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IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, immigrants from many lands came to
Hawai‘i and left their mark upon the islands. Equally relevant but less
known are the stories of Native Hawaiians who carried their culture to
foreign shores. One such group of pioneers settled the uninhabited
Bonin Archipelago (Ogasawara Islands) in 1850, where they trans-
planted Hawaiian customs, language, and technology. Their island
colony, situated in the remote waters of the western Pacific, roughly
midway between Japan and the Marianas, became a well-known stop
for whalers seeking fresh supplies as well as respite from the sea. The
comings and goings of people over the years affected the Bonin col-
ony’s makeup as did Japanese occupation in 1875. Despite the dra-
matic political and demographic changes that befell the archipelago
in the late nineteenth century, some of its Hawaiian roots endure.
The most manifest example is perhaps the single-hulled outrigger
canoe, or wa'a kaukahi.' Early twentieth-century postcards and travel
literature made it an unofficial symbol of the Bonin Archipelago. In
addition to being a source of inspiration for writers, it was a common
prop for photographers and a frequent subject for artists. The out-
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rigger canoe enjoyed widespread use well past the conclusion of the
Second World War. Even today it can be seen near water’s edge, 185
years after the first Hawaiians arrived.

Craftsmen in the Hawaiian chain produced a wide variety of dou-
ble and single-hulled canoes. The Bonin islanders limited their efforts
to single-hulled dugouts supported upright by one lateral float held
in place by two booms. The islanders largely dispensed with ceremo-
nial aspects of canoe making. A small population with limited needs
resulted in vessels of relatively uniform design. The colony was origi-
nally comprised of a few dozen Hawaiians and five Caucasian males
who had experience with Polynesian cultures before relocating to
the Bonins.? According to the historian Yamagata Ishinosuke, a Dane
named Charles Johnson introduced the outrigger canoe.® Johnson
was probably an early maker of Hawaiian-style canoes, but it is far
from certain that he was the first. What is certain is that local Cauca-
sians were as enthusiastic about the technology as the Hawaiians. Japa-
nese who moved to the archipelago in the late nineteenth century
following colonization embraced the Hawaiian watercraft like their
neighbors. Boat builders from Japan’s Hachijo island began making
outrigger canoes after spending time in the Bonins. These men even
introduced the technology to their families and friends back home,
where fishing boats today are still fitted with outriggers to produce
an unusual looking construction.* Canoes in the Bonin Archipel-
ago incorporated Western and Japanese elements, more so over the
course of time. Coastal deforestation, access to more materials, and
modern techniques eventually made traditional dugouts obsolete, but
the Bonin outrigger canoe kept its form and function.

CONSTRUCTION & DESIGN

In 1888, a visitor to the Bonins briefly described how islanders made
their canoes. During the summer months, men felled large trees that
were then shaved down and carved out. That is, each tree trunk was
stripped of its branches and debarked before being hollowed by repet-
itive ax strikes. The next step was to haul these rough-hewn canoes
into shaded areas, where the wood was allowed to cure in ideal condi-
tions for many weeks or months. Commonly used in home construc-
tion, the endemic ako (a member of the citrus family) was preferred



FIGURE 1. The above three postcards were in circulation during the interwar period
(1918-1939). Courtesy of Ogasawara Village’s Board of Education.
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because of its buoyancy and strength, as were the pan-Pacific species
sendan (chinaberry) and hasunohagir: (jack-in-the-box). Following the
drying process, each canoe was hewn, chiseled, and carved into its
signature shape. Two arched booms, or cross beams, attached a lat-
eral support float to the hull. Cords held everything together. Canoe
makers chose pieces of naturally bowed wood for the booms, often
from the ichibi, a large hibiscus endemic to the Bonins that was used
for making paddles and masts as well. Wood covers capped both ends
of the hull. The empty spaces underneath these covers found function
as storage areas. Outrigger floats were one fifth the size of the hull
and similarly shaped. Western-style cotton sails accompanied canoes
that had masts. When logs of sufficient girth could not be obtained
islanders raised the sides of their canoes with gunwales or washstrakes,
tightly fitted boards of cedar or cypress that prevented water from
spilling into shallow hulls.” It was also said that some canoe makers
applied coal tar to surfaces with the intent of preserving the wood.*

In 1840, local dugouts measured roughly nine feet long by two
and a half feet wide, according to a group of Japanese castaways who
washed up in the Bonin Archipelago.” Forty-eight years later, widths
had not changed all that much. If anything they had become more
narrow but lengths now, in 1888, ranged from ten to twenty feet; the
average hull depth was approximately one and one half feet.® Floats
varied in size. A sketch of a Bonin canoe from the 1840s suggests that
floats were one third the length of hulls.? This is greater than the 1888
account that reported floats to be only one fifth. Sources from other
periods give yet different proportions. Islanders also constructed half-
sized outrigger canoes that women took out by themselves. These
petite watercraft measured about four feet in length by one and a half
to two feet in width."

Little about the construction and design of the Bonin canoe was
recorded for posterity’s sake, despite it being an island fixture. Three
factors are largely responsible. First and foremost, the islanders did
not document many aspects of their daily lives: a fact that historians
bemoan. Second, the Bonin Archipelago is remote geographically
and otherwise. In years past this discouraged scholarly excursions
there. Even today, visitors must endure a twenty-five hour ship ride
that departs from Tokyo only once every five or six days to reach the
archipelago’s principal anchorage at Port Lloyd (Futami-ko)." Third,
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FiGure 2. This late nineteenth century rendition of a Bonin canoe comes from
Obana Sakusuke’s Ogasawarato zue (pictures of the Ogasawara Islands). Courtesy of
Ogasawara Village’s Board of Education.

military men did their best to curtain off the Bonin Archipelago from
the rest of the world. In the 19350s, the Japanese restricted access to
the islands in an attempt to keep their activities there a secret. For-
eign visitors were no longer welcome, and information coming out of
the Bonins underwent heavy scrutiny by censors.'? During the height
of the Cold War, an article in the Chicago Tribune claimed that the
United States Navy attempted in the Bonins “to set up its own little
empire under the pretext of maintaining a base vital to free world
security.”’® The American navy isolated the islands and its inhabit-
ants even more thoroughly than the Japanese had done. Journalists,
scholars, and just about everyone else unconnected to the naval facil-
ity were refused entry until the late 1960s."* Given this history of pro-
longed sequestration, it should surprise no one to learn that the most
authoritative source on the Bonin canoe in the English language—
perhaps any language—is based upon the study of a model.
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WoOoDEN MODEL OF A BONIN CANOE

Japan’s Bureau of Fisheries in 1910 gifted London’s Science Museum
a small-scale replica of a Bonin canoe.’® A mere novelty when pre-
sented, the model has since become an important historical artifact
because of the dearth of extant materials. James Hornell studied it
when researching his 1936 book Canoes of Oceania. He concluded that
“the design of both hull and outrigger approximates so closely to the
Hawaiian that if the history of the colonization of the [Bonin] islands
were not known various erroneous theories might be founded on this
fact.”'® Due to the specificity of Hornell’s description of the model,
paraphrasing his words would be a poor substitute to providing the
original text:

The hull of the canoe [see figure g] is a double-ended dugout. The
ends are almost identical, curved, sharp, and capped above by short
and pointed triangular end pieces sharply curved upward; weatherly
qualities are given by a short, slightly arched deck at each end, butting
against the after side of the small end piece. These canoes run to 3o
feet in length, according to the information which accompanies the
model.

The outrigger consists of two similarly shaped booms curving down-
ward in their distal part to their insertion into the float at a distance
outboard of about 8 feet. The pointed end of each is forced into a hole
made in the ridged midline of the float and is further secured by a col-
lar lashing to a peg inserted on the inner aspect of the float [inset a].

The proximal ends of the booms lie athwart the dugout hull and
rest upon the gunwales. Crossing the hull a short distance immediately
below each boom is a convexly bowed wooden thwart bar or boom
brace; its ends pass through the sides and show on the outside a couple
of inches below the gunwale. To this the inboard part of the boom is
secured by two collar lashings [inset b]. A method of attachment of the
same type is found in the South Celebes and in a varietal form is gen-
eral throughout Indonesia.

The float is two-fifths of the length of the hull. The ends are pointed
and the upper surface is ridged longitudinally; the sides and bottom
are rounded as in the dugout hull. A curious feature is its compound
construction; it consists of a basal part hollowed out in canoe fashion,
and an upper part made of a long board broadly triangular in trans-
verse section, fitting over the hollowed under part like the ridged cover
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of a sarcophagus. In the model the cover is glued on; whether the float
is bipartite in full-sized canoes is not known.

A mast rigged with a half spritsail is stepped in the bottom immedi-
ately abaft the fore boom, to which it is strongly lashed.!”

The particulars in the above-cited text point to a canoe of Hawai-
ian origin with elements borrowed from other maritime traditions,
namely European and Japanese. James Hornell thought that the
model’s boom lashings suggested an Indonesian influence as well,
which is plausible given the history of cultural exchange in the Bonin
Archipelago.'® The lashings, however, might just be the result of the
model’s craftsman deviating from the canoe’s original design for
expediency’s sake, or due to the challenges of working in a smaller

F1GURE g. This wooden model measures approximately 26 inches high x 10% inches
wide X 20 inches deep. As is typical with Hawaiian canoes the float is located on the
port side. Photograph and measurements courtesy of The Science Museum. Insets
courtesy of the Bernice P. Bishop Museum.
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scale. Hornell’s determination to describe the model in detail is read-
ily apparent. The issue at hand is not his competency as a scholar, but
whether or not the model was an accurate representation of a Bonin
canoe at the turn of the last century.

Photographs and drawings confirm that the model’s hull, float, sail,
booms, and other pronounced features are consistent with canoes of
the period. The model’s smaller, more intricate parts are where one
would expect craftsmen to take liberties. And it is these very parts
(pegs, some lashings, et cetera) that escaped the artist’s hand and
photographer’s eye. There is one notable exception, however. Period
visuals show float collar lashings unlike those found on the model:
cords used to secure the distal part of a boom are present on both
sides of the float, not merely confined to “the inner aspect” as is the
case with the Science Museum’s model. Additionally, some photo-
graphs clearly show booms with pegs or bolts sticking out of them that
are used to support the collar lashings.'® The model should be viewed
with a degree of skepticism when it comes to its complete authenticity,
but this in no way diminishes its value as a historical artifact. After all,
the model may have merely replicated in miniature a less common
float design.

If conclusions may be drawn from a comparison of the 1888
account and Hornell’s 1936 study of the Science Museum’s model
with its accompanying text, then it can be said that over time floats
grew in proportion to hull sizes, and that the grandest of hulls became
a third longer (from twenty feet to thirty). This was the continuation
of a ongoing trend. Islanders constructed ever longer hulls during
the settlement’s first 100 years. In 1840, as stated earlier, canoes
only measured about nine feet from tip to tail. Extreme builds aside,
though, photographic evidence from the period suggests that the
average canoe length did not change much within the near half-
century between 1888 and 19g6. The islanders by accounts seemed
content with their basic two- and three-person canoes, which they
pushed through the water with traditional paddles and sculling oars.

CANOE MASKS

A Japanese expedition to the Bonin Archipelago in the early 1860s
observed that ornate masks adorned local canoes, and that paddle
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blades had a human face painted on them or, at least, what looked
to be a human face (see figure 2).2° These cultural artifacts are alien
to the Hawaiian, Japanese, and European traditions. There is no evi-
dence to advance the argument that they are indigenous creations
either. Two contemporary scholars believe the masks to have been
talismans of Melanesian origin, with one—Professor Goto Akira—
further localizing his speculation to New Ireland in the Bismarck
Archipelago.?! The artwork on the paddle blades is reminiscent of
ceremonial paddles on Bougainville Island, also located in Melane-
sia.?? The expedition’s report Ogasawarato shinkeizu (landscapes and
scenes of the Ogasawara Islands) provided drawings but not much
in the way of commentary. The hows and whys, therefore, have been
lost to time. Had a sojourner (Melanesian or otherwise) brought the
customs to the archipelago? Did a Bonin islander pick them up dur-
ing his or her travels? Was this proof of an immigrant holding onto
his native traditions? We will probably never know. What is clear is that
the practice of adorning canoes with masks and paddle blades with
painted faces was not long lived, and may not have even been wide-
spread either. No original pieces have survived to be studied. The
above mentioned Japanese expedition purchased from the islanders
three canoes and gear, the fate of which remain unknown.* Today, a
less than exact replica mask hangs on the wall of a quasi-government
building in the archipelago’s principal town.*

FIVE STORIES IN FIVE PARAGRAPHS

With its speed and maneuverability, strong paddlers could reach most
of the archipelago’s islands in a day or two. Wind-filled sails permitted
even faster travel. Although the Bonin islanders were able canoeists,
risk was always present when they entered the ocean. A man described
in Japanese texts as “the Kanaka named Furaide [Friday] Topoto”
and one of the descendants of William Gilley, an Occidental who is
best remembered for being murdered, crossed the watery divide that
separated the islands of Chichijima and Hahajima in the late 1870s to
buy a new canoe.” On their return trip, each man set out by himself.
Gilley made it back without incident, but Friday, in the new canoe, was
lost at sea. This was not an uncommon occurrence. In fact, a canoe
maker named “Tomu Chukurabu [Tom or Thomas Two-Crabs]” was
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swept from his course that very same day. Tom—along with his wife, two
children, and a female companion—remained stranded on an unin-
habited outer island for a week and a half until being rescued.? Visi-
tors had no immunities from the dangers either. William Hall of New
Jersey, in April of 1857, “drowned by the upsetting of a canoe along
side of the whale ship ‘Mt. Vernon’.”?” Jenichiro Oyabe, an eccentric
who fancied himself a Japanese Robinson Crusoe, at a date anterior to
1898, fell victim to the sea and his own ignorance when he borrowed a
canoe without permission for an unsupervised joy ride. He almost lost
his life that day, but at least he was able to turn his misadventure into a
short book chapter for the reading public’s entertainment.?

Canoes are woven into the fabric of Bonin history, so they appear
in heartwarming narratives as well as unsavory tales of murder and
deceit. The disappearance of Benjamin Pease and subsequent events
highlight man’s darker nature, and the role canoes played in local
misdeeds. Pease was last seen alive on the morning of October g, 1874,
when he left his home to visit a neighbor who lived about 2'% miles
away by water. Pease never reached the residence of Thomas Webb.
Two days after he went missing, his damaged canoe was found bottom
up close to the rocks. Locals had little doubt that Pease met with foul
play. Suspicion immediately fell upon Spenser, a dark-skinned man
who had come to the Bonins from Ascension Island (Pohnpei) a year
or so prior. Spenser had lived with Pease until the latter suspected
the former of having a romantic liaison with his wife. A quarrel
turned into threats of violence. Amid escalating tensions Pease failed
to return home. Island life appeared to return to normal sometime
after that, but eight months later, on June 11, 1875, Spenser himself
vanished under circumstances as inexplicable as those in connection
with his rival. Using a borrowed canoe from Robert Myers, Spenser
set out from Webb’s residence looking for turtles to catch. The canoe
was found two days later splashed with blood. Spenser’s bloodstained
coat was torn across the back, apparently with a turtle hook. He, too,
was never seen again. Russell Robertson, the British consul at Kana-
gawa, tried to investigate the matter when he visited the Bonins in
1875. Robertson wrote the following in his report:

I questioned Pease’s widow in respect to his disappearance, but all
my questions were answered by monosyllables, accompanied by a silly
laugh. The woman had a baby at her breast, born but a few weeks prior
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to our visit, and of which, judged by the date of Pease’s disappearance,
he cannot have been the father. It is currently reported on the island
that Spenser was the father of the child.®

The canoe in which Spenser was killed, according to its owner Robert
Myers, was involved in another incident. Several months earlier, mem-
bers of the Two-Crabs family unsuccessfully chased after the canoe’s
unnamed occupant with intent to cause harm.* Canoes occupied
daily life in the Bonins, even the seamy side.

The waters surrounding the Bonins are full of sharks. In the nine-
teenth century, European and American visitors reported that these
predators attacked their boats with great voracity.” Since most sharks
in the archipelago are relatively small, the danger posed to safety-
conscious sailors is minimal. However, large sharks have on occa-
sion endeavored to eat local fishermen. The following was published

in 1917:

When fishermen enter the sea, sharks notice because canoes cast shad-
ows. It is quite common for sharks to gather and circle around canoes
in anticipation of tasting human flesh. Several years ago, a fisherman
from Hahajima was attacked. Without warning, a huge shark rose its
head out of the water and wrapped its jaws halfway around the fisher-
man’s canoe. He dropped his body into the hull, narrowly escaping the
shark’s teeth. The canoe was shaken violently but stayed intact, fortu-
nately. A later inspection of the craft found three big teeth stuck in the
hull’s wooden bottom.*

In the Bonin Archipelago, outrigger canoes had a role in sport,
leisure, and even romance. There was a time when a man’s marital
appeal was determined by his ability to catch turtles, which required
skilled paddling.”® With the growing importance of local agriculture
and trade, this was less true in the twentieth-century. Nevertheless, the
canoe was still on occasion a vehicle for romance. Sometime before
19147, a young man from Japan proper, who fancied himself a writer,
and a mixed-race local beauty sought privacy on the water to share
each others’ company. A jealous teenage boy attempted to ruin the
couple’s plans by deliberately damaging their canoe. When the hull
began to leak, the young mainlander jumped into the water naked to
pull the canoe ashore so his companion’s clothes would not get wet.
The couple set out again after plugging the hole, but the young man’s
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poor boatmanship forced the girl to do most of the day’s paddling.
This canoe courtship met with an unsuccessful ending, for although
the girl was smitten by the young man’s charms, he stopped pursuing
her affections.

Outrigger canoes during the First World War (1914-1918) num-
bered 139, up from 61 in the late 18gos according to reports.**
Regardless of how complete these numbers are, they aptly demon-
strate the pervasiveness of the canoe given the small population of
the Bonin Archipelago. The local government office (Ogasawarato
tocho) maintained five canoes in 1908, while the post office owned
three, and the police department kept one on hand.* Local authori-
ties used canoes for emergencies, supervising waterways, monitoring
the coastline, protecting turtles from poachers, ceremonial farewells,
and other state related functions.’® In short, the canoe was an asset
to public servants just like it was for all people living in the Bonin
Archipelago. Perhaps the most significant official event was the stay
of Emperor Hirohito, who visited the Bonins in 1927 to inspect his
empire’s most remote outpost. Had the importance of the outrigger
canoe in local culture not been known to the imperial entourage
before their arrival, then this fact became evident to them during
their stay. Canoes, talk of canoes, and canoe-inspired artistic expres-
sion were ever-present. School children’s projects presented to the
emperor did not deviate from the pattern. It was a technology and a
symbol of island life that was inescapable. Even specialists employed
by the imperial household relied on canoes to collect specimens for
Hirohito’s private biology collection. When His Majesty departed Port
Lloyd on July g1, 1927, his ship was flanked by fifty or more canoes
with flags in a patriotic display never before or since seen on the
islands. The ship was carried out to sea on waves of banzais (shouts
of “long live the emperor”).*” This visit appears to have had a lasting
impression upon the young Hirohito, for later in life he authored the
book Some Hydrozoans of the Bonin Islands, published by the Imperial
Household in 1974.%

UNITED STATES RULE

In the immediate period following the Second World War, the United
States evicted the occupants of the Bonin Archipelago during its
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demilitarization of the area. A policy decision prohibiting the return
of former civilian inhabitants was later changed to allow the descen-
dants of the original colonists to resettle the war-torn archipelago.
Islanders without this heritage, on the other hand, remained exiles
until the United States Navy relinquished administrative control in
1968. This policy reduced a population of thousands to less than two
hundred people. Canoes during the occupation period played a vital
role since the chief industry was fishing.* Islanders built their own
canoes from indigenous materials and scrap metal courtesy of Uncle
Sam. “Tin pot canoes,” as they were called, were made from drop
tanks, external auxiliary fuel tanks carried by aircraft that are designed
to be jettisoned when expended. John Wick, a now retired eye sur-
geon who served as a medical officer on the islands from 1964 to
1966, remembers seeing two “tin pot canoes” during his time there.*
The Bonin islanders and American personnel attached to the naval
facility obtained wooden outrigger canoes made by skilled craftsmen
such as Seitaro Asanuma, a Bonin-born Japanese who resided in a city
near Tokyo.*' Fiberglass canoes in use today, it has been reported,
were molded from a wooden canoe (or canoes) introduced during
this period.*

FIGURE 4. A photograph of Rose Pobst, a spouse of an American serviceman, posing
with a Bonin “tin pot canoe.” Courtesy of John Wick and the late Carol Pobst.
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FIGURE 5. Photograph of an outrigger canoe in the Bonins, 2013.

The Americans provided the islanders with medical assistance,
basic material needs, and access to Guam’s fish market where catches
could be sold for a decent price.* Yankee technology and know—how
were also a part of the arrangement. Every fisherman by 1958 owned
at least one outboard motor, according to a U.S. naval report: “The
canoes no longer return by tacking across the harbor with their pic-
turesque sails spread and steering paddles flashing. Nor is it neces-
sary to delay their return until fair tides and wind prevail.”** Sails now
served as a backup for motors that ran out of gas or broke down.*
The image of the outrigger canoe with its wind-filled sail appealed
to the Americans stationed on the Bonins, which is probably why it
became a symbol for the local U.S. naval facility. The appealing image
was placed on navy signs, documents, and knickknacks across the base
(such as lighters, ashtrays, and patches).*

CONCLUSION

In the 1950s, a group of islanders petitioned the United States gov-
ernment to make the Bonin Archipelago an American territory.*”
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While the idea met with enthusiasm in some circles, Washington
policymakers balked at the idea of stripping territory away from a
Cold War ally. In 1968, the Bonins reverted back to Japanese rule and
with it came profound changes. Tokyo was intent on modernizing
the Bonins: its plans focused on developing infrastructure instead
of preserving a unique regional culture. Japanese who relocated to
the Bonins following reversion arrived with preconceived notions
of island life that chafed local sensibilities. Over time, the dramatic
demographic and cultural shifts reoriented the Bonin Archipelago.
As a consequence of the handover and the archipelago’s reintegra-
tion with the world at large, the importance of the outrigger canoe
fell into decline. Today, its many contributions to the development
of the archipelago go largely unremembered, and its impact upon
local events is muted in popular narratives. The history of the Bonins
would have been quite different without the outrigger canoe. This
versatile watercraft was well-suited to the conditions of the archipel-
ago, which is why it was an engine of the economy, a lifeline that
connected the islands, and a constant part of the dramas of daily life.
The outrigger canoe in the Bonin Archipelago is a success story and
an example that the benefits of Hawaiian knowledge are not limited
to life in the Hawaiian Islands.

NOTES
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