
evolved to mean that they were physical-
ly short and lived in the jungle away from
the Hawaiians. (The ancient Hawaiians
avoided living in the jungle, fearing that
they held evil spirits, and instead settled
on the coastal plains.) The Menehune
were purported to build fabulous struc-
tures, always in one night. Their numbers
were said to be vast, as many as
500,000. It is interesting to note that in
a census taken of Kaua‘i around 1800,
some 65 people from a remote valley
identified themselves as Menehune.

The second wave of settlers probably
swept over the islands from the south,
pushing the first inhabitants ever north.
On a tiny island north of Kaua‘i archeol-
ogists have found carvings, clearly not
Hawaiian, that closely resemble Mar-
quesan carvings, probably left by the
doomed exiles.

This second culture was far more
aggressive and developed into a highly
class-conscious culture. The society was
governed by chiefs, called Ali‘i, who
established a long list of taboos called
kapu. These kapu were designed to keep
order, and the penalty for breaking one
was usually death by strangulation, club or
fire. If the violation was serious enough,
the guilty party’s family might also be
killed. It was kapu, for instance, for your
shadow to fall across the shadow of the
Ali‘i. It was kapu to interrupt the chief if
he was speaking. It was kapu to prepare
men’s food in the same container used
for women’s food. It was kapu for women
to eat pork or bananas. It was kapu for
men and women to eat together. It was
kapu not to observe the days designated
for the gods. Certain areas were kapu for
fishing if they became depleted, allowing
the area to replenish itself.

While harsh by our standards today,
this system kept the order. Most Ali‘i were
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THE FIRST SETTLERS
Sometime around the fourth or fifth

century A.D., a large, double-hulled voy-
aging canoe, held together with flexible
sennit lashings and propelled by sails
made of woven pandanus, slid onto
the sand on the Big Island of Hawai‘i.
These first intrepid adventurers, only a
few dozen or so, encountered an island
chain of unimaginable beauty.

They had left their home in the Mar-
quesas Islands, 2,500 miles away, for
reasons we will never know. Some say
it was because of war, overpopulation,
drought or just a sense of adventure.
Whatever their reasons, these initial
settlers took a big chance and surely
must have been highly motivated. They
left their homes and searched for a
new world to colonize. Doubtless most
of the first groups perished at sea. The
Hawaiian Islands are the most isolated
island chain in the world, and there
was no way for them to know that
there were islands in these waters.
(Though some speculate that they were
led here by the golden plover—see fac-
ing page.)

Those settlers who did arrive brought
with them food staples from home: taro,
breadfruit, pigs, dogs and several types of
fowl. This was a pivotal decision. These
first settlers found a land that contained
almost no edible plants. With no land
mammals other than the Hawaiian bat,
the first settlers subsisted on fish until their
crops matured. From then on, they lived
on fish and taro. Although we associate
throw-net fishing with Hawai‘i, this prac-
tice was introduced by Japanese immi-
grants much later. The ancient Hawaiians
used fishhooks and spears, for the most
part, or drove fish into a net already
placed in the water. They also had domes-
ticated animals, which were used as ritual
foods or reserved for chiefs.

Little is known about the initial culture.
Archeologists speculate that a second
wave of colonists, probably from Tahiti,
may have subdued these initial inhabi-
tants around 1000 A.D. Some may have
resisted and fled into the forest, creating
the legend of the Menehune.

Today Menehune are always thought
of as being small in stature. The legend
initially referred to their social stature, but
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Hawai‘i’s First Tour Guide?

Given the remoteness of the Hawaiian

Islands relative to the rest of Polynesia (or

anywhere else for that matter), you’ll be for-

given for wondering how the first settlers

found these

islands in the

first place.

Many scien-

tists think it

might have

been this little

guy here.

Called the

kolea, or gold-

en plover, this tiny bird flies over 2,500 miles

nonstop to Alaska every year for the sum-

mer, returning to Hawai‘i after mating. Some

of these birds continue past Hawai‘i and fly

another 2,500 miles to Samoa and other

South Pacific islands. The early Polynesians

surely must have noticed this commute and

concluded that there must be land in the

direction that

the bird was

heading.

They never

would have

dreamed

that the birds

leaving the

South Pacific

were head-

ing to a land 5,000 miles away, and that

Hawai‘i was merely a stop in between,

where the lazier birds wintered.

When they return.

Before they leave for Alaska.


