











one day a ghost (ken in Yapese) appeared in the form of a
human and visited the area which is now known as Keng Village
in the Weeloay Municipality. There she settled down, married
and gave birth to many children and also a water eel (gafiy).
These children are believed to be the forebearers of the
present Yapese race. As the children grew older, they took
to playing in the swamps where the water eel, gafiy, lived.
Whenever the children played in the swamp, the water eel bit
thems The children were very much frightened and decided to
do away with him and they caught and killed the water eel,

That evening, the children infarmed their mother of this
act which caused her to become very angry because the water
eel was their oun brother. She instructed the children to cut
the eel into four sections and to plant two pieces on land and
two pieces in the swamp. This the children did, and after a
short period they observed a plant sprouting from the head of the
eels This plant grew into a coconut tree and to this day the
nut has "three eyes". Two eyes resemble the eyes of the eel and
one resembles the mouth of the eel. From the next section planted
on land grew a plant which developed into a banana tree. The

third section planted in the swamp developed into Mal (Colocasia

esculentum) and the fourth section into Lak (Cyrtosperma chamis-

sonis). That is how, according to the Yapese legend, the Yapese
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race and plants came into being on Yap.

Taro Patch Land

Taro patches are prepared from four types of land: small
land parcels, swampy depressions, artificial depressions and
areas formerly under the tide water mark. Most of the taro
patches consist of land reclaimed from the sea. Reclaiming
land from the sea was started many years ago when Yap was
densely populated. I.and is still being reclaimed today by
filling in areas near the sea with trash. Since World War II,
shell holes have been used for growing taro. Some of the
ancient taro patches in Yap have not been cultivated for many

yearss

Mathod of clearing Taro Patches

The grass is cut out of the taro patch and hung on nearby
trees and bushes to dry after which it is spread over the patch
to provide humus for the plants. Trees, bushes and overhanging
branches are left in or near taro patches to provide shade for
the taro plants until the plants are about four or five feet
highes Drainage must be provided since the taro plants will not
survive if the water rises about two feet in the patche.

After planting, grass is permitted to cover the taro patch

and then is cut. This practice is repeated until the taro



plants are about five feet high after which the grass is weeded
out regularly. When cormlets begin to sprout, soil between
plants is spread around the base of the taro plant. The prac-
tice is repeated when the tuber becomes visible. This prac-
tice results in the taro plant developing fewer and smaller
leaves and makes the tuber grow upward rather than downward

into the earth,

Planting Methods

The planting methods for the propagation of the taro are
similar in many ways to methods employed by islanders of other
parts of Micronesia, Melanesia and Polynesia. The common
practice on Yap in propagating this specie are as follows:
cormlets (off-shoots arising from the parent corm) or the matured
plant itself are used as planting stocke

When the cormlets are utilized as planting materials, they
are separated from the parent corm and the leaves cut off except
for two or three of the younger leaves., These trimmed coirmlets
are ready for immediate planting or may be retd&ined for a few
days before planting. The mother plant hole is filled with
taro leaves and soil before planting the cormlet. If the corm=~
lets cannot be planted immediately, several taro leaf stalks

are inserted in the hole to indicate that cormlets will be
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planted at a later date. There is an old Yapese saying,
"Harvest one crop and be sure to plant two."

Sometimes a mature plant will be used as the planting
stocke In this case, the corm is separated from the plant with
a sharp knife or machete. Usually about a fourth to a half
inch is left as root stock. The leaves are cut off excepting
for two or three younpger leaves. Certain villages on Yap do not
utilize the matured plants for propagating materials but use
only cormletsy, the people maintaining that cormlets make better
propagating stocke. As in the case of cormlets, the planting
stock may be elther planted immediately or retained for a few
days before plantinge

In drier plots, when the parent plant is used as seed-stock,
the corm is removed as described above, but one of the older
leaves is bent downward and wrapped around the base of the cute
tinge The thought behind this method is to provide the plant
with organic material during the early state of growth.

There is no ceremony in any form involved during the plant-
ing or harvesting of the taro by the Yapese as it is often

practiced in other taro procducing areas.

Methods of cultivation and harvesting

In the past a method of cultivatiom involved the clearing

and weeding of the swamp; then Mal (Colocasia esculenturm) was




planted in the cleared area and a day or two later Lak

(Colocasia chamissonis) was interplanted with Mal. Within

a year, the Mal was harvested and the patch weeded agein, and
a new planting of Mal was again intercropped with the original
planting of E_aﬁ; a year later Mal was harvested and the same
process was repeated. After this third crop of Mal, Lak was
allowed to grow by itself for a year. This cycle of planting
and harvesting Mal took three years. This method of inter-
planting Mal and Lak is not as common today.

After "Lak" has grown for a year, it can be eaten. The
corm, however, is small and the flavor not as good as older
"Lak" according to the Yapese,

Work in the taro patches is usually done during the early
part of the day or late in the evening when it is cool. The
women wear a special skirt made of banana and palm leaves which
is drab and not as colorful as the skirts worn during feasts
or other special esvents. The men usually wear a plain cotton
loin cloth {(thu). In cleaning out the patches, only the older
women or very old women are allowed to clean out the section
held by the head of the family unit. Younger women are allowed
to clean out their own patches but are forbidden to clean out
patches belonging to thelr father, mother, older sister or

older brother. If this custom is flouted, the belief is that
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the comms will fail to develop. In certain villages, only
the very old women and middle-aged men are allowed to weed,
piant or harvest the crop once an initial planting has been
dones They are the only ones that are permitted to carry out
work required in the old men's patches. This custom is still
being maintained in certain villages.

One of the ways in which the Yapese determine whether a
crop is matured for harvesting is when the plants bear flowers.
Ordinarily, the taro is harvested four years after planting,.

A taro plant can last ten years and even ruch longer and provide
food for three generations if allowed to grow continually,.
Certain varieties of taro if left for a considerable number of
years will reach enormous proportions and tubers may weight as
mach as two to three hundred pounds and may require two men to
dig and carry it out of the patch.,

The harvesting of taro is governed by the people!s needs
and only the amuunt that can be consumed in a week's time is
harvested. Thus thers is constant harvesting and replanting
going on simultaneously in a single patche

Tools commonly used for digging tubers are long knives and a

prying stick, ths "Bcvowo" or "Yabwoo." This is made from the

betel palm and shaped something like an oar. The method of har-

vesting is to separate the cormlet from the mother _gla.nt and to
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remove all roots from the waters

Taboos observed in taro culture

A number of strong taboos and restrictions surround the
cultivation of taro as well as its preparation for food. These

taboos are known in Yapese as "dachmach tabgul". These res-

trictions fall under several categories.,
Food Taboos

During the preparation of the taro patch for planting,
workers are forbidden to eat any cooked food the night prior
to working in the fields. The only food usually consumed by
the Yapese during this period are fruits in raw state, copra,
and drinking cocomut. Cooked foods are "taboo", the Yapese
holding that the taro plants will "burn up" if such foods
cooked over a fire are eaten.
Sex Taboos

Both men and women are forbidden to engage in sex acti-
vities when engaged in planting or cultivating taro. This
restriction begins the night prior to the day when the taro
patch will be worked and continues for a three, nine-day
cycle after the completion of the planting for a total
period of twenty-eight days of sexual restraint. It is

believed that if an individual violates this taboo on sex,
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the corms of his newly planted taro will fail to develope

During her menstruation period, a woman must stay away
from the taro patch completely, for the Yapese fear the taro
patch will be contaminated and result in the poor growth of
the plants, After the completion of her menstrual period,
she is still restricted from entering the taro patch for an
additional three day period. After this period the taboo is
lifted and she is allowed to work in the patche.

Young girls ordinarily do not work in the taro patches
until they have reached the age of puberty. The "taboo"
described above is followed even more strictly for younger
women. 1t is generally not until a young girl has had her
initial menstrucl period and has been schooled in all the
customs and taboos does she begin to raise taro.

Traditionally also, immediately after the planting of a
new crop, the workers were often restricted from entering the
taro patch {or a period of six months, even for necessary
tasks as wzeding or replacing poor stockse. It was held that
disturbing the rlants so early would result in poor corm
fo:mation. Thls is not followed to any major extent today.

The taboo ¢n women entering taro patches during certain
periods is stronger in some areas than in others. While in

most Yapese municipalities, the restriction generally affects
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women during the menstrual period, in Tomil Municipality and
to a certain extent in Gagil, women are forbidden to enter at
any time certain patches. As a result of this stronger taboo,
in these two municipalities men carry on more activities in

taro culture than elsewhere on the island of Yap.

Dirision of the taro patches

A taro patch in Yap known as mout may vary all the way
from the size of a desk top or an area equal to that of four
baseball fieldss Nearly all of the larger patches are divided
into individual patches. A taro patch owned by several fami-
lies may still be further subdivided into individual plots within
the families, Often there are separate taro patches located
some distance away from the family patches and these are usually
reserved for the old men of the villagese

The Yapese have a legend which explains how the division
cf the taro patches came into being. The division of the taro
patch in% ind‘vidual and family units was started by a man
named Kee Mel who came from a legendary island called Sepin
which was located off the island of Rumung near the village of
Ga~naune Accovding *to the legend, Kee Mel possessed great
m2gical powers and was responsible for teaching the Yapese how

to build their foundations of their homes in section. Whenever
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he stepped on the various islands of Yap, that section was to
be marked off. In this way all the land in the islands was
divided into sections. The people complied with his wish being
afraid of his great magical powers and divided the land and
assigned a particular parcel to individuals according to rank,
age and sex., It was thus that the division of the taro patches
came abouts The sectioning or division of the taro patch into
family and individual units have been practiced from the time
of Kee Mal and has been followed by all succeeding generations.
The division of the village patch into family units and
family units into individual units differs slightly between
the municipalities due to local customs and traditions. Different
villages have their own customs and may vary from village to
village. The boundaries (togol in Yapese) enclosing the family
or individual plots (mout) are usually marked off with rocks or
any outstanding landmark. Every individual knows his or her
taro patch boundary and that of his neighbors and there is no
such thing as taking corms from another plot by "mistake",
Stealing from a neighbor's patch is considered a very
serious crime and the guilty person may have to forfeit his
entire taro patch or even his section of lande If the crime
is judged to be serious enough, he may even be banished from

the village,.
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Taboos and customs surrounding cooking and eating of taro

A number of stringent taboos exist in Yap with respect
to cooking of food and the eating of it. While these taboos
are not as strong as formerly, they still are followed to a
great extent. Many of the taboos described below pertain to
preparation and consumption of foods in general, not only to
taro.

A male member within a family will bring in the taro to
the woman who is the head of the household for cooking. There
is a special cooking pot for each family member. The woman
wears a special skirt for cooking and changes to another each
time she cooks for an older member of her family or her
husband. The separate skirts and pots are essential to avoid
contamination of the food, for the Yapese believe that such
contamination will bring about a premature death for one of
the members of the family. The custom of having separate pots
for different sexes and ages within a family resulted from the
practise of sgtrict segregation of age groups in traditional
times,

This segregation into age groups is known as Douach. Only
male members are affected and every male when he reaches a
certain age is elected to or assigned to a particular Douach.

Seven classes exist today in Yapese society and the douach serves
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as a category within the caste system. Usually, the caste
system is formed along the ranking of a village within a
municipality. Accordingly in Yap today each villagze has a
certain rank or prestige within a municipality. The villags
to which a person belongs determines his or her rank in the
caste system. There are high and low class villages with
intermediary classes between the two. As in the ranking of
the villages, there is also a definite ranking among the ten
municipalities on Yap.

The assignment of a young Yapese male to a particular
category or class in the Douach is usually determined by the
village Chief, the village Elders and the father of the young
aspirant. Usually, a male is eligible to join the Douach upon
reaching fifteen years of age.

There are three divisions or categories in the Douach.
They are as follows:

ae Garkuf group which is the ranking group.

be Mageeg group which is ranked next to the Garkuf groupe

ce Pitoruw group which is the lowest class in the duach.

Election to the Garkuf group means prestige and mostly
ranking members of the village are elected to this category.

Once a person is elected to the Garkuf group, he is for-

bidden to eat with members of the opposite sex or younger
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members of hisown sexe He may give food to persons in the ia
Mazeeg group but not to the Pitoruw group members.

On the other hand, election to the Mazeeg group means
he may be allowed to eat with members of the Garkuf group
but not with members of the Pitoruw group. He is allowed to
give food to the Pitoruw group but cannot offer food to members
of the Garkuf group. As in the case of the Garkuf group he
cannot eat with members of the opposite sex and younger membens
of his own sex.

If elected to the Pitoruw or lowest group, he cannot offer
food to either the Garkuf or the Mazeeg members. He camnot
eat with younger members of his own sex and with the opposite
SexX.

Each village could organize their own duach groups

except the lowest class people (e.g. the Maliguy ni Kan) which

is the lowest class in the present caste system of today. How=

ever, the Malinguy Class which is higher than Malinguy ni Kan

in the caste system is permitted to form a duach amongst them=-

selves. All classes above Malinguy ni Kan are permitted to

form Duachs.
While Yapese women are not so strictly hedged with taboo
patterns regarding food, older women are forbidden to eat with

yournger womern.
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Children are somewhat exempted for during early child-
hood, children of opposite sex may eat from the same cooking
pote Children,as a rule, also can receive food from middle
aged men and all women. Restrictions for a girl sets in with
puberty or with her initial menstruation. From this time on
she is forbidden to eat with members of the opposite sex of
her own age or with older males.

Often, in a Yapese home (tabinaw) there is a section
allotted for cooking purposes for the old man of the households
For therest of the members in the family, the cooking is usually
done out in a cook shed (peanifiy) which is located a short
distance away from the home. In a large family, there may be
two or three separate cook sheds because of the differences in
age and sex among the members of the family. The general
custom is for the older members to cook in a separate shed

away from the younger members of the family.

Methods of cooking taro

There are various ways which the Yapese prepare taro for
table use. One common method is to peel off the skin, cutting
the corm in small sections either to fit the container or to
accelerate cookinge The taro is boiled in water for about an

hour which is the required time for cooking. Often a tuber,
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if not cooked immediately after harvesting, begins to form
bitter spots called buyub. Two techniques are used to remove
these. The outer skin of the tuber may be peeled coff, the
spots dug out and the tuber sectioms soaked in sea water for
several hours before cookings A more common method, however,
is to leave spots but to add instead several mashed Polynesian
chestnuts (buoy) to the tuber pots This takes away the bitter
taste,

Although today many Yapese use metal pots for cooking
instead of the former clay pots, a metal 1id or cover is not
used. To cover the pot a taro leaf is used, the Yapese holding
that this makes the corms taste and smell better.

The corm may be eaten plain after cooking or coconut milk
may be added for flavor. The cooked corm is called Lak! Ni
Malum, and often is mashed and mixed with grated coconut.and
sugare Another method of preparing the corm is to slice it into
thin slices and fry them in deep pork fat. Sugar is generally
added to these fried slices to give them flavor. A taro dump-
ling called "yougil", is also made by mixing pounded boiled
taro with grated coconut and coconut cream. . Leftover boiled
taro is mashed, mixed with grated ccconut or coconut cream
and boileds This forms a dish called gilipagil. Leftover

taro may also be sliced and boiled in coconut cream forming

1
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a dish known as yipchig. Taro may also be roasted but this
method is not used commonly today since roasting the corm

takes a long time.
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