetes Since 1980: A Pooled Analysis of 751 Population-Based Studies with 
4.4 Million Participants,” The Lancet 387:10027 (2016): 1513–1530. 
596 For more on global histories and studies of dietary disease, see:  Zeide, Canned; Corinna Hawkes, “Dietary 
Implications of Supermarket Development: A Global Perspective,” Development Policy Review 26:6 (2008): 657-
692; Paolo Vineis, Health Without Borders: Epidemics in the Era of Globalization (Cham, Switzerland: Copernicus 
Books, 2017); Pilcher, “Cultural History of Food,” in Oxford Handbook of Food History; UNFAO, The Double Burden 
of Malnutrition: Case Studies from Six Developing Countries (Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations, 2006). 
597 The term “gastrocolonialism” appears to have been coined by Paloma Fresno-Calleja, in her article “Fighting 
Gastrocolonialism in Indigenous Pacific Writing,” Interventions 19:7 (2017): 1041–1055. Fresno-Calleja’s 
exploration of gastrocolonialism in Oceanian literature will be briefly explored later in the chapter.  
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Meat do well to explore the entanglement of colonialism, food, and health in Oceania, 

specifically, and underscore this harsh reality.598 In examining mutton flaps, Gewertz and 

Errington show how cheap meats “move from First World pastures and pens in New Zealand and 

Australia, where white people rarely eat them, to Third World pots and plates in the Pacific 

Islands, where brown people frequently eat them—and in large amounts,” thus revealing how 

transnational foodways are entangled within “structures of inequality.”599 

Until this point, I have focused primarily on Samoan food culture, examining the place of 

food within the FaʻaSāmoa and its change over time. However, I would be remiss to ignore the 

inextricable links between food and health throughout Sāmoa’s history and its implications for 

the pressing crisis within which the archipelago finds itself. Approaching the history of maʻi 

suka involves examining the history of health and wellness in Sāmoa more broadly. This means 

engaging with Indigenous ways of understanding and treating the body, but it also means 

analyzing health studies in Sāmoa both for the findings and observations they contributed and for 

the ways in which they essentialized certain notions of Samoan health and physicality, and 

thereby served—and in many ways continue to serve—as a legacy of the same colonial forces 

that brought in many of the introduced foods that have exacerbated maʻi suka cases in the last 

four decades. Lastly and perhaps most importantly, it means acknowledging the ways in which 

Samoans themselves have entered into discussions on their very own health and wellness while 

attempting to tackle maʻi suka through a range of government and grassroots initiatives. 

This chapter will follow that same line of thought. First, I present a broad overview of 

Samoan health as reflected in Samoan tradition, in the early accounts presented by pālagi 

 
598 Deborah Gewertz, Cheap Meat: Flap Food Nations in the Pacific Islands (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2010).  
599 Ibid, “Introduction,” 9. 



 276 

settlers, and in the successive waves of research that grew along with Sāmoa’s increasing 

number of dietary diseases. Second, I analyze twentieth-century research on Samoan health, and 

specifically those projects that also include detailed accounts of shifting diets, primarily to better 

highlight the correlation between changes in diets and changes in health. The focus in these first 

two sections will be squarely on Samoan health, diet, and its changes over time. Third, I explore 

these very health studies as records of colonialism—and more specifically, colonialism’s 

culture—to support my argument that health studies, regardless of their intensions, essentialize 

Samoan health and physicality in ways that not only negatively affect the very health issues they 

purport to address and improve, but also in ways that rob Samoans of their agency. Lastly, I 

attempt to explore the ways in which Samoans have utilized their agency to address and 

overcome the maʻi suka wave. 

 

An Historical Overview of Samoan Health and Wellness 

Health and wellness have been an integral part of the FaʻaSāmoa since Sāmoa’s deep 

past, and according to norms and practices encased within the FaʻaSāmoa, health and wellness 

was, and to a large degree still is, inextricably linked with spirituality. Because Samoan 

cosmology is predicated upon a belief in the manifestation of the physical world out of 

nothingness, stimulated by the power of deities and spirits, it came to be in Sāmoa’s deep past 

that the problems of the physical world were perceived as both caused and potentially remedied 

by the divine and/or spiritual.600 According to the anthropologist Roger Keesing, who researched 

health and medical work in Western Sāmoa during the 1930s, “matters of physical well-being 

 
600 See: E.S. Craighill Handy, “Perspectives in Polynesian Religion,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 49:195 (1940): 
308-328. See also: Claudia Forsyth, “Samoan Art of Healing: A Description and Classification of the Current Practice 
of the Taulāsea and Fofō,” dissertation, United States International University (1983); Cluny Macpherson and 
Laʻavasa Macpherson, Samoan Medical Belief and Practice (Auckland, NZ: Auckland University Press, 1990). 
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[amongst Samoans] are bound up in the whole interpretation of life, with its framework of 

thought and of religious conceptions, above all with its fears, deep-rooted in the cultural patterns 

and psychological experiences these have produced.”601 

As a result, certain peoples within family and village units acted as intermediaries 

between the physical and the divine and/or spiritual for the purpose of ensuring the health and 

wellness of others. Among these healers is the taulāsea, who utilize ancestral Indigenous healing 

methodologies to address external, internal, psychological, and spiritual ailments.602 Still very 

much in existence and practice, taulāsea are generally trained through “direct interaction, 

observation, and participation” with elder taulāsea, amounting to a kind of lifetime residency.603 

The selection of prospective taulāsea depended largely on some evidence of their mana, as it 

was and is believed that taulāsea must possess a kind of elevated level of mana, or at least a 

specific kind of mana that thusly enables them to both diagnose and heal, further solidifying the 

interplay of spiritual and physical in regard to Samoan health and wellness.604 According to 

Keesing, taulāsea were often educated during their youth by knowledgeable elders within their 

own respective families, with their medicinal knowledge fiercely guarded from other family 

units.605 

Taulāsea training primarily involves teaching how to recognize both the causes and 

remedies to illnesses. Oftentimes, causes are said to stem from the violation of tapu, or sacred 

rules that regulate societal relationships and behaviors. While many tapu pertained to 

 
601 Keesing, “Modern Samoa,” 375. 
602 For more on taulāsea, see: Maureen Sier, “Taulasea and Cultural Continuity in Samoa,” Cultural Survival 
Quarterly 24:1, 44; Richard Goodman, “Some Aitu Beliefs of Modern Samoans,” The Journal of the Polynesian 
Society 80 (1971); Forsyth, “Samoan Art of Healing”; Gaugau Tavana, “The Gifts of the Taulasea,” Odyssey 10:2, p. 
29; Macpherson and Macpherson, Samoan Medical Belief and Practice. 
603 Tavana, “The Gifts of the Taulasea,” 29. 
604 Forsyth, “Samoan Art of Healing,” 44. 
605 Keesing, “Modern Samoa,” 377. 
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communication—who, when, and how one can address someone of higher rank, someone 

entering and returning from war, or behavior between genders, for example—many centered on 

food behavior. For example, eating the food of high-ranking matai, eating sā, or sacred foods 

that carried a divine significance, or in some cases eating with members of the opposite sex, 

might yield a physical or psychological ailment that taulāsea would be called upon to address.606 

Through breaking tapu, one might even become possessed by an aitu, sometimes translated as a 

demon or ghost, for which any number of healers, including the taulāsea, would be called upon 

to expel.607 Keesing’s research expounded on this truth, noting that illnesses and diseases were 

not only attributed to aitu, but also to a kind of cosmic retribution akin to karma, in which 

transgressions against family and village norms could result in illness, disease, and even death.608 

In any event, as Keesing notes, “the essential of Samoan healing was less such physical measures 

than the use of appropriate means by which to discover the reason for disease or accident.”609 

Like the causes of illnesses and afflictions, taulāsea remedies span the physical, 

psychological, and spiritual realms. In the case of possession by aitu, for example, taulāsea 

might perform a kind of exorcism by reciting “potent spells, the application of heat, [or] the use 

of foul smelling herbs.”610 In cases where illness and diseases are attributed cosmic retribution of 

a personal offense, taulāsea and other high-ranking village members possessing mana may insist 

that the afflicted’s family and village units account and atone for whatever transgression was 

deemed the cause.611  

 
606 For a comprehensive list of various ailments and affected physical and psychological areas, see Forsyth, 
“Samoan Art of Healing,” pp. 48-51. 
607 A comprehensive list of ancestral Samoan healers can also be found in Forsyth, pp. 51-61. 
608 Keesing, “Modern Samoa,” 377-378. 
609 Ibid. 
610 Forsyth, “Samoan Art of Healing,” 62. 
611 Keesing, “Modern Samoa,” 377. 
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However much the existing literature on ancestral Samoan medicine emphasizes the 

spiritual, it is clear that everyday physical ailments were present in Sāmoa’s deep past, and that 

these ailments were generally treated by taulāsea utilizing their ethnobotanical expertise, which, 

again, is still a characteristic of contemporary taulāsea. In addition to a thorough knowledge of 

the interplay between the physical and the spiritual, taulāsea must know which herbal medicines 

can treat which ailments, which requires an intimate knowledge of Sāmoa’s flora.612 This, of 

course, is not to suggest that the physical nature of flora is distinct from the spiritual realm. In his 

work on Samoan fāgogo, Richard Moyle included tagi, or chants, that underscored the ways in 

which plants, flowers, and trees are often personified in Samoan orality. In this sense, it is clear 

that the taulāsea’s relationship to the physical world encompasses the spiritual. Rather, it is to 

emphasize that taulāsea have a long history of recognizing ailments and identifying remedies 

taken from their knowledge of the medicinal properties of the physical environment.613 

According to Cluny and Laʻavasa Macpherson, whose work in both historical and 

contemporary Samoan health is extensive, painting a clear picture of Samoan health prior to the 

arrival of pālagi is difficult, but some reasonable assumptions can be made by combining early 

scientific and ethnographic accounts with contemporary knowledge regarding the development 

and spread of diseases. For example, one can surmise that while oral traditions clearly show a 

prolonged and extensive interaction between Samoans and distant island peoples, including 

Tongans and Fijians, it is unlikely that these interactions would have resulted in a significant 

spread of disease given the fact that “the arduous nature of extended voyages in canoes would 

have ensured that few sick voyagers would have survived to introduce illnesses.”614 However, it 

 
612 Tavana, “The Gifts of the Taulasea.” 
613 For an extensive list of various plants and their healing properties as identified by taulāsea, see both Forsyth 
and Macpherson and Macpherson. 
614 Macpherson and Macpherson, 27-28. 
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is clear from oral tradition that at least one epidemic did occur as a result of foreign interaction 

on Samoan soil. 

According to several nineteenth-century accounts by pālagi visitors and settlers, 

including the LMS missionary George Turner, Samoans often referenced “sailing gods” in 

prayers and ceremonies. Turner noted that before meals, the heads of Samoan families he 

observed would pour ʻava and offer up prayers to the “sailing gods,” begging them to “not come 

on shore at this place; but pleased to depart along the ocean to some other land…lest they come 

and cause disease and death.” In his notes, Turner stated that these “sailing gods” were 

“supposed to come in Tongan canoes and foreign vessels.”615 Writing in the 1850’s, Turner 

surmised that these “sailing gods” might be responsible for “an epidemic, answering the 

description of cholera, which raged with fearful violence probably about eighty years ago,” or 

during the 1770’s, which he collected from oral traditions and histories.616 It is worth noting that 

in 1768, the French explorer Louis-Antoine de Bougainville and his crew sailed between the 

Manuʻa islands and made contact with Samoans at sea, though they refused to board 

Bougainville’s ship despite being invited to do so.617  

Perhaps this account is completely unrelated to the tradition of an epidemic resembling 

cholera that Turner noted, but it is worth noting the steadfast refusal of Samoans to board 

Bougainville’s ship, which was also characteristic of Samoans in their 1722 encounter with 

Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen and his crew. If Samoans suggested to Turner that this early 

epidemic resembling cholera came from “Tongan and foreign vessels,” then perhaps they 

 
615 Turner, Samoa: A Hundred Years Ago and Long Before, 116-117. 
616 Turner, Samoa: A Hundred Years Ago and Long Before, 139. 
617 See: Tcherkezoff, First Contacts, 23-28. 
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connected Tongans’ interactions with pālagi, namely the Dutch, during the eighteenth century, 

with subsequent disease and therefore worked to limit their contact with pālagi.618 

Early pālagi settlers also noted high infant mortality rates amongst Samoans, said to be as 

high as two-thirds of all newborns, but rather low adult mortality rates, along with a handful of 

various diseases and illnesses. Turner’s account claimed that common diseases included 

“pulmonary affections, paralysis, diseases of the spine producing humpback, ophthalmia 

[conjunctivitis], skin diseases, scrofulous [bacteria causing swollen lymph nodes in the neck], 

and other ulcers, elephantiasis, and a species of leprosy.”619 Macpherson and Macpherson cite 

illnesses brought on by interaction with the physical environment, including shark attacks and 

stings by poisonous fish, echinoderms, and shellfish, as well as dehydration and heat exhaustion 

during work and war, and bites from poisonous insects and arthropods.620 Aside from severe 

shark bites, most of these illnesses were treated by taulāsea utilizing herbal medicines.  

According to Pamela Thomas, whose work for the Australia National University in the 

1980s explored Sāmoa’s medical history, this early, ‘pre-contact’ period of Samoan health marks 

the first of four major epochs, which are marked by the period “prior to widespread European 

contact,” the period between 1839 and 1921, the period between 1921 and 1970, and the last ten 

years of her study, 1970-1980. According to Thomas, Sāmoa’s second health epoch was 

characterized by “repeated Epidemics [sic] of previously unknown diseases,” including measles, 

pneumonia, whooping cough, tuberculosis, and, of course, influenza, which arrived in Sāmoa in 

1918.621 Without delving deeper into the history of influenza and other epidemics in Sāmoa here, 

 
618  
619 Turner, 137. 
620 Macpherson and Macpherson, 29. 
621 Pamela Thomas, “Patterns of disease and health practice in Western Samoa, 1835-1985: implications for public 
health policy,” National Centre for Development Studies, Research School of Pacific Studies, The Australian 
National University, 1989. 



 282 

it should be noted that historians of Sāmoa and historians of Oceania in general have 

characterized epidemics and diseases as points of both devastation and resilience. According to 

Samoan historian Damon Salesa, “every family had buried dozens of their own people” during 

the 1918 influenza epidemic, which “was the last straw for many Samoans” regarding their 

antipathy toward the oppression and ineptitude of the New Zealand colonial government, and 

thusly gave way to the second Mau movement.622 

Thomas’ third epoch falls between 1921 and 1970, and is characterized by “the 

introduction of western health services” during which time “infant and maternal mortality 

declined, life expectancy and fertility increased, and the incidence of infectious diseases was 

reduced.”623 During this period, the leading causes of mortality in then-Western Samoa were 

gastroenteritis, pneumonia, tuberculosis, and septicemia, with influenza and infections also 

commonly contributing to death.624  

Thomas’ fourth and final epoch, covering 1970 to 1980, the last year of her study, was 

the first to note dietary disease as a major problem in the region. By this period, it was clear that 

hypertension and diabetes were among the leading morbidities in Western Samoa. “By the early 

1980s,” Thomas wrote, “the pattern of morbidity and mortality in Western Samoa was changing 

rapidly and a number of new chronic diseases, many of them non-communicable and diet-

related, were affecting a high proportion of the adult population.”625 Thomas estimated that 13 

percent of Western Samoa’s adult population had diabetes by this period, with a staggering 37 

percent suffering from hypertension.626 Thomas also noted that these new noncommunicable, 

 
622 Tagata Pasifika, “Sāmoa Mo Sāmoa, Part 2” 2012, documentary film (online resource), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twjKEny3TE4, 4:00.  
623 Thomas, “Patterns of disease and health practice,” 1.  
624 Ibid. 
625 Ibid, 15. 
626 Ibid. 
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dietary diseases were unlike the infectious diseases that dominated her previous epochs in that 

they could not be easily cured by treatments or vaccines, but rather saddled the afflicted with 

lifelong ailments.  

It is important to note here that Thomas’ epochs might not cleanlily align with 

neighboring American Samoa given differing policies and procedures carried out by the U.S. 

Naval administration, especially regarding the influenza epidemic and the onset of “western 

health services,” but that, overall, the two polities have experienced overlapping issues and 

concerns. Governed by the U.S. Navy for most of the twentieth century, American Samoa did 

not suffer nearly as much from the 1918 influenza epidemic as did its western neighbor, 

primarily due to the strict quarantine policies of the Navy toward any and all incoming vessels.627 

In addition, almost from the onset its administration of Eastern- and eventually American Samoa, 

the U.S. Navy took a keen interest in the health and wellness of Samoans in the territory, and 

especially Tutuila, establishing clinics and training Samoan nurses and dental assistants. This is 

not to say that the U.S. colonial administration was entirely benevolent or altruistic; medical and 

dental reports commissioned by the U.S. Navy read as paternalistic at best and outrightly racist at 

worst, with several inferences that smack of white supremacy. Rather, it is simply to note that 

when juxtaposed, there were different approaches to health and disease that distinguished the two 

polities throughout the twentieth century. However, American Samoans suffered from many of 

the same illnesses as their western neighbors, including elephantiasis, gout, tuberculosis, and 

gastroenteritis, among others, and into the 1970s and 80s, cases of diabetes and hypertension 

were commensurate between the two polities.628 

 
627 See: Grey, Amerika Samoa. 
628 Tara Kessaram et. al., “Noncommunicable Diseases and Risk Factors in Adult Populations of Several Pacific 
Islands: Results from the WHO STEPwise Approach to Surveillance,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public 
Health 39:4 (2015): 336–343. 
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Dietary Changes noted in Twentieth-Century Health Studies 

 Available historical records suggest that formal health studies relating to diet—that is, 

studies specifically designed to acquire health statistics and data that contained some correlation 

with food habits—were not formally conducted in the Samoan archipelago until the early 

twentieth century. As stated earlier, Samoan health was always a consideration amongst pālagi 

visitors and settlers in Sāmoa since the early-nineteenth century. The work of Williams, Turner, 

Kramer, and others shows that missionaries, travelers, and scholars alike were keen to take notes 

on Samoan health, documenting common diseases and medicinal practices amongst Samoans. 

This is especially true of scholars like Kramer, who dedicated large sections of their work to 

these topics.629  

And while one may assume that more formalized health studies were not conducted until 

the colonial period, some Sāmoa-based medical practitioners produced formal studies, or at least 

formal commentaries published in academic and research journals that provided overviews of 

health in Sāmoa, as early as the mid-nineteenth century, and some of these studies referenced 

food. In an 1894 commentary on the measles epidemic in Sāmoa, Samuel Davies, LRCP 

(Licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians [England]) stated that “the craving the natives 

manifest for raw fish, unripe or overripe fruit, and especially half-cooked fresh pork” amplified 

measles symptoms, and he blamed a high measles mortality rate on a lack of “care in diet.”630 

 
629 As a reminder from the earlier chapter on alcohol in Sāmoa, it should be noted that the LMS missionary George 
Turner was himself a trained medical doctor, though I have not found any records indicating that he conducted 
health studies, only that he recorded notes on health in other written records primarily focused on language, 
culture, and religion.  
630 Samuel H. Davies, LRCP, “Measles at Samoa,” The British Medical Journal 1:1742 (May 19, 1894), p. 1077. See 
also: William T. Pritchard, “Notes on the Physical and Psychological Condition of the Inhabitants of Viti, Tonga, and 
Samoa,” Journal of the Anthropological Society of London, Vol. 3 (1865), in which the author (who is explored 
further in the earlier chapter on alcohol) suggests that a steady supply of food tributes to matai contribute to their 
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Still, it was not until the colonial period and the formalization of colonial regimes themselves 

that formal health studies relating to diet were commissioned and carried out.631 

Understandably so, some of the earliest formal health studies conducted in the colonial 

era sought to understand the 1918 influenza epidemic, its causes, its spread, and its potential 

cure.632 Into the 1920’s, health studies tended to focus on the cause and effects of so-called 

‘tropical diseases,’ such as filariasis, ancylostomiasis.633 The earliest health studies relating to 

diet, however, did not come until the 1930’s, and surprisingly they were not conducted by 

internal medicine doctors or research biologists, but from dentists. 

When he reported to American Samoa in 1933, Lt. Commander R.A. Ferguson, D.D.S., 

was determined to build his dental study around what he felt were the inherently negative effects 

of imported foods. Ferguson had been commissioned to examine a rise in dental caries, or tooth 

decay, amongst children in the territory, and because he believed that dental caries was primarily 

caused by malnutrition, he took “special interest” in documenting and charting what 

schoolchildren were eating.634 Immediately concerned with what he described as “the influences 

of civilization,” but which we can take to mean the prevalence of imported foods, Ferguson 

targeted three schools “directly across from the Naval Station,” feeling that the parents of those 

 
supposed “superior” intelligence and even their supposedly larger skull size. Such commentaries are reflective of 
mid-to-late nineteenth century ‘health studies.’  
631 This is not to suggest that there were not forms of ‘formalization’ prior to Sāmoa’s colonial period beginning in 
1900. Several aspects of pre-colonial governmental organization and projects have already been explored in this 
dissertation.  
632 Unknown author, “Influenza In Samoa: Value Of Vaccines,” The British Medical Journal 2:3068 (Oct. 18, 1919), 
pp. 499-500; Unknown author, “Influenza Mortality in Samoa, September to December, 1918,” Public Health 
Reports 34:42 (Oct. 17, 1919), p. 2303. 
633 See: Unknown author, “Sanitary Mission To Samoa,” The British Medical Journal 2:3282 (Nov. 24, 1923), p. 995; 
Unknown author, “Expedition for the Study of Tropical Diseases in Samoa,” Science 58:1504 (Oct. 26, 1923), p. 326, 
[Published by: American Association for the Advancement of Science]; Unknown author, “British Expedition to 
Samoa,” Science 58:1509 (Nov. 30, 1923), pp. 436-437. 
634  Lt. Co. R.A. Ferguson, D.D.S., “A Dental Survey of the School Children of American Samoa,” Journal of the 
American Dental Association 21:3 (1934): 534-549, 537-38. 
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particular schoolchildren had greater access to imported foods due to their occupations working 

in and around the Naval facilities.635 For example, Ferguson noted that the children of Fita Fita 

guardsmen and other Samoan military enlisted personnel had greater access to rice, flour, sugar, 

coffee, and canned foods, including “sardines, salmon, corned beef,” potatoes, and lard, 

primarily due to their privileges at the Naval commissaries, or grocery stores. Despite lauding 

these foodstuffs as “articles of civilized diet,” Ferguson nonetheless blamed them for adverse 

effects on children’s nutrition, and therefore their teeth.636 In studying the teeth and dietary habits 

of some 161 children at two of those initial three schools—the Brothers School and Sisters 

School—Ferguson claimed that “these pupils…have come more under foreign influences than 

have any other children in these islands,” and stated that “their diet is more nearly papalagi 

[pālagi],” and therefore more detrimental to their overall health.637 

Just three years after Ferguson’s study, dentist J. Francon Williams began his own survey 

commissioned by the New Zealand colonial administration in then-Western Samoa.638 Where 

Ferguson blamed malnutrition for tooth decay, Williams blamed the texture of imported foods, 

which he said lacked “roughage to act as a natural cleanser of the teeth and mouth generally,” 

though he also cited dentists from New Zealand, England, and Wales who emphasized sugar as 

an even greater contributor.639 Still, despite his difference of opinion, Williams’ assertion also 

 
635 Ibid. 
636 Ibid. 
637 Ibid, 540. 
638 J. Francon Williams, “Dental Report,” internal memo to the Administrator of Western Samoa, 13 August 1937, 
National Archives and Records Administration (Apia, Sāmoa), Box 187: File 3, “Dental Services in Western Samoa 
and the Cook Islands, 1937-1948,” page i.; See also, J. Francon Williams, B.D.S. (NZ), “Dental Service in Western 
Samoa: Being a Report presented to the Acting Administrator at Apia, Western Samoa,” New Zealand Dental 
Journal 35 (1939): 115-133. While the latter published version does not contain some added notes that are 
included in the original memo found in the Apia archives, the two sources contain much of the same language. 
Therefore, moving forward I will cite from the published version to aid with the ease of locating these references 
for any interested parties.   
639 Williams, “Dental Service in Western Samoa,” 115.  



 287 

led him to pay careful attention to Samoan dietary habits, and while he was focused on 

identifying imported foods for their textural features, his study is helpful in observing what kinds 

of foods were eaten in Western Samoa during the early-to-mid twentieth century.  

In ʻUpolu, and especially in Apia, Williams listed rice, white bread, lollies (lollipops), 

biscuits (or cookies), tinned meat, tinned fish, and pastries (especially pies), as commonly eaten 

foods. Williams also listed tinned meats, biscuits, and rice as commonly eaten throughout 

Savaiʻi, albeit in smaller amounts than he observed in ʻUpolu. He found that the average amount 

of refined sugar consumed per head per day in all of Sāmoa was 1.4 ounces, and that roughly 

582,120 pounds of tinned meats were imported into the territory in 1936.640 Such a wide 

dispersal and large quantity of imported foods incorporated into everyday diets gave Williams 

cause to report that “sugar, white bread, biscuits, and tinned foods have come to stay in the 

Samoan menu, and there is every indication that they will soon penetrate to every part of the 

territory as a normal part of the diet.”641 Williams also added that “there seems no possible hope 

of preventing the spread of European food; all the lecturing in the world would not persuade the 

Samoan to give up his cherished white bread, biscuits, tinned meat, and sugar.”642 

Studies from the 1950’s and 60’s supported Williams’ hypothesis regarding the 

expansion and proliferation of imported foodways into Samoan diets. In 1952, dietician and 

nutritionist Sheila Malcolm conducted three months of on-site research into diet and nutrition in 

American Sāmoa. Working for the South Pacific Commission, who were themselves contacted 

by the U.S. Department of the Interior, Malcolm primarily focused on the diet and nutrition of 

Samoan infants and youth, and took extensive notes on dietary habits, recipes, and malnutrition. 

 
640  Ibid., 122. 
641 Ibid. 
642 Ibid, 115-116.  
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In addition to noting a high use of introduced foods throughout the territory, including “tinned 

meat, fish, and rice…bread, biscuits, flour, coffee, sugar, and candies…cheese, butter, tinned 

soups [and] spaghetti,” Malcolm also reported a lack of “local food” available to Samoans living 

in the urban center of Pago Pago.643 According to Malcolm, urban-based Samoans working 

mostly in government positions often lacked the land and/or the time to cultivate and prepare 

ancestral foods, giving way to a small industry by which rural-based Samoans sold their “local 

foods” at market, and usually at high prices, which suggested to Malcolm a “preference for 

Samoan foods over those obtainable from trade stores.”644 However, even in rural areas, 

Malcolm noted that infants were increasingly fed with imported foods, with infants as young as 4 

to 8 months eating “bread, rice, oatmeal…[and] cornflakes,” as well as tinned fish, stewed tinned 

meat, candies, crackers, and tinned soup, in addition to ancestral foods like vaisalo (tapioca-

based porridge), talo (taro), and faʻi (banana).645 Malcolm also suggested a correlation between 

preferences for imported foods and the ‘disappearance’ of food cultural practices, such as the 

feeding of mama, or masticated food, by mothers to their infant children.646 Still, she ultimately 

concluded that “it seems necessary to consider certain foods, such as tinned meat and fish, rice 

flour, and tinned milk as necessary imports.”647 

Malcolm’s conclusion echoed a contemporary confidence in canned foods that took hold 

throughout the world during the 1940’s and 50’s, a period that one food historian termed “the 

 
643 Sheila H. Malcolm, Diet and Nutrition in American Samoa: A Survey (Noumea, New Caledonia: South Pacific 
Commission, 1954) in Hawaiian and Pacific Collections, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa [Pac. DUI S586 no. 63 cop. 
2], p. 2. 
644 Ibid. 
645 Ibid, 22, Annex II-VI. 
646 Ibid, 22. 
647 Ibid, 25. 
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Golden Age of Food Processing.”648 According to food historian Anna Zeide, “many of the 

investments in the industrialized food sector that the US military made during World War II 

carried over into the domestic context after the war, including the entrenchment of canned foods” 

and other processed foods into U.S. diets.649 While Zeide’s analysis centers on the US market, 

similar rises in canned food consumption and confidence therein occurred throughout the world 

in the immediate postwar years. In Sāmoa, where canned foods had long been consumed in both 

of the archipelago’s polities, the increased presence of allied servicemen and the increase in 

wage-earning jobs brought on by the war gave way to both an increased presence in, and access 

to, canned foods.650  

Even into the 1960’s, dietary researchers in Sāmoa failed to note any potential for 

adverse health effects related to changing dietary habits and increased consumption of canned 

and processed foods. In 1965, nutritionist Rosemary Wilkins spent four months conducting a 

nutrition survey in then-newly independent Western Samoa. Working for the South Pacific 

Health Service who were commissioned by the Western Samoa government, Wilkins sought to 

compare urban and rural areas, surveying the urban areas of Apia, Vaiala, and Taufusi, and the 

rural areas of Poutasi and Siʻuniu. Among her key findings was the discovery that several staple 

starches were being replaced by imported foodstuffs, such as rice and pancakes being substituted 

for taro and yams, which appeared across urban and rural villages.651 In Taufusi, Wilkins noted 

that “bread and butter is nearly as common for the evening meal as root vegetables,” suggesting 

 
648 Harvey A. Levenstein, Paradox of Plenty: A Social History of Eating in Modern America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993); See also: Zeide, Canned, pp. 138-142 .  
649 Zeide, Canned pp. 137-138. 
650 For more on the impact of World War II on Sāmoa, especially as it regards wage-earning jobs, see: Franco, 
“Samoan Representations of World War II and Military Work.” 
651 Rosemary M. Wilkins, Nutrition Survey in Urban and Rural Villages in Western Samoa July-October 1965 (Suva, 
Fiji: South Pacific Health Service, 1965), p. 22. 
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a consistent replacement of ancestral foods with imported ones in regular meals. She also noted 

several instances of tinned meats and other processed foods serving as consistent parts of 

Samoan diets. Still, Wilkins never intimated or suggested that this increased presence of 

processed foods would lead to adverse health effects. In fact, Wilkins concluded that “the 

average intake of calories, protein, fat, and carbohydrates” was “adequate,” and that the “intake 

of fat is fairly low compared to many parts of the world.”652 

It would take several years—and several new cases of dietary disease—for researchers to 

realize that convenience did not necessarily equate with nutrition, and that a corollary existed 

between processed foods and adverse health effects. Perhaps as much as any other scholar, 

biological anthropologist James Bindon has contributed to the knowledge and understanding of 

changes in Samoan diets and their correlation to Samoan health and wellness over the last four 

decades, and because Bindon’s work typically includes detailed records of the kinds of foods 

eaten in Samoan homes, it can also serve as a primary source for food histories like this one.  

In one of his seminal works, “Breadfruit, Banana, Beef, and Beer,” Bindon administered 

330 recall questionnaires to Samoan adults in American Samoa and Hawaiʻi. Seeking to identify 

and chart patterns of food procurement and consumption, Bindon asked respondents to list the 

kinds of food they ate in the previous 24 hours, in addition to providing some background 

demographic information. Conducted in 1976, Bindon’s research serves as a valuable source for 

charting shifting Samoan diets and exponential growth in processed food intake at a pivotal 

period in Samoan food history in regard to types and quantities of foods typically eaten in 

Samoan homes. Moreover, because he included such detailed demographic information while 

also conducting a significant amount of field work to develop an understanding of the villages in 

 
652 Ibid, 35. 
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and around where his respondents lived, Bindon’s research is also a valuable resource for 

depicting changes in the Samoan economy and the rapid expansion of groceries, restaurants, and 

other food stores throughout the archipelago, but especially in American Samoa. 

Bindon divided his sample into three subgroups, with the first subgroup including 42 

adults—15 men and 27 women—representing 40 households in Manuʻa. Bindon called the 

Manuʻa group “the most traditional” in diet, finding that only half of the archipelago’s 

population of roughly 1,800 had wage-earning jobs, with the remaining living subsistence 

lifestyles. Still, Bindon noted “several small village stores” in Manuʻa that sold “palagi 

foods.”653 Bindon’s second group included 87 men and 161 women representing 222 households 

on Tutuila, which Bindon characterized as being “intermediate” with respect to ‘tradition’ and 

‘modernity’ in diet, primarily given a widespread presence of family “garden plots” but an 

equally if not more widespread presence of grocery stores, dairies, bakeries, and “numerous 

Samoan fast food shops” within and near the respondents’ villages.654 Bindon concentrated on 

the villages in close proximity to Pago Pago and the Tāfuna airport, where “these stores came 

into being to serve the legions of contract workers from the mainland U.S.”655 In addition to 

having access to “foods that are not available in Manuʻa,” Bindon also found that the people of 

Tutuila had greater means to procure these imported foods, with 60 percent of men and 30 

percent of women employed in wage-earning positions. Bindon’s last sample, taken in Hawaiʻi, 

was deemed “the most modernized sample” in regard to diet.656 In surveying 11 men and 18 

women from 22 households—an admittedly small sample size according to Bindon given 

 
653 James Bindon, “Breadfruit, Banana, Beef, and Beer: Modernization of the Samoan Diet,” Ecology of Food and 
Nutrition 12 (April 1982): 49-60, p. 51.  
654 Ibid. 
655 Ibid. 
656 Ibid. 
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Hawaiʻi’s roughly 15,000 Samoan residents at the time—Bindon found not only a much greater 

presence of grocery stores, restaurants, fast food chains, dairies, and bakeries, but also a 

substantially larger employed population, with “roughly two-thirds of the men and one-third of 

the women” being employed.657 Moreover, those that were unemployed were eligible for a range 

of benefits not available to those in American Samoa, such as food stamps, welfare payments, 

and rent subsidies, which allowed for even greater food purchasing power. 

The results of Bindon’s surveys showed that in each location, Samoans recognized their 

increased reliance on purchased foods over homegrown, or “traditional” foods. While every 

subgroup reported heavy inclusion of ancestral foods like green and ripe bananas, esi (papaya), 

ulu (breadfruit), moa (chicken), and iʻa (fish), each subgroup also identified povi māsima (salted 

beef), pīsupo (corned beef), biscuits and cookies, cake, pancakes, orange juice, and Coca Cola as 

major parts of their diet. Certain ancestral foods seemed to be part of the average diet in Manuʻa 

and Tutuila while all but disappearing in Hawaiʻi, such as niu (green/young coconut) and feʻe 

(octopus). Certain ancestral foods seemed to be only eaten in Manuʻa, such as palolo, which are 

a kind of worm that reproduce in October and November (suggesting Bindon conducted his 

surveys there during this period) and are collected in the ocean and eaten raw and/or pan-fried 

with butter or oil. That palolo were not reported in Tutuila suggest that Bindon either did not 

conduct his research there during the brief palolo harvesting period, or perhaps that palolo 

harvesting in Pago Pago was either disrupted or altogether nonexistent due to any number of 

factors, including pollution caused by shipping and waste. Likewise, certain non-ancestral foods 

were present in the Tutuila and Hawaiʻi subgroups but not the Manuʻa subgroup, such as cheddar 
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cheese, chocolate bars, sapasui (Samoan ‘Chop Suey’), cereal, brown gravy, donuts, fruit 

cocktail, hot dogs, ketchup, mayonnaise, and Jell-O.  

Another study by Baker, Baker, and Hanna analyzed Samoan diet and health over a 10-

year span, focusing on Samoans both in Sāmoa and in the Samoan diaspora. The key 

contribution of this study was its emphasis on physical activity. Like Bindon, Baker, Baker, and 

Hanna explored changes in diet and health, but they also analyzed what they characterized as a 

drastic decrease in physical activity amongst Samoans at that time—the 1970s and 80s—and 

argued that this lack of physical activity caused the capacity for physical work to decrease. 

Essentially, the authors argued that changes in diet brought about changes in physical activity, 

which collectively brought about changes in physical health, until the three changes created a 

kind of vicious cycle, leading to increased health problems and higher morbidity rates.658 

According to the Samoan doctors whose testimonies opened this chapter’s discussion, 

these kinds of introduced foods and changing lifestyles are the primary cause of Sāmoa’s maʻi 

suka “tsunami.” In the decades following Bindon’s initial surveys, dietary diseases skyrocketed 

in the archipelago, along other dietary-related health conditions like cardiovascular disease and 

high blood pressure, and so too did studies that sought to track both dietary patterns and their 

correlating diseases.659 Rather than sift through the numerous studies between Bindon’s early 

work and the present, it might be useful to examine one study published in 2016 that synthesized 

many previous dietary studies in order to establish trends in diabetes and obesity between 1978 

 
658 Paul T. Baker, et al. The Changing Samoans: Behavior and Health in Transition (London: Oxford University Press, 
1986). 
659 Though not explored in detail here, studies on cardiovascular disease and blood pressure (specifically among 
Samoan youth) can be found here: Daniel Galanis, et. al., “Dietary Intake of Modernizing Samoans: Implications for 
Risk of Cardiovascular Disease,” Journal of the American Dietetic Association 99:2 (Feb., 1999): 184-190; Sarah 
Roberts, et. al., “Youth Blood Pressure Levels in Samoa in 1979 and 1991-93,” American Journal of Human Biology 
16 (2004): 158-167. 
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and 2013.660 The study found that cases of Type 2 diabetes increased from 1.2% of the male 

population in 1978 to 19.6% of the male population in 2013. Type 2 diabetes in women followed 

a similar trajectory, from 2.2% in 1978 to 19.5% in 2013. These increases were parallel across all 

adult age groups, suggesting that people young and old were contracting maʻi suka at 

commensurate rates.661 While obesity rates were already high for men and women in 1978, at 

27.7% and 44.4% of the populations, respectively, these numbers also jumped, reaching 53.1% 

and 76.7%, respectively, by 2013.662 As with Type 2 diabetes, all age groups experienced similar 

rate increases of obesity.  

Though the study was more focused on synthesizing data and establishing trends, it did 

cite the principal cause of maʻi suka as obesity, and argued that “Type 2 diabetes mellitus and 

other obesity-related conditions will continue to increase due to the large proportion of obese 

people, especially in women and the young.”663 In other words, contemporary research shows 

that the maʻi suka “tsunami” is only building.  

 

Colonialism’s Culture in Health Studies and Surveys 

 Exploring the history of health and wellness in Sāmoa cannot be entirely separated from 

the history of colonialism in the archipelago. While some effort can be made on the part of the 

historian to engage with references to health, disease, and medicine in orality, thereby leaving 

‘contact’ and colonialism out of the narrative (not unlike my efforts to engage with food history 

in the same way in my first chapter), once one approaches the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

 
660 S. Lin, et.al., “Trends in Diabetes and Obesity in Samoa over 35 years, 1978-2013,” Diabetic Medicine (August, 
2016): 654-661.  
661 The study did not observe statistics for anyone younger than 25.  
662 These statistics were measured using a BMI less than or equal to 30 kg/m2. See S. Lin, et.al., “Trends in Diabetes 
and Obesity in Samoa,” p. 659.  
663 Ibid, 660.  
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Samoan health becomes entangled with broader colonial agendas to understand and ultimately 

control Samoan bodies. Take, for example, the aforementioned reference to Turner’s 

observations in the mid-nineteenth century.  

While there is some debate about the nature of missionaries as colonial agents, the fact 

remains that Turner, a pālagi, sought to understand Sāmoa and Samoans—primarily culturally, 

but also physically—for the ultimate agenda of conversion to Christianity.664 When Turner noted 

the presence of the early diseases cited in the previous section, he did so not out of divine 

benevolence or sheer curiosity, but with a goal of understanding Samoans—mind, soul, and 

body—for what he believed to be a higher purpose. Stated colonial agents—that is, the hired, 

appointed, or otherwise contracted officials, researchers, and medical practitioners who carried 

out medical surveys in Sāmoa—were similarly predisposed, and in some cases even more 

explicit in their aims to use their work to aid colonial administrations in their governance of ‘the 

Native,’ and so these studies of Samoan health and wellness, although useful in charting aspects 

of food history and public health history, must be understood within their colonial contexts.665 

Exploring public health as part of broader colonial projects and agendas is nothing new, 

including within Pacific historiography.666 Perhaps the most seminal work among those that 

 
664 I have already engaged with the relationship between missionaries and colonial agents (i.e., individuals 
hired/appointed/contracted to represent a colonial empire or foreign ‘power’) in previous chapters, including in 
regard to Turner specifically. 
665 Though I will not go into them here for the sake of limiting this chapter’s length, giving preference instead to 
early medical studies centered on health, readers should note that nearly every missionary, scholar, and colonial 
agent cited in this dissertation made some reference, however small, to Samoan health, wellness, and diet, 
including Turner, Kramer, Hiroa, and others. Perhaps a good starting point for understanding the almost obsessive 
nature of scholarly interest in Indigenous Oceanian health and diet is Kirch’s On the Road of the Winds. 
666 For an overview of public health and colonialism in the British Empire broadly speaking, see: Alison Bashford, 
Imperial Hygiene: A Critical History of Colonialism, Nationalism and Public Health (London: Palgrave Macmillan 
Limited, 2003); In Oceania, see: Anne Perez Hattori, Colonial Dis-Ease : US Navy Health Policies and the Chamorros 
of Guam, 1898-1941 (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2004); Margrit Davies, “Public Health and Colonialism : 
the Case of German New Guinea 1884-1914” revised dissertation, Australia National University (Wiesbaden : 
Harrassowitz, 2002); Seth Archer, Sharks Upon the Land: Colonialism, Indigenous Health, and Culture in Hawai’i, 
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explore public health in Oceania as a colonial project is Anne Perez Hattori’s Colonial Dis-Ease, 

which examines U.S. Naval health and sanitation policies on Guam from 1898 to 1941. Among 

her other achievements, Hattori shows how seeming “colonial benevolence” on the part of the 

U.S. Navy’s health practitioners and administrators was, in actuality, part of a broader colonial 

project to institutionalize American colonial power and sociocultural hegemony.667  

Examining Naval records and correspondence, Hattori is able to support her argument by 

proving a few key truths. First, that Naval administrators were primarily concerned with 

protecting their own personnel, and so protecting the health and well-being of Guam’s CHamoru 

people was more or less an ancillary activity. Second, that the Navy’s focus on public health was 

rooted in American imaginations surrounding the inevitability of dire health and disease in 

tropical regions, which were themselves entangled with notions of  ‘tropical peoples,’ therefore 

establishing the presence of a racial hierarchical ideology embedded within public health 

practice. Lastly, Hattori highlights the correspondence between the U.S. Navy’s command 

centers in the continental U.S. and its stations on Guam, showing that matters of health and 

wellness on Guam were not local, but rather part of a core-periphery, top-down system of orders 

in which CHamoru peoples had little if any say over their own bodies when it came to medical 

inspections and inoculations. 

Such a treatment of colonial public health in Sāmoa is still awaiting its historian, but 

whoever they may be would do well to follow Hattori’s methodology, and not just in American 

Sāmoa where the overlap of U.S. Naval Administrations is readily apparent. In either polity, and 

stretching back into the precolonial period, pālagi efforts to understand and treat Samoan bodies 
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were entangled with notions of imperialism, if not outright colonialism. I wish I could be that 

historian in this chapter, but my focus on food culture took precedent in my several archival 

visits and in my subsequent analysis of my collected materials. With that said, the medical 

studies already cited here can be examined for their colonial implications, and even where they 

had no stated colonial agenda. 

Colonial agendas and ideologies are, of course, easier to see in the work of commissioned 

medical practitioners and researchers in the mid-twentieth century. For example, while he 

blamed changing diets for increased tooth decay, R.A. Ferguson also blamed “miscegenation” 

for poor health, citing the “infusion” of Filipino, Japanese, and Chinese “strains” into Samoan 

society. Though he indicated that this opinion hung on a concern over the increased “foreign 

influences of diet” in Sāmoa, this does not change the fact that Ferguson incorporated a racial 

element into his health study, thereby supporting the arguments of Perez Hattori and other 

Pacific historians who argue that in Oceania, and throughout much of the colonized world, 

colonial health administrative inquiries and the policies they influenced were embedded in a 

colonial racial ideology that sought to, among other agendas, maintain a kind of paternalistic 

‘Native’ ideal. Consider, too, that Ferguson found “a much more pleasing picture” within schools 

that he labeled as “‘Jungle’ schools,” which essentially only meant that they were located in the 

more rural areas of Tutuila and in the Manuʻa group.668 In Tutuila’s rural schools, Ferguson 

wrote, “people are absolutely unaffected by outside influences, being strictly Samoan in diet, 

customs, and lineage,” and in Manuʻa “there are no pupils of mixed blood and papalagi food is 

not used, everything being strictly Samoan.”669 Ferguson’s analysis provides a window not only 

into the increasing use of imported foods in areas closer to grocery stores and amongst groups 
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with more monetary wealth, but also into the tenor and nature of early health surveys, which 

were not at all removed from broader colonial agendas. In the case of American Samoa, this 

agenda skewed paternal, as evidenced in Ferguson’s analysis that celebrated an imagined 

‘pristine’ and warned against the “infusion” of foreign “strains,” especially by Asian peoples, 

who Ferguson blamed for causing “appalling dental conditions among the school children of the 

Hawaiian islands [sic].”670 

For his part, J. Francon Williams’ emphasized that Samoan health was “far from that 

state of perfection which popular belief generally attributes to the people of more ‘primitive’ 

races, leading the more ‘natural’ life.”671 In this sense, Williams seemed to be more in tune with 

the fact that imported foods were present throughout both urban and rural villages, and also 

better aware of the dangers of endorsing stereotypes while attempting to conduct objective 

medical study. Still, despite his acknowledgement of overly romanticized notions of “primitive” 

diets, and his refrain from citing concerns over “miscegenation” like Ferguson did, Williams’ 

work was nonetheless embedded within a broader colonial agenda. Williams offered the colonial 

administration a handful of suggestions as to how it might go about improving Samoan dental 

health, which revealed his underlying view that Samoans were better off with ‘Western’ medical 

aid, and strict oversight in administering that aid, and in this sense remained laced with 

paternalism. In addition to larger recommendations like refurbishing the existing dental clinic in 

 
670 Ibid, 549. 
671 J. Francon Williams, “Dental Report,” internal memo to the Administrator of Western Samoa, 13 August 1937, 
National Archives and Records Administration (Apia, Sāmoa), Box 187: File 3, “Dental Services in Western Samoa 
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Samoa: Being a Report presented to the Acting Administrator at Apia, Western Samoa,” New Zealand Dental 
Journal 35 (1939): 115-133. While the latter, published version does not contain some added notes that are 
included in the original memo found in the Apia archives, the two sources contain much of the same language. 
Therefore, moving forward I will cite from the published version to aid with the ease of locating these references 
for any interested parties.   
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Apia, Williams recommended establishing smaller clinics at Samoan schools, developing a 

system of parental consent to allow for more routine adolescent dental exams, village education 

programs to stress “the importance of…foods for building strong teeth” and “the use of the 

toothbrush,” as well as the use of dental hygiene posters in schools and the establishment of 

better health records throughout the territory.672 Although he championed the training of 

Samoans to work as nurses and “dental cadets,” akin to dental hygienists, he cautioned the 

administrator that these “Native Medical Practitioners” must be “intelligently used and properly 

supervised..[and] must be kept under due and sympathetic control.”673  

In the case of Sheila Malcolm, her research cannot be separated from the South Pacific 

Commission (SPC) for whom she worked. The SPC was founded by the ‘Canberra Agreement’ 

of 1947, in which the governments of Australia, France, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the U.K., 

and the United States agreed to promote “the economic and social welfare and advancement of 

the peoples of the non-self-governing territories in the South Pacific region administered by 

them.”674 Health was one of many aspects of Indigenous life that the SPC was designed to 

‘develop,’ which included communications, transport, trade and finance, education, and industry, 

among other initiatives, but overall the SPC was a multinational effort to maintain the interests of 

its governing nations in the postwar era.675 Organizations like the SPC, which sought to 
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674 Australian Department of External Affairs, “Australian Treaty Series 1948 No. 15: Agreement establishing the 
South Pacific Commission,” 6 February 1947 (Canberra, AUS: Australian Government Publishing Service), 
Australasian Legal Information Institute (online resource, last accessed May 2021): 
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675 It should be noted that the SPC has changed over time. In 1983, all nations and territories covered under the 
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commission was rebranded as “the Pacific Community,” partially as a reflection of their efforts to shift from 
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‘develop’ and ‘modernize’ areas of Oceania, were, as Pacific historian David Hanlon has phrased 

it, part of an effort “to rationalize…domination of the islands,” and remake the region “in ways 

that served the strategic interests of the larger [colonial] state.”676 While Hanlon’s work centered 

on the U.S. administration of Micronesian territories, his argument nonetheless applies to other 

regions and administrations, especially in regard to what he calls a “veil of legitimization” for 

domination of the region. Exploring one U.S. official’s opinion that “economic development 

constituted a necessary prerequisite for the return of sovereignty to the people of Micronesia,” 

Hanlon is able to convey the paternalistic nature of the U.S.’s rule under the 1947 Trusteeship 

Agreement in which the United Nations granted ‘trusteeship’ over the Caroline, Mariana, and 

Marshall Islands to the United States.677 This same “veil of legitimization” can apply to the 

SPC’s involvement in ‘development’ initiatives throughout Oceania, in the sense that no matter 

how seemingly ‘altruistic’ they or their commissioned researchers may have been, they 

nonetheless essentialized their presence and involvement in Indigenous affairs as a necessary 

prerequisite to modernization, and in the case of Sheila Malcolm’s work, to sound health and 

wellness. 

 The issue of ‘essentializing’ is of paramount importance when discussing the 

entanglement of health research and colonialism in Oceania, and not only regarding those studies 

that are commissioned by colonial administrations. Nicholas Thomas’ Colonialism’s Culture is a 

seminal work in colonialism and Pacific studies for many reasons, but is most applicable here for 

the ways in which Thomas showed that “essentialized depictions of nonwestern people can be 
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produced even by anthropologists or others with no racist motivations.”678 Indeed, when one 

combs through the seemingly countless studies, commentaries, documentaries, news stories, and 

other pieces that have analyzed Samoan health in one way or another, it becomes clear, 

following Thomas’ logic, that a good deal of ‘essentializing’ is taking place, intentional or not. 

From my reading, two essentializations are most prevalent. 

 First, Samoans have been essentialized as ‘big,’ ‘fat,’ unhealthy people, almost as though 

it is their destiny to be physically large and, eventually, to attain some form of dietary disease. 

Consider that a recent documentary (already cited in this chapter) labeled American Samoa “the 

fattest place on earth.”679 In 2015, the Cable News Network (CNN) analyzed a report from the 

World Health Organization (WHO) to explain to its readers “how paradise became the fattest 

place in the world,” a headline that taps into not one but two essentializations regarding Oceania, 

one more longstanding than the other.680 In the last decade alone, National Public Radio (NPR) 

has analyzed whether or not “Samoa’s obesity epidemic” is a “harbinger for other developing 

nations,” Yale’s School of Medicine has published reports on “a problem in paradise,” and 

Foreign Policy has asked its readers why “the world’s fattest people live on islands,” assuring 

them in the story’s subheading that “it’s not piña coladas.”681Others aspects of popular culture 

have essentialized notions of the ‘big’ Samoan, along with other notions. In her analysis of 
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American football’s popularity in American Samoa, Samoan sociologist Faʻanofo Lisaclaire 

Uperesa of the University of Auckland wrote that “Polynesian players have also 

been…stereotyped as genetically gifted with size, girth, and quickness suitable for football, as 

well as with a violent impulse that can be channeled into success on the field by virtue of their 

respect for authority, instilled by discipline and socialization in hierarchical Samoan society.”682 

Uperesa’s argument here shows how pervasive such stereotypes can be, with Samoans 

“racialized in ways that help them enter [fields of professional sport] but restrict them from 

others.”683 

 Certainly, academia has played a role in this essentialization, even where scholars have 

intended to be helpful in their research. Increasing rates of dietary disease in the Samoan 

archipelago beginning in the 1970s spurred a flurry of academic research into the causes and 

consequences of dietary disease in both Samoan polities. According to Dimensions, a digital 

application that allows users to search for keywords in academic articles for the purposes of 

developing trends and connections within and between academic research projects, roughly 13 

studies were published each year during the 1970s that centered on issues of diabetes and/or 

hypertension in Western Samoa and/or American Samoa. That number jumped to 19 per year 

during the 1980s, to 20 per year in the 1990s, and markedly increased to 32 studies per year 

during the 2000s. In the last decade, that number more than doubled to 68 studies per year.684 

While these studies have done much to contribute to vital medical insight that can be utilized by 

 
682 Faʻanofo Lisaclaire Uperesa, “Fabled Futures: Migration and Mobility for Samoans in American Football,” The 
Contemporary Pacific 26:2 (2014): 281-301, p. 283. 
683 Ibid. 
684 Dimensions, Abstract search for “(Samoa AND diabetes) OR (Samoa AND hypertension),” (online resource) 
https://app.dimensions.ai/discover/publication?search_mode=content&search_text=(Samoa%20AND%20diabetes
)%20OR%20(Samoa%20AND%20hypertension)&search_type=abs&search_field=full_search (last accessed April, 
2021). 
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Samoans to improve health and wellness conditions in both polities, they have also contributed 

to more widespread media coverage, such as those previously cited, collectively contributing to 

stereotypes.  

 Granted, ‘slim’ ideals and ‘big body’ stereotypes are not only the stuff of academic study 

and media coverage. In their examination of body image amongst Samoan men and women in 

three settings (the Independent State of Sāmoa, American Sāmoa and Auckland), biological 

anthropologists Alexandra Brewis and Stephen McGarvey found that women living in 

“ecologically modern settings”—that is, larger urbanized cities—“selected significantly slimmer 

ideal body sizes” when surveyed, whereas men “idealized larger male bodies,” which the authors 

felt “indicates that acculturation to slim ideals may occur rapidly,” albeit “influencing women to 

a greater degree.”685 Evidently, body image and body size stereotypes are influenced by a range 

of factors that relate to one’s lived experience, not just what is said and written by outsiders. To 

that end, the work of cultural and medical anthropologist Jessica Hardin has been profoundly 

revealing, underscoring the ways in which “fat talk” in Sāmoa has ambivalent connotations 

within Samoan settings, such as joking or teasing about weight, and breaking these connotations 

down into a ‘positive or negative’ dichotomy belies the complexity of Samoan discourse, as well 

as Samoan perspectives on body size and body image.686 

 
685 Alexandra Brewis and Stephen McGarvey, “Body image, body size, and Samoan ecological and individual 
modernization,” Ecology of Food and Nutrition 39:2 (2000): 105-120, p. 105; See also: A. Brewis, S. McGarvey, J. 
Jones, and B. Swinburn, “Perceptions of body size in Pacific Islanders,” International Journal of Obesity 22 (1998): 
185-189; Diana Elizabeth Schendel, Sex differences in factors associated with body fatness in Western Samoans 
(doctoral dissertation), The Pennsylvania State University, 1989; Anne Schrimpf, et. al., “Socio-cultural norms of 
body size in Westerners and Polynesians affect heart rate variability and emotion during social interactions,” 
Culture and Brain 7 (2019): 26-56; Devendra Singh, et. al., “Cross-cultural consensus for waist-hip ratio and 
women’s attractiveness,” Evolution and Human Behavior 31 (2010): 176-181; Tasileta Teʻevale, Obesity in Pacific 
Adolescents: A Socio-cultural Study in Auckland, New Zealand (Master’s Thesis), The University of Auckland (NZ), 
2009.  
686 Jessica Hardin, “Christianity, Fat Talk, and Samoan Pastors: Rethinking the Fat-Positive-Fat-Stigma Framework,” 
Fat Studies 4:2: 178-196.  
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 Hardin, however, does acknowledge the impact media coverage and extensive academic 

research on health has had on body size and image stigma in Sāmoa and Oceania more broadly. 

In a joint piece with Brewis and Amy McLennan, Hardin argued that “obesity research, policies 

and interventions have for decades focused intensely on the small islands nations of the central 

Pacific, more so than any other world region,” and that as a result, “weight-related stigma 

heightens physiological and emotional stress—both of which elevate weight gain and chronic 

disease.”687 Hardin, Brewis, and McLennan also acknowledge that obesity interventions “have 

histories that influence their effectiveness,” and primarily a history of “only informing people of 

what they should do rather than also addressing how they feel.”688 While seconding this 

argument, I would also add that the history of obesity interventions also involves a good deal of 

Samoan mistrust toward pālagi medicine and medical practitioners. This is, of course, not my 

original argument, but one that I borrow from Samoan medical practitioners, including those 

cited in this chapter’s introductory paragraphs. In Apia, Dr. Sua claims that “people in Sāmoa, 

most of them usually seek herbal medicines first before coming to see a doctor,” referencing 

taulāsea and other ancestral healers, and Dr. Goodlow adds that there exists “a lot of superstition 

around medication” amongst her patients in Savaiʻi.689 In studies throughout the twentieth 

century, many researchers noted a Samoan tendency to abstain from using pālagi medicine, and 

this no doubt holds connections to the colonial legacy of medicinal study in the archipelago, as 

well as the aforementioned importance of taulāsea throughout Samoan history. 

 What is perhaps most alarming to a historian is the kind of ‘about face’ that has taken 

place over the course of nearly two centuries regarding the health of Samoans, first as ‘happy 

 
687 Jessica Hardin, Amy K. McLennan & Alexandra Brewis, “Body size, body norms and some unintended 
consequences of obesity intervention in the Pacific islands,” Annals of Human Biology, 45:3: 285-294, 286. 
688 Ibid, 286, 291. 
689 Attitude, Diabetes Epidemic, Part 4 of 5.  
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and smiling,’ and now as ‘fat and dying,’ with the only constant being that these stereotypes are 

largely informed and propagated by pālagi. When he conducted his dental survey in the 1930’s, 

dentist J. Francon Williams emphasized that Samoan health was “far from that state of perfection 

which popular belief generally attributes to the people of more ‘primitive’ races, leading the 

more ‘natural’ life.”690 However, Williams was an outlier, and this stereotype persisted well into 

the mid-twentieth century. In one 1958 report conducted in American Samoa by Edward Kupka, 

M.D., Samoans were said to be “calm, happy” people with “not much work” to cause significant 

stress or correlating health issues.691 Kupka went on to say that if Samoans could be “rid of 

infectious diseases, [their] health status would be among the world’s best.”692 That one tired 

stereotype could be so easily and abruptly replaced by another is worrisome, and further 

underscores the historical legacy of colonialism’s essentializing force. 

 A second overarching essentialization inherent in Sāmoa’s many health studies is that 

pālagi are propped up as pillars and pictures of health and wellness whereas Samoans represent 

the inverse. Historians will be hard pressed to find any health study conducted in Sāmoa that 

does not contain some aspect of comparison, and time and again this comparison is made 

between Samoans and pālagi in an almost algebraic formulaic format, with the former framed as 

the variant and the latter as the constant. Some are more explicit than others—Sheila Malcolm’s 

work constantly positioned “Victorian children” (that is, children from Victoria, Australia) as the 

stick against which Samoan children should be measured.693 Others are subtle, but nonetheless 

repackage the kind of “veil of legitimization” that historians like Hanlon have discussed when 

 
690 Williams, “Dental Service in Western Samoa,” 115. 
691 Edward Kupka, M.D., “Notes on Public Health in American Samoa,” Public Health Reports 70:4 (April, 1955): 
362-366, 366.  
692 Ibid, 366, 362. 
693 Malcolm, Diet and Nutrition in American Samoa: A Survey.  
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analyzing the discourse of ‘development.’ In the case of health studies, health research that 

occurs at an exponentially higher rate than any other region in the world, according to 

anthropologists like Hardin, and that so often does so with pālagi framed as the ‘healthy ideal’ 

can be reasonably labeled as a veil that legitimizes the physical superiority of pālagi, and 

especially white European and American peoples. If we are to endorse Thomas’ argument in 

Colonialism’s Culture, then we can also say that this kind of essentialization occurs even where 

the authors of works that establish and reinforce it have no intentions of doing so. 

 

Samoan Agency in the Maʻi Suka Discussion 

Along with pālagi intervention in Samoan health matters, it is clear that Samoans 

themselves are actively engaged in discussions and activities that address a range of health 

concerns. Within the academy, scholars of Samoan ancestry have conducted health research 

ranging from dietary disease to mental health.694 Some Indigenous scholars have begun 

emphasizing the need to incorporate Indigenous cultural knowledge into health and wellness 

programs and initiatives both throughout Oceania and within Indigenous Oceanian communities. 

In 2015, behavioral and community health scholar Nia Aitaoto led a group of Indigenous Pacific 

Islander health researchers in arguing that a “lack of tailoring [health advice] for the Pacific 

context” led to increased rates of dietary diseases among U.S.-based Indigenous Pacific Islander 

groups.695 According to the study, “cost of healthy foods, taste preference, low availability of 

 
694 See: Cluny Macpherson and Laʻavasa Macpherson, “Towards an Explanation of Recent Trends in Suicide in 
Western Samoa,” Man, New Series 22:2 (Jun., 1987): 305-330; Nite Fuamatu, “The food choices of Samoan 
Teenages in Auckland: Big Mac combo or pisupo and taro?” Pacific Health Dialog 4:2; Leilani A. Siaki and Lois J. 
Loescher, “Pacific Islanders’ Perceived Risk of Cardiovascular Disease and Diabetes,” Journal of Transcultural 
Nursing 22:2: 191-200. 
695 Nia Aitaoto, et. al., “Formative Research to Inform Nutrition Interventions in Chuuk and the U.S. Pacific,” Journal 
of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (2015): 947-953, 947. See also: Kevin Cassell, et. al., “Leveraging Cultural 
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healthy food choices, [and] lack of ideas for healthy meals/cooking” all contributed to higher 

rates of dietary diseases, but it also showed that “a lack of culturally appropriate options for 

dietary modifications” was a significant contributing factor.696 According to Aitaoto and her 

fellow researchers, centering Indigenous Oceanian culture in tailoring health advice would yield 

positive results. For example, the researchers noticed that respondents consistently cited 

“preparing and consuming meals for and with extended family and church members” positively 

impacted individual and group diets. Moreover, the authors argued, conducting motivational 

health interviews in groups rather than individual settings showed potential to improving 

reception and retention of health education, “as Pacific Islanders have a collectivistic culture and 

family members play an important role in adherence.”697  

Governments in both Samoan polities have long pushed for the funding of health 

awareness initiatives and wellness programs. Though the authors caution against the 

reinforcement of pālagi body and health norms, Hardin, McLennan, and Brewis rightly note the 

prevalence of health awareness campaigns in the Independent State of Sāmoa, stating that 

“messages about the riskiness of fatness and fatty foods surround islanders every day, from 

billboards and paintings at major road intersections in both islands, to constant messages about 

island-wide weight loss initiatives, fun-runs, and competitions.”698 Though the authors’ point is 

very well made that these messages can send mixed, if not outright unhelpful messages, it is only 

fair to acknowledge that these efforts nonetheless reflect the state’s earnest desire to address a 

pressing local issue, and often in ways that attempt to engage with Samoan cultural values and 

 
Knowledge to Improve Diet and Health among Affiliated Pacific Islander Populations,” Journal of the Academic of 
Nutrition and Dietetics (2015): 885-888.  
696 Ibid. 
697 Ibid. 
698 Hardin, McLennan, and Brewis, “Body size, body norms,” 289. 
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norms like friendly competition and communal activity. To that end, various government 

entities, including the governments of the Independent State of Sāmoa, American Samoa, 

Australia, New Zealand, and the United States have funded the publication of Samoan-language 

pamphlets and other reading materials designed at educating the wider Samoan public—in either 

Samoan polity and in the Samoan diaspora—about the causes and effects of maʻi suka, and have 

been joined by grant-funded groups like the Pacific Diabetes Education Program and advocacy 

organizations like the Association of Asian Pacific Community Health Organizations.699 

Some of these initiatives involve reaching Samoan communities through television 

programs that promote healthy eating, and especially through the use of more ancestral Samoan 

foods. In 2000, the Samoan Baháʼí Charitable Trust for Social and Economic Development 

collaborated with the Samoan Nutrition Centre, the New Zealand High Commission in Sāmoa, 

New Zealand Official Development Assistance (NZODA), the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Pacific 

Regional Office, UNICEF, the Health Department of the Independent State of Sāmoa, and 

Television Samoa Corporation to produce O le Kuka Samoa, or “Samoan Cooking.”700 The 

 
699 See: Ann Marie Brooks, MSN, CDE and the Utah State Government, O le Maʻi o le Suka,” unknown date (online 
resource, last accessed May 2021): 
https://choosehealth.utah.gov/documents/pdfs/multicultural/samoan9_04.pdf; Government of American Samoa 
and the Pacific Diabetes Education Program, Aoaoga mo Maʻi Suka: Education about Diabetes (January, 2008) 
(online resource, last accessed June, 2021): http://www.pdep.org/pdfs/samoan_eddiabetes.pdf; State of Hawaiʻi 
Department of Health, Ia Puleaina Lou Ma‘i Suka: O se Tusi e Faamalosiau i Tagata ua Maua i le Ma‘i Suka 
(unknown date) (online resource, last accessed June, 2021): 
https://health.hawaii.gov/diabetes/files/2013/10/TKCHRG-samoan.pdf; Association of Asian Pacific Community 
Health Organizations, Tulaga Tausia ai Lou Maʻi Suka mo Lou Soifuaga: Steps to Manage Your Diabetes (1999) 
(online resource, last accessed May, 2021): https://www.aapcho.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/StMYD-
Samoan.pdf. 
700 “Humor key ingredient in Samoan healthy cooking TV series,” Baháʼí World News Service (online resource, last 
accessed June, 2021): https://news.bahai.org/story/70/. Translation made by author; alternatives include “Samoan 
Food,” “The Samoan Cook” and “The Samoan Cooking.” For a video of the series’ first episode, see: O le Kuka 
Samoa Ep 01, YouTube (online resource, last accessed June 2021): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zX3SGBOw4GA.  
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Samoan-language program starred well-known Samoan comedian Sumeo, with typical episodes 

finding Sumeo in a different Samoan village utilizing both ancestral and introduced foodways to 

make popular Samoan dishes in a ‘healthier’ way, such as using less oil in pan-frying or 

removing excess salt and sugar from recipes. A spokesperson for the Samoan Baháʼí Charitable 

Trust said at the time that “promoting greater use of nutritious locally grown fruits and 

vegetables to improve the diet of children in Samoa is the essential aim, but the key ingredient to 

getting the message across is the humor masterfully ladled out by Sumeo.”701 Indeed, Sumeo’s 

hosting tapped into Samoan cultural humor and wordplay to engage audiences in discussions and 

educational instructions related to healthy cooking and eating, though it is difficult to note 

exactly how popular the show was during what appears to be a nine-episode run.702 

The Sāmoa Tourism Authority of the Independent State of Sāmoa is currently producing 

a web series entitled Kuka: Tastes of Beautiful Samoa. The dual language (English and Samoan) 

program features Samoan chefs and restauranteurs, as well as chefs and restauranteurs of other 

ethnicities including Indigenous Pacific Islanders, based throughout the state. While the program 

highlights restaurants and street vendors, presumably targeting potential tourists as opposed to 

locally-based people, it nonetheless highlights innovations in Samoan cooking as well as 

discussions surrounding healthy cooking and eating.703 More directly targeted at locally-based 

Samoans and locals in other Pacific Islands countries and territories is the transnational 

television program Pacific Island Food Revolution. The program is formatted as a 12-episode 

competition that pits 24 Indigenous Oceanian chefs against one another to see who can cook up 

 
701 “Humor key ingredient, Baháʼí World News Service.  
702 I have been unable to confirm if more episodes exist, but only nine are available on YouTube. 
703 To watch the first episode, see: Sāmoa Tourism Authority, Kuka: Tastes of Beautiful Samoa, YouTube (online 
resource, last accessed June, 2021): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6PncVCrMc3k. Several more epsiodes 
can be found on the Sāmoa Tourism Authority’s YouTube page: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC-
uThrqcZOuFTmj1ehdBILQ.  
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the best—and healthiest—food utilizing “local cuisine knowledge.”704 The program, which is 

funded by the governments of both Aotearoa/New Zealand and Australia and produces episodes 

in Tonga, Fiji, Vanuatu, and Sāmoa, brands itself as a “social movement using the power of 

reality TV, radio, and social media to change people’s eating behavior.”705  

Broadcast in several Pacific Islands nations through local television providers, the 

program highlighted potential “solutions [to what] people have identified as barriers to healthy 

eating such as convenience, taste, and affordability” by challenging its chefs to utilize healthier 

foods.706 The program’s cohosts, Robert Oliver and Diana Rossi, are both heavily involved in the 

Women in Business Development Inc.’s (WIBDI) “Farms to Table Samoa” program, with Oliver 

serving as a co-founder of the program and Rossi as a substantial buyer. WIBDI was initially 

founded in 1991 to “meet the needs of urban women by promoting and advancing the economic 

business status of the women of Samoa,” but over time has come to include Samoan women 

living outside ‘urban’ areas as well.707 Beginning in 2013, the WIBDI’s “Farms to Table Samoa” 

program aimed to link rural farmers with urban restaurants and hotels to supply fresh produce, 

while also providing individual urban customers with a weekly “Organic Basket” for 

WST$25.708 

Grassroots sports and exercise groups are also active in both Samoan polities. Zumba 

classes have become popular throughout the archipelago, undoubtedly aided by the fact that 

 
704 “Project Background,” Pacific Islands Food Revolution Media Kit (online resource, last accessed April, 2021), 
https://www.pacificislandfoodrevolution.com/downloads/Media-Kit_Project-Background-2020.pdf. See also: 
Pacific Islands Food Revolution website  
705 Ibid. 
706 Ibid.  
707 “29 Years of Development,” Women in Business Development Inc. Website (online resource, last accessed April, 
2021), https://www.womeninbusiness.ws/page/266952. 
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coordinated dance has long been an integral part of Samoan cultural expression.709 In American 

Samoa, a semi-annual triathlon serves as “a way to keep people busy and fit, and also to remind 

them about good health habits.”710 Summer camps for children, like Functional Interactive 

Training (FIT), are now common on Tutuila.711 On my last visit to American Samoa in 2019, I 

was surprised to see so many people at Daniel K. Inouye Industrial Park in Tāfuna playing 

soccer, a sport that did not seem to be popular during my time living there some six years earlier. 

A friend later informed me that community soccer leagues were promoted by grassroots 

initiatives to address inactivity and obesity, and that tennis classes and leagues were sprouting up 

for the same reason.712 While staying in Apia just months later, I noticed multiple gyms 

promoting exercise courses, and later learned of the CrossFit Fatu Toa gym, which provides 

members with training programs branded by the Washington, D.C.-based company CrossFit.713 

These are just a handful of examples of the ways in which Samoans are aiming to address health 

concerns on Samoan terms. 

Still, challenges remain, and the yoke of colonialism has the potential to “stifle 

innovation in nutrition policy making” in Sāmoa.714 According to Plahe, Hawkes, and 

Ponnamperuma, “the corporate food regime was institutionalized through the World Trade 

Organization (WTO,” which recently contested the Independent State of Sāmoa’s 2007 ban on 

turkey tail imports, which aimed to reduce turkey tail consumption and correlating dietary 

 
709 See again: Attitude, Diabetes Epidemic, Part 4 of 5.  
710 Mark Espiritu, “Semi-annual Triathlon event a success,” Samoa News 24 July 2017. 
711 Ibid. 
712 A 2014 documentary on the American Samoa soccer team also conveys soccer’s growing popularity in American 
Samoa. See: Mike Brett and Steve James (dir.) Next Goal Wins (UK: Icon Productions, 2014).   
713 Beginning in 2014, CrossFit Fatu Toa has grown into a sizeable gym, with 64 participants signed up for its 2021 
CrossFit Games Open, and many more enrolled in training classes. See: CrossFit Fatu Toa social media (online 
resource, last accessed April, 2021), https://www.instagram.com/crossfitfatutoa/. 
714 Anne Marie Thow et, al., “Food supply, nutrition and trade policy: Reversal of an import ban on turkey 
tails,” World Health Organization: Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 95:10 (2017): 723-725, p. 723. 
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diseases.715 In 2011, the Government of Sāmoa capitulated to WTO demands that it remove the 

ban as part of its accession into the organization, because, according to Henry Tunupopo from 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, “Under the WTO, prohibitions and bans are not 

looked upon very favorably.”716 Indeed, the WTO required the removal of the ban because it was 

“discriminatory, as there are many high-fat foods, imported and domestic, still available for 

purchase in Samoa.”717 It is important to note that many ‘cheap meat’ exporters in Australia and 

New Zealand would agree, and as the authors of Cheap Meat show, these exporters are not 

necessarily large multinational entities, but small-scale, “independent” entrepreneurs who take 

great financial risk to gain “extensive local knowledge” of potential marketplaces in Oceania 

before negotiating with similarly small-scale, and often Indigenous Pacific Islander importers 

and retailers.718 Still, Samoan leaders were effectively rendered powerless to implement desired 

nutritional policies, which underscores a broader issue that smaller nations both within and 

outside of Oceania face when attempting to navigate the arena of international trade, which is 

still very much dominated by former (and current) imperial nations. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter sought to underscore the relationship between Sāmoa’s contemporary health 

crisis—namely, drastic rises in cases of diabetes, obesity, and hypertension, all of which are 

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) linked to diet—and changes in Samoan food and diets over 

time. In so doing, the chapter articulates how NCDs have affected both Samoan polities, bringing 

 
715 Plahe, Hawkes, and Ponnamperuma, “The Corporate Food Regime,” 309. 
716 Attitude, Diabetes Epidemic, 16:30. 
717 World Trade Organization, “Report of the working party on the accession of Samoa to the World Trade 
Organization” (Geneva: World Trade Organization, 2011). 
718 Gewertz and Errington, Cheap Meat, “Trading Meat,” 44. 
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about lower average ages of death, higher frequencies of amputations, and an increased need for 

medical services that have strained economies and medical personnel in Sāmoa and American 

Sāmoa.  

As shown is the analysis of notes and publications of dentists, doctors, and other medical 

professionals, concerns over drastic alterations to Samoan diets and correlating negative impacts 

on Samoan health have existed in Sāmoa since the early twentieth century. These same sources 

also show how pālagi visitors and settlers in Sāmoa have obsessed over the health and wellness 

of Samoans in a way that reflects a kind of colonial paternalism, if not outright racism. Even in 

more contemporary periods, scholars and medical professionals alike could be characterized as 

intent on improving Samoans and Samoan bodies to meet their own culturally and 

socioeconomically conditioned standards, imposing notions of “healthy” food and ways of living 

that are not necessarily reflective of how many Samoans view good health and wellness. While it 

is understandable that many—including many contemporary Samoans concerned with the health 

of their people—equate good health with long, illness-free lives. However, when examining 

health and wellness in spaces touched by colonialism, it is important to bear in mind that even 

well-intentioned actors can superimpose their own perspectives and priorities on peoples and 

places where they may not apply. Just as different cultures have different historicities, so too 

might different cultures have different “healthy” standards. 

Still, many Samoan medical professionals and health advocates in both polities continue 

to stand on the frontlines of the fight against NCDs, seeking to solve longstanding health 

problems and ensure that NCDs do not continue to become normalized by Samoan families, 

many of whom are no longer surprised to see a loved one pass away far too young due to NCDs. 

These Samoans are working to improve the health of their people through both medical treatment 
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and a range of outreach activities, positioning themselves, rather than pālagi, as the principal 

caretakers of Samoan health and wellness, while also seeking to lead international collaborations 

for the betterment of Samoan lives. 
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Conclusion 
 

This dissertation opened with a story of National History Day, and a scene in which my 

students—who had developed history project for months at least partially (if not mostly) to eat at 

McDonald’s—were quite literally laughed off of a stage for their lack of English-language 

proficiency. As I attempted to console them, I found they were resilient, justifying their self-

worth as ‘real Samoans,’ given their proficiency in traditional ways of procuring food, and 

scoffing at those who ‘need’ to eat at McDonald’s. In the chapters since then, this dissertation 

has answered its central research question—how has “Samoan food,” contemporarily 

understood, come to be, and what implications have any changes in Samoan food had for the 

economy of Samoan polities and the health and wellness of Samoan people over time? It has also 

explored the contrast or interaction between stories of globalizing foods as convenience foods 

versus so-called “Samoan foods.” And while there is still much to explore—indeed, the foods 

covered here hardly represent a full plate—this dissertation has met a handful of key objectives. 

 First, it has shown that food and orality are inextricably linked in Samoan culture and 

history. This dissertation’s first chapter, E Lē Tasi se Tala proved its title correct—there is no 

one story to Samoan history. In keeping with the assertion of Epeli Hauʻofa, whose work 

provided a theoretical underpinning for my approach, that “in Oceania…truth is flexible and 

negotiable,” E Lē Tasi se Tala was less concerned with identifying concrete origins of Samoan 

foods than it was with emphasizing the importance of orality in sustaining and passing on 

historical narratives, and the central role food plays in oral historical traditions.719  

The chapter highlighted five forms of orality—tala (stories, myths, or legends), fāgogo 

(fables or bedtime stories), alagāʻupu (proverbial sayings derived from tala), muāgagana 

 
719 Hauʻofa, “Pasts to Remember,” in We Are the Ocean, 61-63. 
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(proverbial sayings akin to idioms), and gao (village nicknames)—each of which serve distinct 

functions, but all of which store and share history. Moreover, these histories contain powerful 

and pervasive messages that propagate the FaʻaSāmoa, or the Samoan way of being and 

knowing—how to treat oneself and others—and because each of these forms contain narratives 

or references that prominently feature and center food, it is reasonable to conclude that food 

itself is central to the history and culture of Sāmoa, and has been since aso anamua, or the deep 

past. Hauʻofa said that time is not only linear, but also “circular,” constantly linking past and 

present. He added that Oceanic histories are contemporarily “entangled in the tussle between 

tradition and modernity, however defined,” and said time is therefore a “spiral” as much as a line 

or circle.720 Indeed, as tala, fāgogo, alagāʻupu, muāgagana, gao, and their food references are 

used in contemporary contexts while evoking the past, time spirals on and around. 

While E Lē Tasi se Tala respects orality, so too does it respect contemporary sciences and 

social sciences and the efforts of those fields’ practitioners to find their own truths about 

Sāmoa’s food histories. Archaeologists, ethnobotanists, linguists, geneticists, and remote sensing 

methodologists utilizing LiDAR have all contributed to the field of knowledge surrounding the 

origins, use, and social significance of food in Sāmoa over time. The chapter argued that a kind 

of complementarity exists between science, history, and Indigenous ways of remembering and 

expressing the past, and that holistically drawing from these seemingly disparate fields of 

knowledge can provide equally holistic understandings of Samoan food histories.  

Second, this dissertation has shown how imported foods and beverages, which are often 

world histories unto themselves, can be adopted into and adapted by Samoan culture over time. 

By channeling its focus on pīsupo (corned beef), ʻava pālagi (alcohol), and sapasui (Samoan-

 
720 Ibid, 65-69. 
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style Chop Suey), this dissertation’s second, third, and fourth chapters presented case studies in 

food ethnicization, while also underscoring distinct aspects of Samoan and world history.  

Se Pīsupo Sili: That Great Can of Corned Beef showed how a food once (and in many 

ways, still) viewed as distinctly Irish became decidedly Samoan. As evidenced in the lyrics of 

the famous Samoan song, “Oka Oka, Laʻu Hani,” which opened the chapter, pīsupo is as much a 

“Samoan food” as any, beloved enough for the song’s early-twentieth-century lyricist to equate a 

can of pīsupo to a beloved sweetheart. But the chapter went much deeper than the early twentieth 

century, stretching as far back as the twelfth century, when salted beef was first developed in 

Ireland. Se Pīsupo Sili articulated corned beef’s entanglement with material and sensory tastes, 

demonstrating pīsupo’s material value in historical and contemporary Sāmoa, which stem from 

both its rarity as an expensive item—its material value—and its prized flavor—its sensory 

value—as a lololo, or rich, fatty food.  

Thereafter, the chapter dove into corned beef’s deeper history, first as an ancestrally Irish 

food, albeit rarely eaten, and eventually as a valuable commodity exported throughout the world, 

including to colonial outposts in the West Indies and to Irish-American communities in the 

United States. Finally, the chapter provided what may be the first attempt at a history of pīsupo 

in Sāmoa, from the nineteenth-century ships of whaling vessels passing through the Samoan 

islands to the twenty-first-century family store of Manuʻa whose shelves were featured in the 

chapter’s introductory photo.  

Similarly, ʻAva Pālagi sought to tell a history on the origins of alcohol in Sāmoa. After 

first establishing the longstanding tradition and significance of beverages—and specifically that 

of ʻava—in the FaʻaSāmoa, ʻAva Pālagi focused on the intersection of alcohol, culture, race, 

racism, and legal action, and how this entanglement of these elements resulted in a series of 
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restrictions that limited or outright barred Samoan alcohol consumption. Amidst waves of racist 

legislation restricting alcohol consumption, Samoans utilized historical knowledge and 

culturally-specific channels of communication to establish large-scale and wide-reaching 

faʻamafu, or home-brewed alcohol, operations. Ironically, pālagi residents of Sāmoa found 

procuring alcohol so difficult—largely because racist legislation sought to limit pālagi access to 

alcohol specifically to lower the chances that alcohol would fall into Samoan hands—that those 

pālagi residents sought to procure their alcohol from Samoans themselves, patronizing 

“underground” faʻamafu breweries. 

“The Beach,” Apia’s urban center and commercial stretch, received significant treatment 

in this chapter given its transliminal and intercultural nature, which brought together peoples 

from a wide range of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds, many of whom found a 

common interest in buying, selling, or drinking hard liquor. Alcohol drove commerce and also 

led to a slew of crimes, ranging from the petty to the serious. These businesses and crimes 

provided windows into the social makeup of the Beach, as well as the transnational legal systems 

that sought to regulate both the sale of alcohol and the prosecution of alcohol-related crimes 

from the early days of the Beach through the establishment of the Municipality of Apia. 

If the Beach was ʻava pālagi’s entangled, sociopolitical geographic representation, then 

Taʻisi O.F. Nelson was its personification. ʻAva Pālagi spent a significant amount of space on 

analyzing the life and times of Taʻisi Nelson, with a specific focus on how his relationship to 

alcohol—and in particular his effort to realize the legal right to purchase and consume alcohol—

speaks to the racism at play in colonial Sāmoa during the early-twentieth century and the so-

called “half-caste problem” that confronted and greatly challenged German and later New 

Zealand colonial administrations. 
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Building off of the racial entanglements touched upon in ʻAva Pālagi, Sapasui explores 

Samoan-style “chop suey.” Widely held to be a Chinese food adopted and adapted by Samoans, 

the chapter shows how chop suey itself is not—and never was—a traditional Chinese food, but 

rather an invented dish by Chinese settlers in the West aimed at catering to the tastes of 

European and American eaters in an effort to secure a livelihood in locales that were often 

hostile toward Chinese. The chapter therefore sets out to explore the origins of Chinese, and 

Chinese cuisines, in Sāmoa, to explore the foods that Chinese laborers in Sāmoa introduced to 

the islands. These histories reveal the difficulties Chinese laborers faced in Sāmoa, which 

included racism on seemingly all sides, as well as the resiliency of Sāmoa’s Chinese, who 

established economic and social inroads in Sāmoa that included successful restaurants and 

grocery stores, further linking the histories of Chinese and food in Sāmoa’s pasts.  

Much like Se Pīsupo Sili, Sapasui used its food of focus to tell histories that are both 

deeply local and inherently transliminal. The chapter showed how chop suey crossed boundaries, 

and especially national and nation-state boundaries, and a “novel” dish that was widely 

engaged—in different places and spaces—as a means of “experiencing” so-called “Chinese 

food” by one kind of group (elite eaters with the means to indulge) and a means of survival by 

another kind of group (Chinese migrants looking to escape exploitative manual labor jobs). Both 

the dish and its novelty crossed national boundaries, arriving in Sāmoa not from any kind of 

establishment or marketing of the dish by Chinese migrants themselves, but from the demand of 

Sāmoa’s pālagi elite who expected to be “wined and dined” with the “Chinese dish” that was 

gaining fame the world over (again, the transliminal novelty of a fish), despite having no set 

recipe. 



 320 

Third, this dissertation articulated the implications that changes in Samoan food had for 

the economies of Samoan polities. In ʻO le Taumafa ma le Tupe—Food and Money, the 

dissertation connected earlier chapters—namely those on corned beef and alcohol—to more 

recent developments in the economies of either Samoan polity by showing how Samoan business 

and government leaders sought to use these now-staple Samoan foods and beverages to achieve 

further degrees of economic autonomy. Just as previous chapters honed in on single food or 

beverage items to provide historical case studies, so too did this chapter focus on two 

commercial efforts driven by two influential parties—one a company and another a politician—

as case studies in the efforts to make money off of comestible products.  

After providing historic overviews of food as a material commodity in Sāmoa stretching 

back to the deep past and running through early-twentieth-century agribusinesses as well as the 

proliferation of food businesses in the postwar era, ʻO le Taumafa ma le Tupe examines the 

Vailima beer, “the taste of Sāmoa,” and its parent company Western Samoa Breweries Limited. 

Samoa Breweries—a dual-owned German and Samoan company—marketed Samoan tradition 

and imagery to sell beer, first to a local market, then to a regional market, and eventually to a 

global market (albeit as a niche product). At first, Samoa Breweries helped Samoa earn a 

reputation as the brewing capital of Oceania, and Vailima as “the taste of Sāmoa,” and in many 

ways the taste of Polynesia and Oceania, at least as far as its customers were concerned. 

However, succussive sales to multinational corporations threatened to take Vailima out of Sāmoa 

altogether—transporting the “taste of Sāmoa” to Fiji. Very recent developments (occurring 

within the drafting of this dissertation) seem to have saved the company from extraction out of 

Sāmoa, but only time will tell. Still, the chapter showed how food—or, in this case, beverages—

have served as a majorly profitable commodity supporting Sāmoa’s economic autonomy. 
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However, as the chapter showed, American Sāmoa was not as successful in turning an 

adopted and adapted comestible product into a cash cow, despite the concerted efforts of a savvy 

political figure. ʻO le Taumafa ma le Tupe’s second major case study examines the efforts of 

American Sāmoa Delegate-at-Large Fofō I.F. Sunia, who, in 1978 and 1979, pushed for the 

establishment of a pīsupo processing plant and exporting business in Pago Pago, which was 

stymied by federal legislation that sought to protect the interest of domestic American beef 

producers, processers, and exports. The chapter followed the months of negotiations Sunia and 

his team attempted to make with influential figures at the federal level, including Senator Daniel 

K. Inouye of Hawaiʻi—a relationship that reflected a contemporary connection between political 

leaders in former and current U.S. territories whose shared experiences forged strategic bonds. 

Ultimately, Sunia’s efforts failed, but they nevertheless revealed resiliency in the face of federal 

legislation limiting the economic autonomy and agency of American Samoans. 

Finally, in its Maʻi Suka chapter, this dissertation showed how changes in Samoan food 

have brought about changes in health and wellness among Samoans in either Samoan polity. The 

chapter explored the health crisis facing Sāmoa and American Sāmoa—namely, drastic rises in 

cases of diabetes, obesity, and hypertension, all of which are noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) 

linked to diet. These NCDs have had a correlating effect on lower average ages of death, higher 

frequencies of amputations, and an increased need for medical services that have strained 

economies and medical personnel as NCD cases outpace the resources needed to address them. 

While borrowing from the work of documentarians that have highlighted the voices of 

Samoan medical professionals on the frontlines of the fight against NCDs, Maʻi Suka also 

uncovered primary source materials that chart the evolution of medical concerns in Sāmoa. 

Using the observations of dentists, doctors, and other medical professionals, Maʻi Suka 
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documented early concerns over drastic alterations to Samoan diets and correlating negative 

impacts on Samoan health.  

However, in so doing, the chapter also showed how pālagi visitors and settlers in Sāmoa 

have been almost obsessed with the health and wellness of Samoans in a way that reflects a kind 

of colonial paternalism. Even in more contemporary periods, scholars and medical professionals 

alike seem intent on “improving” Samoans, and notions of “healthy” food and ways of living are 

almost entirely imposed on Sāmoa and Samoans from the outside-in. With that said, it is 

understandable that many—including contemporary Samoans concerned with the health of their 

people—equate good health with long, illness-free lives. As such, several Samoans are working 

to improve the health of Samoans through a range of outreach activities, positioning themselves 

rather than pālagi as the principal caretakers of Samoan health and wellness. 

In addition to these core findings, the dissertation also touched upon a number of things 

that could be mined deeper in future studies, either by myself or by future scholars. First, the 

dissertation explored a phenomenon that might be termed a “corporate colonialism,” or the 

efforts of multinational corporations to foster dependence on their goods and services, which can 

sometimes in turn yield even more dependence on other corporations for correlating goods and 

services. For example, in the chapter on maʻi suka, I showed how Samoans have become 

dependent on imported foods—many of which are circulated by multinational corporations—

resulting in dire health ramifications that themselves require dependence on pharmaceutical 

corporations to treat illness.  

Second, the relationship between food and labor, and specifically that which makes one a 

so-called “real Samoan.” Again, in the History Day story that opened this chapter, my students 

found resilience in the knowledge that they could catch fish or cultivate a plantation. This kind of 
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food labor went mostly unexplored in this dissertation, simply due to the need to have a 

manageable working scope of research along with my desire to pivot this dissertation around 

case studies. Nevertheless, I explored the relationship between wage labor and convenience food 

procurement in multiple chapters, perhaps most notably that on corned beef, finding that 

increased wealth, brought about by wage labor, led to the proliferation of pīsupo and povi 

māsima, which were sought after due to their flavor, but also due to their status as a material 

symbolizing wealth and achievement. 

Lastly, this dissertation has shown that the FaʻaSāmoa, much like a recipe, can be 

changed and altered over time or for certain circumstances. I opened this dissertation by 

emphasizing the flexibility of the FaʻaSāmoa—a flexibility that Pasifika scholars have 

articulated multiple times. Just as no two sapasui or faʻamafu recipes would be exactly the same, 

neither is the FaʻaSāmoa the same for any two people, expanding and contracting as needed. For 

example, those Samoans on “The Beach” in Apia seeking to escape the more rigid life of the 

nuʻu, or village, or those with considerable wealth who were deemed “European” by colonial 

administrations despite Samoan ancestry, were no less Samoan and no less engaged with the 

FaʻaSāmoa than any other. Rather, they were simply navigating change in ways that facilitated 

their livelihoods, living the FaʻaSāmoa in their own way.  

I began this dissertation by saying that more than anything, this dissertation would be 

informed by the memories I carry of my students at Manuʻa High School, my adopted families 

on Taʻū and Manono, and my friends throughout every place I have lived and visited in Sāmoa 

and American Sāmoa, and I said that their pasts and presents inspired this project from start to 

finish. Indeed, while readers will ultimately determine whether or not the aforementioned 

achieved goals were in fact achieved, I can finally pull back my fingers from the keyboard 
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knowing full well that at least this introductory statement is true. At each turn, I have worked to 

center the voices of these friends through an attention to Indigenous epistemological approaches 

to history that I have carried with me in the drafting of these chapters and the analyses embedded 

within them. 

I am happy, then, to conclude this dissertation—roughly four years after I first sat down 

to draft it, seven years after I first set out to conduct research for it, and 11 years after I first had 

the kernel of an idea that would eventually bear fruit. Back then, sitting at that McDonald’s in 

Tāfuna with my students, I could not have imagined embarking on a journey through theory, 

methodology, research, and writing that yielded what I hope is just the beginning of a long 

conversation about the interplay between food and history in Sāmoa, and a historical mindfulness 

that will hopefully give pause to any who, like some of the judges in the History Day event that 

opened this dissertation continue to underestimate how their precipitous laughter makes those 

they judge “afeared.” 

Ia, ʻo laʻu ʻupu lea. Faʻamolemole, faʻamagalo mai oʻu mea sesē, ma lafo ia i nuʻu lē 

ʻainā. Faʻafetai tele lava le avanoa e tusi lenei tala.  

(With that, these are my words. Please forgive any mistakes I have made, and toss these 

mistakes to an abandoned village. Thank you for the opportunity to write this story).  
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Glossary of Samoan Terms 

 

alagāʻupu  proverbial sayings derived from historical tala 

agaifanua  variations of aganuʻu, or culture, as realized by a particular village 

aso anamua  ancient days, deep past 

esi   papaya 

fāgogo   fable, bedtime story 

faʻaaloalo  respect 

faʻalavelave  chores, burdens, familial obligations 

faʻamafu  homebrew alcohol 

faʻamatai  the chiefly system of Sāmoa 

faʻapālagi  English language, foreigner’s way of life 

FaʻaSāmoa  the Samoan way of being and knowing; also, Samoan language  

faʻasoa ʻava   welcoming orator 

faʻatuga  ceremonial feast provided by a hosting family and visiting guests 

faʻatuga  ceremony marking the construction of a new fale 

faʻausi   a dessert dish of baked taro smothered in caramel coconut cream 

faʻi   banana 

faifeʻau  pastor 

fale   home/house, specifically of Samoan architectural style 

fale fono  meeting house 

fale kuka  cooking house 

feagaiga  covenant  

feʻe   octopus 

feū   (of food) spicy 

fono   meeting 

fuiʻava   evening meal before ʻava service held after construction of new fale 

gao   village nicknames 

ʻafa kasi  “half-caste,” biracial (typically of Samoan and White European ancestry) 

ʻāiga   family, family unit 

ʻalia   small boat 

ʻava   kava 

ʻava ipu  ʻava cup 

ʻava lātasi  ceremonial ʻava root of tamāliʻi  

ʻava lupesina  ceremonial ʻava root of tamāliʻi 

ʻava mālosi  alcohol 

ʻava pālagi  alcohol 

ʻava tugase  ceremonial ʻava root of tulāfale 

ʻulu   breadfruit 

ʻumu tī   ovens for cooking the cordyline plant 

iʻa   fish 

igoa ipu  ceremonial cup belonging to matai 

itūmālō  political district of Sāmoa 

lalafutu  round batfish (Platax orbicularis) 

lavataʻi  early morning meal cooked for architects and builders of a new fale 

loʻomatua  elderly woman 
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loli   lollipop 

lolo/lololo/lololo tele (of food) rich, fatty flavor 

mafu   (of food) to spoil or become moldy 

maʻi suka  diabetes 

malamala  (of food) funny or odd tasting 

mama   dumplings of masticated food 

mana   spiritual force 

mānaia  nice, (of food) delicious 

masi keki  cookies 

matai   chief 

mativa   poor 

meaalofa  gift, gift-giving 

moa   chicken 

muāgagana  proverbial sayings, idioms 

niu   young coconut 

nuʻu   village 

ʻoʻona   (of food) salty 

oso   food gift 

pā   to burst 

pālagi   foreigner (often used specifically for White people) 

palolo   the marine worms (Palola viridis) 

peʻepeʻe  coconut cream 

pese   song 

piasua   a pudding made from heated soft starch and coconut cream 

siʻusiʻu pīpī  turkey tail 

pīsupo   corned beef 

pitonuʻu  sub-village 

popo   mature coconut 

povi   beef 

povi māsima  salted beef 

puaʻa   pork 

pulū   homebrew alcohol 

sā   sacred, forbidden 

saimini   saimin, or freeze-dried noodles 

saofaʻi   matai title bestowal ceremony 

sapasui  Samoan-tyle Chop Suey 

sasami   stage of coconut growth in which the coconut meat is chewy 

siva   dance party 

solo   chant 

suamalie  (of food) sweet 

suatautu  a soup made with the tautu, or porcupine fish (Diodon maculatus) 

Tafaʻifā  holder of Sāmoa’s four paramount titles 

tagi   song within a fāgogo 

tala   story 

talo   taro 

tamāliʻi  paramount matai 
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tānoa   bowl in which ʻava is mixed 

taulāsea  ancestral healers 

taumafa Saina  Chinese food 

tāupou   village maiden 

tautu   porcupine fish (Diodon maculatus) 

toeaʻina  elderly man 

toʻonaʻi  Sunday feast 

Tui Manuʻa  paramount chief of Manuʻa island group 

tulāfale  orator chief, high talking chief 

ufi   yam 

uʻa   paper mulberry tree 

ulu   breadfruit 

ʻumala   sweet potato 

vaʻatele  double-hulled canoe 

vailolo   honorific term for the coconut 

vaisalo   tapioca-based porridge 
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