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An overlooked image on the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone statue from Easter Island in the British Museum

off in its transit to the ship (Dundas 1870:319; Palmer 
1869-1870:115, 177-8), and is the only one decorated 
with elaborated dorsal carvings, which include the 
manupiri (two attached birdmen) rock art motif with 
a manutara (sooty tern) just above them, accompanied 
by ‘ao (large ceremonial paddles) and komari (vulva) 
fertility symbols (Horley & Lee 2008).2

While visiting the British Museum in 2010, I was 
surprised to notice a possible obliterated image of an 
unusual birdman carved on the front of Hoa-haka-
nana‘ia. As far as I know, this carving has never been 
reported in the voluminous literature dedicated to the 
item, although some published drawings and photos 
indicate a line that may represent the dorsal line of the 
birdman (see, for example, Cristián Arévalo Pakarati’s 
drawing in Van Tilburg 2007). Several hours of work in 
the museum and many photos allowed me to achieve a 
consistent and comprehensible image (Figure 1), but I 
am still uncertain about many details and I am sure that 
working with your own light in the museum may result 
in a better and more reliable drawing. Thus, the results 
presented here are to be considered preliminary and to 
many observations and suggestions I would like to add 
the words “maybe”, “perhaps”, and “possibly”. In the 
first instance, this paper is aimed at calling scholars’ 
attention to the carving, its potential significance for 
Rapa Nui studies and a need for proper documentation.

The Carved Image 

As is the case in many other cultures throughout the 
world, imagery in the form of wooden figurines, stone 
sculptures, pictorial signs of kohau rongorongo script, 
and rock art found on Rapa Nui represent independent 
figurative systems having little or even nothing to do 
with one another. Surprisingly, the designs carved on 
Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front torso and back do not belong 
to the imagery of Rapa Nui stone sculpture, but rather 
to the imagery of Rapa Nui rock art. The carved image, 
therefore, will be discussed in relation to Rapa Nui rock 
art; Georgia Lee’s 1992 monograph, based on her Ph.D. 
thesis (Lee 1986), will be used as a reference book.

The “pecking and abrading” method of carving 
is different to the one used for bas-relief carvings on 
the back of the statue (for different carving methods, 
see Lee 1992:26-27). The resulting line is very much 
weakened by obliteration and is difficult to discern (see 
Figure 2). Utilizing a Lenovo ThinkPad X201 Tablet and 
multiple layers in Photoshop CS2, which permits the 
superimposition of photos and control of the process of 
drawing, have been crucial for achieving the resultant 
image. It is important to note that I rely extensively on 
recognizable motifs that are well-known in Rapa Nui 
rock art. Many lines in the drawing have been left dotted, 
i.e., considered reconstructed because they are either 

Figure 1. Frontal view of the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia  stone statue 
in the British Museum, London, with reconstructed carved 
images. (Drawing by the author).

Figure 2. Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front. (Photo by the author).
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem 
of the American sweet potato in Oceania

Ian G. Barber

This essay revisits Leach’s thesis that American sweet potato (Polynesian kūmara) was first introduced into the 
Pacific as a variation on Dioscorea yam by Polynesian voyagers returning from South America. A review of early 
agricultural systems on both sides of the first transoceanic kūmara transfer clarifies South American disinterest 
in Polynesian cultigens, but not necessarily why sweet potato was transferred to Oceania as a lone, yam-like root 
crop. Archaeologists working on Rapa Nui and northern South Island (New Zealand) have identified early kūmara 
cultivation in dry soil planting pits that conform to a widespread Oceanic yam agronomy. Historical ethnobotany 
sources from Hawai‘i reinforce a Polynesian pattern of kūmara production in three to six months from planting pits 
and mounds, compared to nine months or more for yam. Northern South Island evidence also confirms that the 
planting pit method could provide for kūmara cultivation in free-draining soils of low to medium fertility in a climate 
where yam would not grow. I propose a model in which Polynesians selected South American kūmara for transoceanic 
transfer as a fast growing, hardy survival yam. These versatile kūmara qualities may even have encouraged the last 
great voyages of Oceanic exploration to remote southern Polynesia.

Este ensayo revisita la tesis de Leach, la cual sostiene que la batata americana (kūmara en las lenguas de Polinesia) 
fue introducida por primera vez en el Pacifico como una alternativa al ñame Dioscorea por navegantes polinesios 
quienes regresaron desde América del Sur. Una revisión de los sistemas agrícolas existentes en Polinesia y Sudamerica 
durante la primera transferencia transoceánica de kūmara permite confirmar el desinterés de América del Sur en 
los cultígenos de Polinesia, pero no explica por que la batata fue trasladada a Oceanía como un tubérculo solitario 
similar al ñame. Arqueólogos trabajando en Rapa Nui y el norte de la Isla del Sur en Nueva Zelandia han identificado 
cultivación temprana de kūmara en pozos de plantación con suelos secos, técnica utilizada en la agronomía general 
de ñames en Oceanía. Estudios históricos de etnobotánica de Hawai‘i refuerzan el patrón polinesio en la producción 
de kūmara la cual se caracteriza por una duración de tres a seis meses para el cultivo en pozos de plantación y 
montículos, en comparación con los nueve meses o más requeridos para el cultivo de ñame. Evidencia del norte 
de la Isla del Sur de Nueva Zelandia también confirma que el método de uso de pozos de plantación permitiría la 
cultivación de kūmara en suelos con buen drenaje y de mediana a baja fertilidad en un clima donde el ñame no 
crecería. En este estudio se propone un modelo en el cual el kūmara habría sido seleccionado para la transferencia 
transoceánica de visitantes polinesios en Sudamérica como un tipo de ñame de crecimiento rápido y que requería 
de poco mantenimiento para su sobrevivencia. Estas cualidades versátiles de los kūmara podrían haber motivado 
las últimas grandes travesías Oceánicas de exploración hacia el sur de la Polinesia remota.

Ian G. Barber   |   Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, University of Otago, PO Box 56, Dunedin, New Zealand. ian.barber@otago.ac.nz

Introduction

The first transoceanic journey of American sweet 
potato (Ipomoea batatas (L.) Lam.) and its dispersal to 
the Polynesian margins as the underground stem crop 
kūmara is one of the most persistent problems of Pacific 
ethnobotany (Ballard et al. 2005; Yen 1974). Debates 
over transoceanic sweet potato transfers have included 
suggestions of avian-borne or sea-rafted kūmara origins 
(e.g., Bahn & Flenley 1992:52-54; Montenegro et al. 

2008; Zhang et al. 2004). The last are difficult to model 
plausibly, however, on both botanical and agronomic 
grounds (Baker 1971:433-34; Green 2005:43-44; 
Montenegro et al. 2008; Yen 1974:2-3, 265-266). The 
proposal that sweet potato was first introduced into 
Oceania with the advent of post-fifteenth century Iberian 
voyaging in the Pacific (e.g., McGrail 2001:398; see 
also summaries in Scaglion 2005 and Yen 1974:3, 5-12) 
is also countered by botanical kūmara identifications 
to varying levels of assurance from archaeological 
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Figure 1. Frontal view of the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia  stone statue 
in the British Museum, London, with reconstructed carved 
images. (Drawing by the author).

Figure 2. Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front. (Photo by the author).
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contexts on Rapa Nui, Mangaia (Cook Islands), 
Hawai‘i, and New Zealand that are assumed to pre-date 
any European introduction (Figure 1 and references 
or examples in Barber 2004:189-90; Coil & Kirch 
2005:74; Green 2005:50-51; Hather & Kirch 1991; 
Horrocks et al. 2004; Ladefoged et al. 2005; Wallin et 
al. 2005:86-87; Yen 1974:27; Yen & Head 1993). In fact, 
there are archaeological indications that sweet potato 
was a relatively early transoceanic transfer, including 
a bracketed ca. AD 1000-1100 radiocarbon age for 
archaeological sweet potato tissue from Mangaia (Hather 
& Kirch 1991), and the inference of temperate kūmara 
cultivation from the time of first New Zealand settlement 
by about the thirteenth century AD (Barber 2004). Most 
archaeologists now believe that early Pacific voyagers 
transported sweet potato into Oceania as remote East 
Polynesia was colonized during the later first to early 
second millennium AD (Green 2005; Irwin 2011).

In spite of these strong indications of sweet potato 
antiquity in Oceania, there are no archaeological or 
ethnohistoric indications that kūmara was ever more 
than a relatively minor crop in the likely receptor islands 
of tropical East Polynesia (Green 2005; Yen 1974:260). 
Furthermore, even in the probable South American 
coastal source region, sweet potato was but one of a 
number of edible local root crops (Pearsall 1992). Across 
the eastern Pacific basin, kūmara became economically 
and ritually important only upon reaching the apices 
of the Polynesian triangle (Green 2005; Kirch 1994). 
Otherwise, the primary traditional root crops of tropical 
to subtropical Polynesia were dry soil yam (Dioscorea 
spp.) or damp to wet soil taro (Colocasia esculenta (L.) 
Schott) (Kirch 1994). 

Herein lies the root problem of the sweet potato in 
prehistoric Oceania. Why did hypothetical returning 
Polynesians go to the trouble of transferring a relatively 
minor American stem crop that would prove to be of 
little apparent interest to the yam- and taro-based island 
economies of tropical East Polynesia? Alternatively, if 
American voyagers were the agents of transfer, why 
introduce a single root crop only among a number 
of other options? Behind this problem is a more 
fundamental anthropological question: what does the 
pre-contact distribution of sweet potato tell us about the 
process of cultural transfers and diffusion in Oceania, 
and beyond?

New research offers hope that the core problem 
is not beyond resolution. Scholars have access to a 
diverse and growing range of archaeological, other 
scientific (including DNA) and ethnobotanic data 
across Polynesia to investigate the sweet potato transfer 
process, and to ground theoretical models in a more 
robust database (Ballard et al. 2005; Jones et al. 2011). 
There is another botanical clue to work with as well. The 
Polynesian gourd, Lagenaria siceraria, is now linked 

genetically to the Americas. Theoretically, gourd may 
have rafted naturally into Oceania (Clarke et al. 2006; 
Erickson et al. 2005; Storey et al. 2011:117, 207-209). 
However, the shared early distribution of gourd and 
sweet potato throughout Polynesia except for the tropical 
western islands (Erickson et al. 2005) suggests that the 
transoceanic transfer of both plants may be linked. 

Leach (2005:64) has also contributed an important 
theoretical perspective in the observation that 
transoceanic kūmara transfers must have required “the 
plant’s acceptance as a new and improved variety of 
something they [East Polynesians] were already familiar 
with.” For Leach (2005), that familiar reference was the 
similarly dry Asia-Pacific root crop staple, Dioscorea 
yam. In Leach’s interpretation, Oceanic sweet potato 
became, in effect, a new yam. 

This paper continues the conversation about 
kūmara origins in the Pacific. Leach’s new yam thesis 
is evaluated against the following research question.

•	 What explains the cultural selection, transfer and 
selective cultivation of sweet potato in Polynesia? 

I begin with a review of the evidence for agricultural 
systems and adaptations on both sides of the first 
transoceanic kūmara transfer to consider why new crops 
were, or were not, selected. I then test the new yam 
thesis against archaeological evidence of early dry field 
production from Rapa Nui and New Zealand, and the 
rich Hawaiian ethnobotanical record. In this study, I am 
especially concerned to investigate the early cultivation 
of kūmara in dry soil planting pits that appear to derive 
from a widespread, cognate, Oceanic yam agronomy.

Pre-Columbian Food Production Systems 
at the First Meeting of South Americans 
and Polynesians

The American sweet potato trailhead to Polynesia 
remains a matter of debate, with coastal Peru (Heyerdahl 
1952:428-39) and the Gulf of Guayaquil region (Scaglion 
2005; Scaglion & Cordero 2011) both in contention on 
linguistic and other grounds. The opportunities for 
sweet potato and gourd transfers from the earliest dated 
period of East Polynesia colonization are more certain. 
Archaeological remains of desiccated sweet potato and 
gourd have been identified along the dry South American 
coastline south of the Gulf of Guayaquil to central Chile 
in numerous sites before or by the first millennium AD 
(Figure 1; Pearsall 1992; Ugent et al. 1981). 

Since Heyerdahl (1952:428-39; 1980:233-34), 
evidence of the vegetative transfer of gourd and 
sweet potato in particular from America has been the 
strongest strand of any argument for pre-Columbian, 
transoceanic contacts. A number of other botanical, 
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The Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone statue in the British Museum of London is one of the most well-known specimens of 
pre-contact Rapa Nui art. An important object of the tangata manu (birdman) cult, it was originally situated at the 
ceremonial village of ‘Orongo. It is famous for the designs of two birdmen, a manutara (sooty tern), ‘ao (ceremonial 
paddles), and komari (vulva) symbols carved on its back and painted with bright colors. This paper is dedicated to the 
documentation and analysis of a hitherto unrecognized image carved on statue’s front torso. The image is described, 
tentatively drawn, and analyzed for the first time, and is defined as an “atypical” birdman, which grasps an egg in its 
extended hand without fingers, is crowned with feathers, and has a long hooked beak holding one more egg. Several 
komari symbols and other unclear designs may surround this figure. The image is badly obliterated. Its “pecking 
and abrading” method of carving differs from the method of carving used for the dorsal designs. Tentatively defined 
stylistic traits of the birdman carved on the statue’s front are different from the two birdmen of the late phase on its 
back and permit us to potentially date the frontal image to earlier times. The finding opens the question of multiple 
re-use of this unique statue and its exceptional role in the birdman cult.

La estatua de piedra llamada Hoa-haka-nana‘ia, la cual se encuentra en el Museo Británico de Londres es uno de los 
ejemplares más conocidos del arte Rapanui de la época previa al contacto con el mundo occiental. Estaba situado 
originalmente en la aldea ceremonial de ‘Orongo representante un objeto importante en el culto del tangata manu 
(hombre pájaro). Es conocido por los diseños y símbolos tallados de dos hombres pájaros, un manutara (golondrina 
del mar), ‘ao (paletas ceremoniales), y komari (vulva) en su espalda y pintadas con colores brillantes. Este estudio se 
documenta y analiza por primera vez una imagen que hasta ahora fue desconocida la cual se encuentran alrededor de 
la estatua. Esta podría ser definida como un hombre pájaro “atípico”, que sostiene un huevo en su mano extendida, 
sin dedos, está coronado con plumas, y tiene un pico largo sosteniendo un huevo más. Varios símbolos komari y 
otros diseños pueden rodear a esta figura. La imagen está muy deteriorada. Su método de tallado de “picoteo y 
abrasión” difiere del método utilizado para los diseños dorsales. Rasgos estilísticos tentativamente definidos del 
hombre pájaro tallado en la parte frontal de la estatua son diferentes a los dos hombres pájaros de la época tardía 
que se encuentran en la espalda, lo cual nos permitiría fechar la imagen frontal a una época más antigua. Estos 
resultados indican la posibilidad de re-uso múltiple de esta estatua y su rol excepcional en el culto del hombre pájaro. 

An overlooked image on the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone 
statue from Easter Island in the British Museum
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Introduction

The Hoa-haka-nana‘ia1 stone statue on permanent 
display in the British Museum in London is probably 
the best known object of pre-contact Rapa Nui art. The 
statue was collected by the crew of the English ship 
HMS Topaze in 1868, under the command of Richard 
Ashmore Powell, who had purposely searched for a 
particularly impressive statue to be sent to England (Van 
Tilburg 2006:36). Decorated with bas-relief carvings 
on its back and originally painted with bright red and 
white colors, it is remarkable in many ways and every 
extensive work on Rapa Nui culture mentions Hoa-
haka-nana‘ia at least twice – as an important object of 

the birdman cult and as an exemplary moai ma‘ea stone 
statue (see for example, Englert 1970; Métraux 1940; 
Routledge 1919; Van Tilburg 1994). It is the only stone 
statue from Rapa Nui that enjoys a monograph dedicated 
to it (Van Tilburg 2004). Ironically, Hoa-haka-nana‘ia 
is a very atypical moai ma‘ea: it is one of just sixteen 
moai that were carved, not from easily worked tuff, but 
from much harder basalt (Van Tilburg 2004:45). It is 
also the only statue explicitly related to the birdman 
cult (Routledge 1917), one of few found in the interior 
of a building (Palmer 1869-1870:115), one of few 
half-planted into the ground (Palmer 1869-1870:115; 
Van Tilburg 2004:Figure 16), the only one recorded as 
having been painted in red and white, which washed 
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contexts on Rapa Nui, Mangaia (Cook Islands), 
Hawai‘i, and New Zealand that are assumed to pre-date 
any European introduction (Figure 1 and references 
or examples in Barber 2004:189-90; Coil & Kirch 
2005:74; Green 2005:50-51; Hather & Kirch 1991; 
Horrocks et al. 2004; Ladefoged et al. 2005; Wallin et 
al. 2005:86-87; Yen 1974:27; Yen & Head 1993). In fact, 
there are archaeological indications that sweet potato 
was a relatively early transoceanic transfer, including 
a bracketed ca. AD 1000-1100 radiocarbon age for 
archaeological sweet potato tissue from Mangaia (Hather 
& Kirch 1991), and the inference of temperate kūmara 
cultivation from the time of first New Zealand settlement 
by about the thirteenth century AD (Barber 2004). Most 
archaeologists now believe that early Pacific voyagers 
transported sweet potato into Oceania as remote East 
Polynesia was colonized during the later first to early 
second millennium AD (Green 2005; Irwin 2011).

In spite of these strong indications of sweet potato 
antiquity in Oceania, there are no archaeological or 
ethnohistoric indications that kūmara was ever more 
than a relatively minor crop in the likely receptor islands 
of tropical East Polynesia (Green 2005; Yen 1974:260). 
Furthermore, even in the probable South American 
coastal source region, sweet potato was but one of a 
number of edible local root crops (Pearsall 1992). Across 
the eastern Pacific basin, kūmara became economically 
and ritually important only upon reaching the apices 
of the Polynesian triangle (Green 2005; Kirch 1994). 
Otherwise, the primary traditional root crops of tropical 
to subtropical Polynesia were dry soil yam (Dioscorea 
spp.) or damp to wet soil taro (Colocasia esculenta (L.) 
Schott) (Kirch 1994). 

Herein lies the root problem of the sweet potato in 
prehistoric Oceania. Why did hypothetical returning 
Polynesians go to the trouble of transferring a relatively 
minor American stem crop that would prove to be of 
little apparent interest to the yam- and taro-based island 
economies of tropical East Polynesia? Alternatively, if 
American voyagers were the agents of transfer, why 
introduce a single root crop only among a number 
of other options? Behind this problem is a more 
fundamental anthropological question: what does the 
pre-contact distribution of sweet potato tell us about the 
process of cultural transfers and diffusion in Oceania, 
and beyond?

New research offers hope that the core problem 
is not beyond resolution. Scholars have access to a 
diverse and growing range of archaeological, other 
scientific (including DNA) and ethnobotanic data 
across Polynesia to investigate the sweet potato transfer 
process, and to ground theoretical models in a more 
robust database (Ballard et al. 2005; Jones et al. 2011). 
There is another botanical clue to work with as well. The 
Polynesian gourd, Lagenaria siceraria, is now linked 

genetically to the Americas. Theoretically, gourd may 
have rafted naturally into Oceania (Clarke et al. 2006; 
Erickson et al. 2005; Storey et al. 2011:117, 207-209). 
However, the shared early distribution of gourd and 
sweet potato throughout Polynesia except for the tropical 
western islands (Erickson et al. 2005) suggests that the 
transoceanic transfer of both plants may be linked. 

Leach (2005:64) has also contributed an important 
theoretical perspective in the observation that 
transoceanic kūmara transfers must have required “the 
plant’s acceptance as a new and improved variety of 
something they [East Polynesians] were already familiar 
with.” For Leach (2005), that familiar reference was the 
similarly dry Asia-Pacific root crop staple, Dioscorea 
yam. In Leach’s interpretation, Oceanic sweet potato 
became, in effect, a new yam. 

This paper continues the conversation about 
kūmara origins in the Pacific. Leach’s new yam thesis 
is evaluated against the following research question.

•	 What explains the cultural selection, transfer and 
selective cultivation of sweet potato in Polynesia? 

I begin with a review of the evidence for agricultural 
systems and adaptations on both sides of the first 
transoceanic kūmara transfer to consider why new crops 
were, or were not, selected. I then test the new yam 
thesis against archaeological evidence of early dry field 
production from Rapa Nui and New Zealand, and the 
rich Hawaiian ethnobotanical record. In this study, I am 
especially concerned to investigate the early cultivation 
of kūmara in dry soil planting pits that appear to derive 
from a widespread, cognate, Oceanic yam agronomy.

Pre-Columbian Food Production Systems 
at the First Meeting of South Americans 
and Polynesians

The American sweet potato trailhead to Polynesia 
remains a matter of debate, with coastal Peru (Heyerdahl 
1952:428-39) and the Gulf of Guayaquil region (Scaglion 
2005; Scaglion & Cordero 2011) both in contention on 
linguistic and other grounds. The opportunities for 
sweet potato and gourd transfers from the earliest dated 
period of East Polynesia colonization are more certain. 
Archaeological remains of desiccated sweet potato and 
gourd have been identified along the dry South American 
coastline south of the Gulf of Guayaquil to central Chile 
in numerous sites before or by the first millennium AD 
(Figure 1; Pearsall 1992; Ugent et al. 1981). 

Since Heyerdahl (1952:428-39; 1980:233-34), 
evidence of the vegetative transfer of gourd and 
sweet potato in particular from America has been the 
strongest strand of any argument for pre-Columbian, 
transoceanic contacts. A number of other botanical, 
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The Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone statue in the British Museum of London is one of the most well-known specimens of 
pre-contact Rapa Nui art. An important object of the tangata manu (birdman) cult, it was originally situated at the 
ceremonial village of ‘Orongo. It is famous for the designs of two birdmen, a manutara (sooty tern), ‘ao (ceremonial 
paddles), and komari (vulva) symbols carved on its back and painted with bright colors. This paper is dedicated to the 
documentation and analysis of a hitherto unrecognized image carved on statue’s front torso. The image is described, 
tentatively drawn, and analyzed for the first time, and is defined as an “atypical” birdman, which grasps an egg in its 
extended hand without fingers, is crowned with feathers, and has a long hooked beak holding one more egg. Several 
komari symbols and other unclear designs may surround this figure. The image is badly obliterated. Its “pecking 
and abrading” method of carving differs from the method of carving used for the dorsal designs. Tentatively defined 
stylistic traits of the birdman carved on the statue’s front are different from the two birdmen of the late phase on its 
back and permit us to potentially date the frontal image to earlier times. The finding opens the question of multiple 
re-use of this unique statue and its exceptional role in the birdman cult.

La estatua de piedra llamada Hoa-haka-nana‘ia, la cual se encuentra en el Museo Británico de Londres es uno de los 
ejemplares más conocidos del arte Rapanui de la época previa al contacto con el mundo occiental. Estaba situado 
originalmente en la aldea ceremonial de ‘Orongo representante un objeto importante en el culto del tangata manu 
(hombre pájaro). Es conocido por los diseños y símbolos tallados de dos hombres pájaros, un manutara (golondrina 
del mar), ‘ao (paletas ceremoniales), y komari (vulva) en su espalda y pintadas con colores brillantes. Este estudio se 
documenta y analiza por primera vez una imagen que hasta ahora fue desconocida la cual se encuentran alrededor de 
la estatua. Esta podría ser definida como un hombre pájaro “atípico”, que sostiene un huevo en su mano extendida, 
sin dedos, está coronado con plumas, y tiene un pico largo sosteniendo un huevo más. Varios símbolos komari y 
otros diseños pueden rodear a esta figura. La imagen está muy deteriorada. Su método de tallado de “picoteo y 
abrasión” difiere del método utilizado para los diseños dorsales. Rasgos estilísticos tentativamente definidos del 
hombre pájaro tallado en la parte frontal de la estatua son diferentes a los dos hombres pájaros de la época tardía 
que se encuentran en la espalda, lo cual nos permitiría fechar la imagen frontal a una época más antigua. Estos 
resultados indican la posibilidad de re-uso múltiple de esta estatua y su rol excepcional en el culto del hombre pájaro. 
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Introduction

The Hoa-haka-nana‘ia1 stone statue on permanent 
display in the British Museum in London is probably 
the best known object of pre-contact Rapa Nui art. The 
statue was collected by the crew of the English ship 
HMS Topaze in 1868, under the command of Richard 
Ashmore Powell, who had purposely searched for a 
particularly impressive statue to be sent to England (Van 
Tilburg 2006:36). Decorated with bas-relief carvings 
on its back and originally painted with bright red and 
white colors, it is remarkable in many ways and every 
extensive work on Rapa Nui culture mentions Hoa-
haka-nana‘ia at least twice – as an important object of 

the birdman cult and as an exemplary moai ma‘ea stone 
statue (see for example, Englert 1970; Métraux 1940; 
Routledge 1919; Van Tilburg 1994). It is the only stone 
statue from Rapa Nui that enjoys a monograph dedicated 
to it (Van Tilburg 2004). Ironically, Hoa-haka-nana‘ia 
is a very atypical moai ma‘ea: it is one of just sixteen 
moai that were carved, not from easily worked tuff, but 
from much harder basalt (Van Tilburg 2004:45). It is 
also the only statue explicitly related to the birdman 
cult (Routledge 1917), one of few found in the interior 
of a building (Palmer 1869-1870:115), one of few 
half-planted into the ground (Palmer 1869-1870:115; 
Van Tilburg 2004:Figure 16), the only one recorded as 
having been painted in red and white, which washed 
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faunal and material culture links between Polynesia and 
the Americas have been proposed, but also contested 
(Anderson 2006; Arnold 2007; Bahn & Flenley 
1992:38-68; Gongora et al. 2008; Heyerdahl 1952, 1980; 
Jones & Klar 2005, 2006; Jones et al. 2011; Langdon 
2009; Lanning 1970; Storey et al. 2008; Van Tilburg 
1994:79, 130-31). Even if one allows that these other 
claims are credible, it is important to note that all of the 
proposed pre-Columbian plant and animal introductions 
to the Americas or Polynesia except for sweet potato and 
gourd are highly localized.1 If confirmed, these other 
introductions would appear to represent low-impact 
outcomes from isolated contacts only (Barber 2009). 

Transfer by Americans or Polynesians? 
Heyerdahl (1952, 1980), Langdon (2001, 2009) and 
Anderson et al. (2007) have all argued that South 
American voyagers on bamboo rafts may have introduced 
sweet potato into Polynesia. Archaeological and historical 
representations from coastal Ecuador to Peru showing 
various details of sea-going vessels under sail with 
directional centerboards raise the theoretical possibility 
of American voyaging in the Pacif ic (Heyerdahl 
1980:201-28). The feasibility of drift voyaging from 
South America to East Polynesia, potentially assisted 
by sail, has been demonstrated experimentally and in 
simulation (Anderson et al. 2007:126; Heyerdahl 1952; 
Montenegro et al. 2008). Yet the successful, purposeful 
settlement of all major islands and island groups of the 
eastern Pacific is evidence of considerable Polynesian 
voyaging tenacity and skill as well. In particular, the 
Polynesian push beyond a west-to-east colonizing 
trajectory to settle far northern Hawai‘i and distant 
southwestern New Zealand (especially) represent 
remarkable feats of maritime exploration that may well 
have involved return voyages of many months duration 
(Irwin 1992, 2011). To most researchers of the subject, 
voyaging Polynesians are more likely agents of the 
first sweet potato transfer than South Americans with 
no tradition of long-distance Pacific island exploration 
(Green 2005; Irwin 2011; Kirch 2000:241-43).

Choice and Selection
The vegetative transfer that resulted from this first 
Polynesian-American meeting, however and wherever 
it occurred, did not take place in a botanical vacuum. 
Each party brought specialist agronomic knowledge, 
preferences and experiences of particular agricultural 
landscapes to the encounter.

In the course of remote Pacific colonization, the 
most favorable tropical agricultural environments were 
the higher volcanic islands where orographic rainfall 
patterns encouraged distinctive wet windward and dry 
leeward planting systems over time. On windward island 
aspects in particular, raised garden beds between channels 

took advantage of poorly drained or naturally wet lands 
where reticulate ditch networks facilitated drainage, 
fresh water flows and nutrient dispersal, especially for 
taro production. Taro was otherwise grown in irrigated 
pondfields, unmodified wetlands, or in deep pits (Addison 
2008; Kirch 1994; Spriggs 2002; Spriggs et al. 2012). 

In pre-contact island sequences, dry leeward 
Polynesian environments were dominated by Dioscorea 
yam and aboriculture to varying degrees. Tropical yams 
require fertile but well-drained soils and about nine 
months or longer to mature (Handy et al. 1991; Kirch 
1994). In the balance of these requirements, Oceanic 
yams were sometimes planted in pits as well as mounds 
(puke) or even raised beds, depending on soil type and 
fertility (Leach 2005:65). For example, in Futuna, West 
Polynesia, traditional D. alata setts or seed tubers are 
planted in mounds (Kirch 1994:82, 116), while tuber 
setts of D. nummularia are inserted into “planting pits” 
prepared by digging sticks (Kirch 1994:84). On Maupiti 
(Society Islands), farmers who are “largely ‘protected’ 
from mechanized agriculture” plant “competition” 
yam tubers “in 1-1.5m-diameter holes” of 1-2m depth 
(Cauchois 2002:272-273). “Consumption” yams are 
either planted on slopes in small mounds covered 
with earth and vegetation, or in holes “80-100cm 
deep and 80cm wide” where between 2 and 5 tubers 
may be planted (Cauchois 2002:275). The pattern of 
yam planting in mounds and pits is also recorded in 
Hawai‘i (Handy et al. 1991). Historical records of the 
latter include details of yams planted on steep slopes in 
purpose-dug holes 60-90cm deep “filled with earth and 
decaying leaves” (Handy et al. 1991:180, 182). Another 
“old Hawaiian method” is also described where a bin 
constructed of tree-fern trunks was filled with “fern 
leaves and other rubbish,” excluding earth, into which 
seedling tubers were eventually planted “a few inches 
below the surface” (Handy et al. 1991:179-180).

On the South American side, extensive raised 
field systems that drained and redistributed water in 
lowland areas were constructed after about AD 500-700 
in the Gulf of Guayaquil region (Delgado-Espinoza 
2002:112-147). To the south, Peru incorporates the 
world’s driest desert spanning the northern to central 
coast, exceeding the aridity of most Polynesian islands 
(Figure 1). Complex societies emerged only along the 
lands of the river valleys that dissect this coastline. 
Multi-cropped agricultural systems have been developed 
in this area over millennia, incorporating underground 
stem plants (including numerous Solanum and sweet 
potato varieties), as well as grass (most notably maize, 
Zea mays L.), cucurbit, bean and tree crops (Pearsall 
1992). At the time of the first proposed Polynesian-
American contact, coastal Peruvian societies were 
sustained by substantial irrigation systems at a scale 
well beyond standard Polynesian wet field systems. 

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
Foerster, R. 2010. Voluntary Trip or Deportation? The Case of King Riroroko and Policies of Deportation on Easter Island
(1897-1910). Rapa Nui Journal 24(2):36-46.
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faunal and material culture links between Polynesia and 
the Americas have been proposed, but also contested 
(Anderson 2006; Arnold 2007; Bahn & Flenley 
1992:38-68; Gongora et al. 2008; Heyerdahl 1952, 1980; 
Jones & Klar 2005, 2006; Jones et al. 2011; Langdon 
2009; Lanning 1970; Storey et al. 2008; Van Tilburg 
1994:79, 130-31). Even if one allows that these other 
claims are credible, it is important to note that all of the 
proposed pre-Columbian plant and animal introductions 
to the Americas or Polynesia except for sweet potato and 
gourd are highly localized.1 If confirmed, these other 
introductions would appear to represent low-impact 
outcomes from isolated contacts only (Barber 2009). 

Transfer by Americans or Polynesians? 
Heyerdahl (1952, 1980), Langdon (2001, 2009) and 
Anderson et al. (2007) have all argued that South 
American voyagers on bamboo rafts may have introduced 
sweet potato into Polynesia. Archaeological and historical 
representations from coastal Ecuador to Peru showing 
various details of sea-going vessels under sail with 
directional centerboards raise the theoretical possibility 
of American voyaging in the Pacif ic (Heyerdahl 
1980:201-28). The feasibility of drift voyaging from 
South America to East Polynesia, potentially assisted 
by sail, has been demonstrated experimentally and in 
simulation (Anderson et al. 2007:126; Heyerdahl 1952; 
Montenegro et al. 2008). Yet the successful, purposeful 
settlement of all major islands and island groups of the 
eastern Pacific is evidence of considerable Polynesian 
voyaging tenacity and skill as well. In particular, the 
Polynesian push beyond a west-to-east colonizing 
trajectory to settle far northern Hawai‘i and distant 
southwestern New Zealand (especially) represent 
remarkable feats of maritime exploration that may well 
have involved return voyages of many months duration 
(Irwin 1992, 2011). To most researchers of the subject, 
voyaging Polynesians are more likely agents of the 
first sweet potato transfer than South Americans with 
no tradition of long-distance Pacific island exploration 
(Green 2005; Irwin 2011; Kirch 2000:241-43).

Choice and Selection
The vegetative transfer that resulted from this first 
Polynesian-American meeting, however and wherever 
it occurred, did not take place in a botanical vacuum. 
Each party brought specialist agronomic knowledge, 
preferences and experiences of particular agricultural 
landscapes to the encounter.

In the course of remote Pacific colonization, the 
most favorable tropical agricultural environments were 
the higher volcanic islands where orographic rainfall 
patterns encouraged distinctive wet windward and dry 
leeward planting systems over time. On windward island 
aspects in particular, raised garden beds between channels 

took advantage of poorly drained or naturally wet lands 
where reticulate ditch networks facilitated drainage, 
fresh water flows and nutrient dispersal, especially for 
taro production. Taro was otherwise grown in irrigated 
pondfields, unmodified wetlands, or in deep pits (Addison 
2008; Kirch 1994; Spriggs 2002; Spriggs et al. 2012). 

In pre-contact island sequences, dry leeward 
Polynesian environments were dominated by Dioscorea 
yam and aboriculture to varying degrees. Tropical yams 
require fertile but well-drained soils and about nine 
months or longer to mature (Handy et al. 1991; Kirch 
1994). In the balance of these requirements, Oceanic 
yams were sometimes planted in pits as well as mounds 
(puke) or even raised beds, depending on soil type and 
fertility (Leach 2005:65). For example, in Futuna, West 
Polynesia, traditional D. alata setts or seed tubers are 
planted in mounds (Kirch 1994:82, 116), while tuber 
setts of D. nummularia are inserted into “planting pits” 
prepared by digging sticks (Kirch 1994:84). On Maupiti 
(Society Islands), farmers who are “largely ‘protected’ 
from mechanized agriculture” plant “competition” 
yam tubers “in 1-1.5m-diameter holes” of 1-2m depth 
(Cauchois 2002:272-273). “Consumption” yams are 
either planted on slopes in small mounds covered 
with earth and vegetation, or in holes “80-100cm 
deep and 80cm wide” where between 2 and 5 tubers 
may be planted (Cauchois 2002:275). The pattern of 
yam planting in mounds and pits is also recorded in 
Hawai‘i (Handy et al. 1991). Historical records of the 
latter include details of yams planted on steep slopes in 
purpose-dug holes 60-90cm deep “filled with earth and 
decaying leaves” (Handy et al. 1991:180, 182). Another 
“old Hawaiian method” is also described where a bin 
constructed of tree-fern trunks was filled with “fern 
leaves and other rubbish,” excluding earth, into which 
seedling tubers were eventually planted “a few inches 
below the surface” (Handy et al. 1991:179-180).

On the South American side, extensive raised 
field systems that drained and redistributed water in 
lowland areas were constructed after about AD 500-700 
in the Gulf of Guayaquil region (Delgado-Espinoza 
2002:112-147). To the south, Peru incorporates the 
world’s driest desert spanning the northern to central 
coast, exceeding the aridity of most Polynesian islands 
(Figure 1). Complex societies emerged only along the 
lands of the river valleys that dissect this coastline. 
Multi-cropped agricultural systems have been developed 
in this area over millennia, incorporating underground 
stem plants (including numerous Solanum and sweet 
potato varieties), as well as grass (most notably maize, 
Zea mays L.), cucurbit, bean and tree crops (Pearsall 
1992). At the time of the first proposed Polynesian-
American contact, coastal Peruvian societies were 
sustained by substantial irrigation systems at a scale 
well beyond standard Polynesian wet field systems. 

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
Foerster, R. 2010. Voluntary Trip or Deportation? The Case of King Riroroko and Policies of Deportation on Easter Island
(1897-1910). Rapa Nui Journal 24(2):36-46.
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem of the American sweet potato in Oceania

Around the Moche Valley, for example, the largest 
irrigation works undertaken in South America were 
constructed under the central administration of Chan 
Chan, the capital of the imperial Chimu polity, between 
AD 500-1000 (Billman 2006; Moseley 1983).

Sunken fields that were naturally and in some cases, 
artificially water-fed supplemented Peruvian irrigation 
systems (Kautz & Keatinge 1977; Knapp 1982; Matheny 
& Gurr 1983; Moseley 1969; Moseley & Feldman 1984; 
Parsons & Psuty 1975). West (1979) documents two 
groups of “simple water table farming plots” from ca. 
2000 BP at Viru, suggesting the antiquity of this method. 
A 1550 Spanish account describes “the valley of Chilca, 
where … no water is seen to fall from the sky nor does 
any river or stream pass through it, yet the greater part 
of the valley is full of plantings of maize and tubers and 
fruit trees” (Pedro de Cieza de Leon as cited in Rowe 
1969:321). Knapp (1982) has also argued that raised 
embankments at Chilca were designed to trap water for 
planting surfaces (but see Moseley & Feldman 1984). 
From the southern Peruvian coast, agricultural field 
systems including stone-faced terraces, irrigation canal 
systems and stone alignments are recorded between AD 
900-1400, although the association of these features with 
any particular seed and root crops (let alone particular 
potato species) is not confirmed (Zaro 2007). 

In the hypothetical first meeting of Polynesian 
and South American agronomists, water-loving taro 
would be unlikely to appeal to Peruvian cultivators at 
least, while the relatively lengthy Pacific yam growing 
season would compare unfavorably to potato varieties. 
Consistently, Asia-Pacific root crops are not recorded 
in any pre-Columbian American context. The coconut 
(Cocos nucifera) represents the only plausible, if still 
debated, pre-Columbian plant introduction from the 
Pacific (Green 2005; Irwin 2011:257-258; Storey et 
al. 2011:129-132). For Polynesian visitors, in contrast, 
Peruvian agriculture offered a range of new fruit, seed 
and tuber crops that could be grown successfully in 
sunken gardens comparable to yam and taro planting 
pits and wetland or raised bed Oceanic fields and puke. 
This variety highlights the problem that only a single 
American cucurbit and a solitary tuber were transferred 
on present evidence, perhaps along with one or two 
other minor crops (Langdon 1996; Storey et al. 2011). 
For Green (2005:47), the selection of sweet potato and 
gourd can be related to root and seed crop familiarity 
and ease of transfer (as rootstock and seeds). Leach 
(2005:63, 70) is still puzzled by this limited selection, 
however, especially when other South American root 
crops must have been available.

“East Polynesians already had a good variety of tree 
crops and a handful of root crops…Why did they 
bother with a new and unfamiliar one? And why 

only one of the South American root crops?…While 
manioc can be considered a most unlikely candidate…
most of the others could be grown from seed.”

A New Yam for Polynesia

There is no evidence that specialist American agronomic 
technologies were transferred with the kūmara (Barber 
2010), consistent with the thesis that sweet potato was 
selected as a variation on a Pacific cultigen. In particular, 
it would seem that sweet potato was not cultivated in 
irrigated fields or reticulated raised beds anywhere in 
Polynesia (Best 1976; Handy et al. 1991; Kirch 1994; 
Yen 1974). This is in contrast to archaeological and 
historical evidence of raised bed or mounded sweet 
potato cultivation in at least some water-fed South 
American field systems (Denevan 2001; Yen 1974:65, 
148-53). The relationship between kūmara and yam 
agronomy in early Polynesia can be evaluated further 
from archaeological and ethnobotanical evidence.

Archaeology
Two early dry field trajectories are identified in Rapa 
Nui and New Zealand at the subtropical eastern and 
temperate southwestern Polynesian margins respectively 
(Figure 1). On Rapa Nui, the early dry cultivation of 
plants in purpose-dug pits and the surface application 
of stone covers to act as a ‘lithic mulch’ have been 
recognized only since the 1990s (Stevenson & Haoa 
1998; Stevenson et al. 1999:808; Wozniak 1999). These 
practices are identified in sequence, and sometimes 
in combination, at sites investigated across the island 
(Figure 2). It is proposed that stone surfaces were applied 
as a later development to regulate temperature, boost 
fertility and conserve cultivation soils and moisture 
against desiccating winds and erosion, especially 
following island-wide deforestation (Bork et al. 2004; 
Ladefoged et al. 2010; Louwagie et al. 2006; Mieth & 
Bork 2003, 2004:83-84, 2005; Stevenson et al. 1999, 
2006; Wozniak 1999, 2001, 2005). 

Stevenson et al. (2006) date a south coast Maunga 
Orito cultivation sequence from the twelfth century AD 
where pre-AD 1700 planting pits without mulch are 
succeeded by stone ‘veneer’ (grain size 10-20cm) and 
‘boulder’ (30-40cm) gardens. Gardens with a 20-40cm 
thick stone cover (grain size 5-20cm) above a 25-50cm 
thick cultivation soil with planting pits are identified 
in a north-west coast Te Niu sequence that may begin 
about the thirteenth century AD (Figure 3; Wozniak 
1999; 2001; 2005:141). Charcoal is dated AD 1428-1645 
(2-sigma calibration) from a “possible” Te Niu planting 
pit in a lithic mulch garden (Horrocks & Wozniak 
2008:130). From the north-east coastal La Perouse 
locality, an “extensive” (30ha) lithic mulch field system 
with a “dense” cover (grain size 5-20cm) is associated 
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of the CEDIP managers: Percy Edmunds and Lachlan 
Mackinnon with Rapanui women (Moreno Pakarati pers. 
comm. 2012).

9.	 This consisted of workers receiving $10 for every 100 
sheep or $100 for every thousand. It is worth keeping 
in mind that at the beginning of the 1940s, the Rapanui 
wages did not reach 100 pesos annually, while on the 
continent a worker’s salary could reach 60 pesos per week 
(Hotus 2011).

10.	 Documents relate the following leaders of the strike: 
“main strikers are the following people: Moisés 
Tucki, Nicolas Chavez, Juan Chavez, Andrés Chavez, 
Timoteo…, Timón Bery Bery, Gabriel Bery Bery, Pedro 
Atan (Policia), Carlos Teao, Manuel Bery Hito, Nicolás 
Packomio (Policia), José Paté, Jorje Rirorocko, Juan 
Aracki, Paté Pablo …” (AIV 1928b:Folio 52).

11.	 The practice of robbery as a form of rebellion and 
resistance, for example the so called “cangalla miner” in 
the context of early industrialization in the north of Chile 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, has been a common 
topic in a series of recent social history case studies in Chile.

12.	 In 1929 a list of the main thieves was compiled, identifying 
the following natives: “[…] José Packarati: long time 
robber; Pedro Hucke, Enrique Hey, Carlos Teao, Daniel 
Icka, Bautista Tori, Jorje Teao: Theft of lamb in Angapico; 
Carlos Teao, Ramon Hey: theft in Mataveri; Alberto 
Thepije: known robber; Felipe Teao Arancibia (excessive 
robber); Pedro Ito Ito: spice robber to Esteban Ito” (AIV 
1929b:Folio 97(49). 

13.	 According to Recabarren, the day’s main hours, 8 am, 
12 am, and 9 pm, should be announced to the population 
with a bell, and that transit of Rapanui by night  was 
completely prohibited (AIV 1926:Folio 18-19(10)). The 
practice of “fiscal Mondays” where Rapanui were obliged 
to give their unpaid services was institutionalized in the 
1930s, and consisted of one obligatory days’ work each 
week (Pakarati 2010).

14.	 Recabarren’s narrative can be consulted concerning home 
inspections ensuring that sanitary norms were being 
maintained by the Rapanui (see AIV 1927:Folio 35(18)).

15.	 One of the central concerns of the Maritime authority 
was the up-keeping of national festivities such as the 21st 
of May or the 18th of September (see AIV, “Memoria y 
Balance Jeneral del año 1926”, Folios 15(8)-16).

16.	 The existence of these traditions presents rich pickings for 
future anthropological investigation. While seen through 
the recalcitrant Eurocentric gaze of Olalquiaga’s narrative, 
the weight of these traditions is apparent: “Furthermore, 
they are ignorant of a mother’s love for her children, which 
are a human being’s greatest expression of emotion, which 
they do not know. The proof of this can be found in that they 
do not feel sadness when a mother dies, since for them, it 
is the most natural thing that she had to die, and after her 
death, they must celebrate with a great curanto (a typical 
roast) of 30 or 40 animals. In relation to the children, 
they are given to others, as one would gift a valueless 
dog, which demonstrates the lack of parental sentiments, 
and when speaking of their own personas, they do not 
care for themselves at all, even when it comes to feeding 
themselves, because if today they have no food, tomorrow 
they will visit some others house and are satisfied with 
eating sweet potato and bananas” (AMM 1936:22).

17.	 Another relevant factor is the application of Law 3220 
in 1917, which asserts the jurisdiction of the Valparaíso 
Maritime Authority over the island, excluding the Rapanui 
from the constitutional rights applicable to the rest of 

Chilean citizens.
18.	 For a more detailed overview of these points, the 

forthcoming article can be consulted: “Estado y Compañía 
Explotadora. Apuntes para una caracterización del poder 
colonial (1917-1936)”.

19.	 An interesting article which expands on this point is in 
preparation by Moreno Pakarati and refers to the role of 
the Rapanui in the island’s police force.

20.	 The registration of Rapanui territory as State property 
in 1933, the declaration of the island as a “historical 
monument” and its “national park” status in 1935 were 
all part of this process (see Foerster 2011).
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem of the American sweet potato in Oceania

Around the Moche Valley, for example, the largest 
irrigation works undertaken in South America were 
constructed under the central administration of Chan 
Chan, the capital of the imperial Chimu polity, between 
AD 500-1000 (Billman 2006; Moseley 1983).

Sunken fields that were naturally and in some cases, 
artificially water-fed supplemented Peruvian irrigation 
systems (Kautz & Keatinge 1977; Knapp 1982; Matheny 
& Gurr 1983; Moseley 1969; Moseley & Feldman 1984; 
Parsons & Psuty 1975). West (1979) documents two 
groups of “simple water table farming plots” from ca. 
2000 BP at Viru, suggesting the antiquity of this method. 
A 1550 Spanish account describes “the valley of Chilca, 
where … no water is seen to fall from the sky nor does 
any river or stream pass through it, yet the greater part 
of the valley is full of plantings of maize and tubers and 
fruit trees” (Pedro de Cieza de Leon as cited in Rowe 
1969:321). Knapp (1982) has also argued that raised 
embankments at Chilca were designed to trap water for 
planting surfaces (but see Moseley & Feldman 1984). 
From the southern Peruvian coast, agricultural field 
systems including stone-faced terraces, irrigation canal 
systems and stone alignments are recorded between AD 
900-1400, although the association of these features with 
any particular seed and root crops (let alone particular 
potato species) is not confirmed (Zaro 2007). 

In the hypothetical first meeting of Polynesian 
and South American agronomists, water-loving taro 
would be unlikely to appeal to Peruvian cultivators at 
least, while the relatively lengthy Pacific yam growing 
season would compare unfavorably to potato varieties. 
Consistently, Asia-Pacific root crops are not recorded 
in any pre-Columbian American context. The coconut 
(Cocos nucifera) represents the only plausible, if still 
debated, pre-Columbian plant introduction from the 
Pacific (Green 2005; Irwin 2011:257-258; Storey et 
al. 2011:129-132). For Polynesian visitors, in contrast, 
Peruvian agriculture offered a range of new fruit, seed 
and tuber crops that could be grown successfully in 
sunken gardens comparable to yam and taro planting 
pits and wetland or raised bed Oceanic fields and puke. 
This variety highlights the problem that only a single 
American cucurbit and a solitary tuber were transferred 
on present evidence, perhaps along with one or two 
other minor crops (Langdon 1996; Storey et al. 2011). 
For Green (2005:47), the selection of sweet potato and 
gourd can be related to root and seed crop familiarity 
and ease of transfer (as rootstock and seeds). Leach 
(2005:63, 70) is still puzzled by this limited selection, 
however, especially when other South American root 
crops must have been available.

“East Polynesians already had a good variety of tree 
crops and a handful of root crops…Why did they 
bother with a new and unfamiliar one? And why 

only one of the South American root crops?…While 
manioc can be considered a most unlikely candidate…
most of the others could be grown from seed.”

A New Yam for Polynesia

There is no evidence that specialist American agronomic 
technologies were transferred with the kūmara (Barber 
2010), consistent with the thesis that sweet potato was 
selected as a variation on a Pacific cultigen. In particular, 
it would seem that sweet potato was not cultivated in 
irrigated fields or reticulated raised beds anywhere in 
Polynesia (Best 1976; Handy et al. 1991; Kirch 1994; 
Yen 1974). This is in contrast to archaeological and 
historical evidence of raised bed or mounded sweet 
potato cultivation in at least some water-fed South 
American field systems (Denevan 2001; Yen 1974:65, 
148-53). The relationship between kūmara and yam 
agronomy in early Polynesia can be evaluated further 
from archaeological and ethnobotanical evidence.

Archaeology
Two early dry field trajectories are identified in Rapa 
Nui and New Zealand at the subtropical eastern and 
temperate southwestern Polynesian margins respectively 
(Figure 1). On Rapa Nui, the early dry cultivation of 
plants in purpose-dug pits and the surface application 
of stone covers to act as a ‘lithic mulch’ have been 
recognized only since the 1990s (Stevenson & Haoa 
1998; Stevenson et al. 1999:808; Wozniak 1999). These 
practices are identified in sequence, and sometimes 
in combination, at sites investigated across the island 
(Figure 2). It is proposed that stone surfaces were applied 
as a later development to regulate temperature, boost 
fertility and conserve cultivation soils and moisture 
against desiccating winds and erosion, especially 
following island-wide deforestation (Bork et al. 2004; 
Ladefoged et al. 2010; Louwagie et al. 2006; Mieth & 
Bork 2003, 2004:83-84, 2005; Stevenson et al. 1999, 
2006; Wozniak 1999, 2001, 2005). 

Stevenson et al. (2006) date a south coast Maunga 
Orito cultivation sequence from the twelfth century AD 
where pre-AD 1700 planting pits without mulch are 
succeeded by stone ‘veneer’ (grain size 10-20cm) and 
‘boulder’ (30-40cm) gardens. Gardens with a 20-40cm 
thick stone cover (grain size 5-20cm) above a 25-50cm 
thick cultivation soil with planting pits are identified 
in a north-west coast Te Niu sequence that may begin 
about the thirteenth century AD (Figure 3; Wozniak 
1999; 2001; 2005:141). Charcoal is dated AD 1428-1645 
(2-sigma calibration) from a “possible” Te Niu planting 
pit in a lithic mulch garden (Horrocks & Wozniak 
2008:130). From the north-east coastal La Perouse 
locality, an “extensive” (30ha) lithic mulch field system 
with a “dense” cover (grain size 5-20cm) is associated 
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of the CEDIP managers: Percy Edmunds and Lachlan 
Mackinnon with Rapanui women (Moreno Pakarati pers. 
comm. 2012).

9.	 This consisted of workers receiving $10 for every 100 
sheep or $100 for every thousand. It is worth keeping 
in mind that at the beginning of the 1940s, the Rapanui 
wages did not reach 100 pesos annually, while on the 
continent a worker’s salary could reach 60 pesos per week 
(Hotus 2011).

10.	 Documents relate the following leaders of the strike: 
“main strikers are the following people: Moisés 
Tucki, Nicolas Chavez, Juan Chavez, Andrés Chavez, 
Timoteo…, Timón Bery Bery, Gabriel Bery Bery, Pedro 
Atan (Policia), Carlos Teao, Manuel Bery Hito, Nicolás 
Packomio (Policia), José Paté, Jorje Rirorocko, Juan 
Aracki, Paté Pablo …” (AIV 1928b:Folio 52).

11.	 The practice of robbery as a form of rebellion and 
resistance, for example the so called “cangalla miner” in 
the context of early industrialization in the north of Chile 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, has been a common 
topic in a series of recent social history case studies in Chile.

12.	 In 1929 a list of the main thieves was compiled, identifying 
the following natives: “[…] José Packarati: long time 
robber; Pedro Hucke, Enrique Hey, Carlos Teao, Daniel 
Icka, Bautista Tori, Jorje Teao: Theft of lamb in Angapico; 
Carlos Teao, Ramon Hey: theft in Mataveri; Alberto 
Thepije: known robber; Felipe Teao Arancibia (excessive 
robber); Pedro Ito Ito: spice robber to Esteban Ito” (AIV 
1929b:Folio 97(49). 

13.	 According to Recabarren, the day’s main hours, 8 am, 
12 am, and 9 pm, should be announced to the population 
with a bell, and that transit of Rapanui by night  was 
completely prohibited (AIV 1926:Folio 18-19(10)). The 
practice of “fiscal Mondays” where Rapanui were obliged 
to give their unpaid services was institutionalized in the 
1930s, and consisted of one obligatory days’ work each 
week (Pakarati 2010).

14.	 Recabarren’s narrative can be consulted concerning home 
inspections ensuring that sanitary norms were being 
maintained by the Rapanui (see AIV 1927:Folio 35(18)).

15.	 One of the central concerns of the Maritime authority 
was the up-keeping of national festivities such as the 21st 
of May or the 18th of September (see AIV, “Memoria y 
Balance Jeneral del año 1926”, Folios 15(8)-16).

16.	 The existence of these traditions presents rich pickings for 
future anthropological investigation. While seen through 
the recalcitrant Eurocentric gaze of Olalquiaga’s narrative, 
the weight of these traditions is apparent: “Furthermore, 
they are ignorant of a mother’s love for her children, which 
are a human being’s greatest expression of emotion, which 
they do not know. The proof of this can be found in that they 
do not feel sadness when a mother dies, since for them, it 
is the most natural thing that she had to die, and after her 
death, they must celebrate with a great curanto (a typical 
roast) of 30 or 40 animals. In relation to the children, 
they are given to others, as one would gift a valueless 
dog, which demonstrates the lack of parental sentiments, 
and when speaking of their own personas, they do not 
care for themselves at all, even when it comes to feeding 
themselves, because if today they have no food, tomorrow 
they will visit some others house and are satisfied with 
eating sweet potato and bananas” (AMM 1936:22).

17.	 Another relevant factor is the application of Law 3220 
in 1917, which asserts the jurisdiction of the Valparaíso 
Maritime Authority over the island, excluding the Rapanui 
from the constitutional rights applicable to the rest of 

Chilean citizens.
18.	 For a more detailed overview of these points, the 

forthcoming article can be consulted: “Estado y Compañía 
Explotadora. Apuntes para una caracterización del poder 
colonial (1917-1936)”.

19.	 An interesting article which expands on this point is in 
preparation by Moreno Pakarati and refers to the role of 
the Rapanui in the island’s police force.

20.	 The registration of Rapanui territory as State property 
in 1933, the declaration of the island as a “historical 
monument” and its “national park” status in 1935 were 
all part of this process (see Foerster 2011).
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State functionaries who operated with the approval of the 
administrator, and behind the supposedly fair framework 
of wage-labor relations of production established 
between the business and the Rapanui. As a result, the 
Company was able to disassociate itself from its previous 
responsibilities of governing the island, and instead, was 
able to concentrate on its main objective: the economic 
exploitation of the island and its inhabitants. All of 
this not only made it more difficult for the Rapanui to 
identify who was responsible for their intense oppression 
in the Company, which not only presented itself as a 
“social institution” that offered work and commercial 
opportunities for a large part of the population, but also 
played an important role in preventing a new social revolt 
such as the one in 1914.

Despite this, the indigenous population was not 
only capable of spearheading a profitable economic 
enterprise, but also of assuring their own subsistence 
and a significant level of economic independence, 
regardless of State institutions and the Company. Equally, 
the island’s inhabitants were capable of preserving and 
promoting a rich cultural heritage which can be seen in the 
maintenance of their native language and a good number 
of indigenous cultural practices. Similarly, the adaptive 
capacity of the Rapanui to respond to the new conditions 
and ongoing and complex social relations was reflected in 
the prominent roles acquired by certain indigenous figures 
within a series of institutional spaces: the Sub-Delegation, 
the police, the Company and the church, etc.19

Moreover, while caught between adapting to the 
situation imposed by the precarious “colonial pact” 
constituted by the “Provisional Temperament” in 1917 
and the need to confront the adverse conditions to which 
they were subject, the island community, once again, 
renewed efforts in defense of their interests. The growth 
of practices that negated the recognition of authorities, 
such as rebellion, livestock theft, insubordination, 
and strikes, represented a continuous challenge to the 
workings of colonial power.

In some cases, the very precariousness of the island’s 
institutional structure and the existence of significant 
social tensions between the indigenous community and 
the colonial agents stimulated the Rapanui to organize 
forms of resistance which led them to a simultaneous 
confrontation with both authorities of colonial power: the 
State and the Company. This was the case, for example, 
during the general strike of 1928. During these episodes, 
while confronting the unity of the State-Company duo, 
the indigenous population even came to threaten – albeit 
in a partial and limited sense – one of the main pillars 
of the colonial presence on Rapa Nui: livestock profits.

At the same time, an incipient process that integrated 
the Rapanui population under the framework of the 
Chilean State began to roll onward. State institutions, as 
well as the support given to the CEDIP and the Catholic 

Church, all played important roles in the development 
of this process.20 Another significant factor contributing 
to this was the role played by the group of islanders 
mentioned above, who, collaborating closely with 
State institutions or the Company, came to act as real 
mediators between the population and the authorities.

To summarize, while the forms of resistance 
deployed by the Rapanui during the period 1917-1936 
did not reach the intensity of previous decades, 
they represented, at any rate, a clear obstacle to the 
advancement of colonial power. At the same time, these 
forms of resistance, post-Angata rebellion, constitute not 
only an important antecedent to the struggles for Rapanui 
civil rights led by Alfonse Rapu in later decades, but 
also represent a distant, but vital, referent for the recent 
struggles for justice which this indigenous community 
has led in demand of their land and national sovereignty. 

Notes
1.	 La Compañía Explotadora de Isla de Pascua, hereafter 

referred to as “CEDIP,” or the “Company.”
2.	 For examples of recent works, see, for example: Castro 

Flores 2006; Foerster 2010, 2011; Moreno Pakarati 2011; 
Pakarati 2010, 2011; Stambuk 2010.

3.	 Medical work was undertaken, during these years, by 
successive “practitioners” who established themselves 
on Rapa Nui as Navy functionaries.

4.	 During these years this institution successfully played 
an important educative role, coming to consolidate the 
influence acquired during the years of the first missions. 
The Sub-Delegate enthusiastically mentions: “without 
any exception, they are a good and religious people who 
attend Church every Sunday and on festive days. They 
come clean and it is a pleasure to see their devotion and 
respect in the house of God” (AIV 1926:Folio 16).

5.	 The preservation of Rapanui economic practices of the 
traditional type mentioned occurred, even in the context of 
simultaneous processes of modernization, which affected 
the island’s economy during these decades.

6.	 According to the 1929 census, work professions on the 
island were the following: Maritime Sub Delegate (1), 
general administrators (2), workers (4), labor (86), farmers 
(39), foremen (2), teachers (2), servants (1), carpenters 
(6), cooks (1) and fishermen (18). The total inhabitants in 
the census come to 384 and were composed of 83 men, 
98 women, 106 male children and 97 female children. At 
the same time the census mentions 14 lepers, 110 infants 
and 67 school children. The term “labor” possibly refers 
to essentially domestic tasks (the workers in this case are 
only women) (AIV 1929a:Folios 60-72).

7.	 The Rapanui use of maize as a form of exchange connects 
with the already mentioned process of monetization of 
the islands economy (Delsing pers. comm. 2012). These 
crops were used by the Company as food on the pig farms 
near Mataveri.

8.	 Among the group of Rapanui close to State functionaries 
we can mention, apart from Juan Tepano, were Juan 
Araki, Pedro Atan, Rubén Hotus and Nicolás Pakomio 
Angata. In the case of islanders close to the CEDIP, the 
mestizo children of the following families stand out: Paoa 
Bornier, Tuki Kaituoe and from a later date, the children 
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Figure 1. Pacific basin map showing Polynesian (other than New Zealand) and American locations discussed in text.

Figure 2. Rapa Nui map showing 
locations discussed in text.
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State functionaries who operated with the approval of the 
administrator, and behind the supposedly fair framework 
of wage-labor relations of production established 
between the business and the Rapanui. As a result, the 
Company was able to disassociate itself from its previous 
responsibilities of governing the island, and instead, was 
able to concentrate on its main objective: the economic 
exploitation of the island and its inhabitants. All of 
this not only made it more difficult for the Rapanui to 
identify who was responsible for their intense oppression 
in the Company, which not only presented itself as a 
“social institution” that offered work and commercial 
opportunities for a large part of the population, but also 
played an important role in preventing a new social revolt 
such as the one in 1914.

Despite this, the indigenous population was not 
only capable of spearheading a profitable economic 
enterprise, but also of assuring their own subsistence 
and a significant level of economic independence, 
regardless of State institutions and the Company. Equally, 
the island’s inhabitants were capable of preserving and 
promoting a rich cultural heritage which can be seen in the 
maintenance of their native language and a good number 
of indigenous cultural practices. Similarly, the adaptive 
capacity of the Rapanui to respond to the new conditions 
and ongoing and complex social relations was reflected in 
the prominent roles acquired by certain indigenous figures 
within a series of institutional spaces: the Sub-Delegation, 
the police, the Company and the church, etc.19

Moreover, while caught between adapting to the 
situation imposed by the precarious “colonial pact” 
constituted by the “Provisional Temperament” in 1917 
and the need to confront the adverse conditions to which 
they were subject, the island community, once again, 
renewed efforts in defense of their interests. The growth 
of practices that negated the recognition of authorities, 
such as rebellion, livestock theft, insubordination, 
and strikes, represented a continuous challenge to the 
workings of colonial power.

In some cases, the very precariousness of the island’s 
institutional structure and the existence of significant 
social tensions between the indigenous community and 
the colonial agents stimulated the Rapanui to organize 
forms of resistance which led them to a simultaneous 
confrontation with both authorities of colonial power: the 
State and the Company. This was the case, for example, 
during the general strike of 1928. During these episodes, 
while confronting the unity of the State-Company duo, 
the indigenous population even came to threaten – albeit 
in a partial and limited sense – one of the main pillars 
of the colonial presence on Rapa Nui: livestock profits.

At the same time, an incipient process that integrated 
the Rapanui population under the framework of the 
Chilean State began to roll onward. State institutions, as 
well as the support given to the CEDIP and the Catholic 

Church, all played important roles in the development 
of this process.20 Another significant factor contributing 
to this was the role played by the group of islanders 
mentioned above, who, collaborating closely with 
State institutions or the Company, came to act as real 
mediators between the population and the authorities.

To summarize, while the forms of resistance 
deployed by the Rapanui during the period 1917-1936 
did not reach the intensity of previous decades, 
they represented, at any rate, a clear obstacle to the 
advancement of colonial power. At the same time, these 
forms of resistance, post-Angata rebellion, constitute not 
only an important antecedent to the struggles for Rapanui 
civil rights led by Alfonse Rapu in later decades, but 
also represent a distant, but vital, referent for the recent 
struggles for justice which this indigenous community 
has led in demand of their land and national sovereignty. 

Notes
1.	 La Compañía Explotadora de Isla de Pascua, hereafter 

referred to as “CEDIP,” or the “Company.”
2.	 For examples of recent works, see, for example: Castro 

Flores 2006; Foerster 2010, 2011; Moreno Pakarati 2011; 
Pakarati 2010, 2011; Stambuk 2010.

3.	 Medical work was undertaken, during these years, by 
successive “practitioners” who established themselves 
on Rapa Nui as Navy functionaries.

4.	 During these years this institution successfully played 
an important educative role, coming to consolidate the 
influence acquired during the years of the first missions. 
The Sub-Delegate enthusiastically mentions: “without 
any exception, they are a good and religious people who 
attend Church every Sunday and on festive days. They 
come clean and it is a pleasure to see their devotion and 
respect in the house of God” (AIV 1926:Folio 16).

5.	 The preservation of Rapanui economic practices of the 
traditional type mentioned occurred, even in the context of 
simultaneous processes of modernization, which affected 
the island’s economy during these decades.

6.	 According to the 1929 census, work professions on the 
island were the following: Maritime Sub Delegate (1), 
general administrators (2), workers (4), labor (86), farmers 
(39), foremen (2), teachers (2), servants (1), carpenters 
(6), cooks (1) and fishermen (18). The total inhabitants in 
the census come to 384 and were composed of 83 men, 
98 women, 106 male children and 97 female children. At 
the same time the census mentions 14 lepers, 110 infants 
and 67 school children. The term “labor” possibly refers 
to essentially domestic tasks (the workers in this case are 
only women) (AIV 1929a:Folios 60-72).

7.	 The Rapanui use of maize as a form of exchange connects 
with the already mentioned process of monetization of 
the islands economy (Delsing pers. comm. 2012). These 
crops were used by the Company as food on the pig farms 
near Mataveri.

8.	 Among the group of Rapanui close to State functionaries 
we can mention, apart from Juan Tepano, were Juan 
Araki, Pedro Atan, Rubén Hotus and Nicolás Pakomio 
Angata. In the case of islanders close to the CEDIP, the 
mestizo children of the following families stand out: Paoa 
Bornier, Tuki Kaituoe and from a later date, the children 
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Figure 1. Pacific basin map showing Polynesian (other than New Zealand) and American locations discussed in text.

Figure 2. Rapa Nui map showing 
locations discussed in text.
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem of the American sweet potato in Oceania

with occupation between AD 1400-1700 on the flat 
Maunga Puko Puhi hilltop (Stevenson & Haoa 1998; 
Stevenson et al. 1999), although the extent of mulch 
construction there is unclear. Below the hilltop, dated 
charcoal from a planting pit beneath (and not clearly 
associated with) a lithic mulch soil is calibrated AD 
1149-1398, while a single ‘carbon fleck’ from a planting 
pit associated with lithic mulch is dated AD 1460-1632 
(2-sigma calibration) (Wozniak and Stevenson 2008:62, 
72, 77; cf., pp. 72, 77). 

Planting pits filled with fertilizing and, perhaps, 
moisture-retaining materials would have ensured the 
availability of a nutritious matrix around the plant. 
These pits may have been deepened in drier years 
(Stevenson et al. 2006:934). The identity of cultigens 
within these features is not directly confirmed. Probable 
Ipomoea microbotanical remains are reported from 
the anthropogenic Te Niu soils (along with yam and 
taro), although there is as yet no unequivocal botanical 
identification of sweet potato from early agricultural 
features (Horrocks & Wozniak 2008). Stevenson et 
al. (2006:922, 934) propose that sweet potatoes were 
cultivated in shallow planting pits, while “deeply rooted 
crops” were grown in deeper pits.

Crop identification is more straightforward in 
archaeological fields of cooler central New Zealand 
extending to eastern South Island Banks Peninsula. 
Here pre-contact Māori cultivation was restricted to 
gourd and kūmara in general. Dry taro is reported in 
one archaeological situation only while yam will not 
grow in this relatively cool New Zealand region (Barber 
2004; Leach 1984). 

As discrete site types, planting pits and constructed, 
rocky cultivation soils that retained heat and assisted 

Figure 4. New Zealand and northwestern South Island (Golden 
Bay) maps showing locations discussed in text.

Figure 3. “Typical” lithic mulch soil profile 
published by Wozniak (1999:Figure 2A) from 
the Te Niu sampling area, Rapa Nui (see Figure 
2). The lithic mulch layer is 30-40cm deep above 
an agricultural “plaggen” soil that is “dark 
brown... rich in organic material and... light and 
porous in texture” (Wozniak 1999:96, Figure 
2A). Two planting pits of “darker soil” intrude 
from the lower plaggen horizon into a clay rich 
B-Horizon. The B-Horizon is characterized 
by pores formed by Jubaea palm roots from 
the pre-agricultural forest (Wozniak 1999:97, 
Figure 2A; see also Stevenson et al. 2006).
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[Unwillingness to work is inherent in the natives, 
since they are so accustomed to laziness that were 
they to have ten hectares of land, they would sow only 
three, enough to grow a bit of maize, sweet potato 
and bananas, adding some watermelon, all of which 
is enough for the whole year, helped of course by the 
figs in the streets, because there are days that these 
people only eat figs… Neither are they worried about 
clothing, since they know these are sent as gifts by 
the Navy on the continent… when in want of some 
novelty, such as cigarettes and alcohol, which they 
excessively indulge in, they obtain what they desire 
by exchanging them for monkeys [carved figures], 
bananas, or sweet potato.]

However, in the same document, State functionaries 
recognized that the Rapanui capacity to develop successful 
and productive commercial activities afforded them not 
only subsistence but also a not inconsiderable surplus.

“[…] en conformidad a las estadísticas mensuales 
pasadas por la Compañía, puedo decir que las entradas 
en dinero efectivo que perciben los nativos en el año, 
por capítulo de sueldos, jornales, maíz, etc., etc., 
alcanza a CINCUENTA MIL PESOS ($50000.), de 
los cuales invierten en la Compañía en azúcar, té, 
arroz, harina, etc., etc., la suma de TREINTA MIL 
PESOS (30000.), porque ésta gente para alimentarse, 
emplean pescado, plátanos, camotes y otros artículos 
que no les cuesta nada, como así mismo la ropa 
para vestirse se las mandan de regalo, y sus vicios 
los adquieren cambiándolos por monos [se refiere 
a figuras talladas], de manera que no tienen en qué 
gastar todo el dinero que perciben durante todo el 
año. En vista de todos estos cálculos y por varias otras 
razones, puedo asegurar a US. que hay muchos nativos 
que tienen bastante dinero guardado, lo que deja de 
manifiesto que ésta gente no es pobre ni necesitada, asi 
que esa obra caritativa que se crée hacer enviándoles 
ropas y regalos, es preciso que se sepa, que con ello 
no se consigue otra cosa, que fomentarles el vicio de 
la flojera y el robo […]” (AMM 1936:31).

[… In line with the monthly statistics compiled by 
the Company, I can say that the income in cash the 
natives receive per year, accounting for salaries, wages 
and corn, etc., etc., reaches FIFTY THOUSAND 
PESOS ($50,000), of which they invest THIRTY 
THOUSAND ($30,000) in sugar, tea, rice, flour, etc., 
etc., in the Company, because these people in order to 
feed themselves, use fish, bananas, sweet potato and 
other produce which does not cost them anything, 
even the clothes they use to dress themselves are 
sent to them as gifts, and their vices are obtained by 
exchanging monkeys [carved figures], so that they 

have nothing to spend their earnings on during the 
whole year. In view of these calculations and for 
other reasons, I can assure you that there are many 
natives who have a considerable amount of money 
saved, which provides proof that these natives are 
neither wanting nor poor, as a result it is necessary 
to underline that the charitable enterprise of sending 
them clothes and gifts only succeeds in encouraging 
them to the vice of laziness and thievery…]

What benefits or incentives would the Rapanui have 
obtained had they accepted the levels of productivity, 
and the work discipline, which the authorities wished to 
impose? If we accept the above information as correct, 
the answer is none. As we have seen on other occasions 
and in a variety of areas, the island’s community 
members demonstrated sharp intelligence and a practical 
intuition in defense of their own interests.

Conclusions

The 1914 rebellion of Angata was a direct confrontation 
against the consolidation of the colonial presence 
on Rapa Nui. As a product of this rebellion and the 
need to spearhead a new “colonial pact” between the 
State, the Rapanui, and the Company, the government 
established the nominally independent Maritime 
Sub-Delegate for CEDIP in 1915. At the same time, the 
“Provisional Temperament,” signed in 1917, represented 
an important change in the framework of the island’s 
existing social relations.17	

The emergence of a more complex political system 
on Rapa Nui took on greater relevance during these 
decades. In contrast to the previous period that was 
characterized by a centralized apparatus of colonial 
power with a single political head, during these decades 
power split into two branches: the economy and political 
administration, with their respective charges represented 
in the administration of the CEDIP and the Maritime 
Sub-Delegation. These two branches supported and fed 
each other; the Sub-Delegation acting as the agent for 
the regulation of social relations and as the guarantor 
of the smooth functioning of the economic system, and 
the Company administration, at the same time, exerting 
a paternalistic authority over State institutions.18 

From the perspective of the indigenous population, 
the workings of State institutions were a direct 
exercise of power, whether implemented through the 
Sub-Delegates, Navy missions, or the rest of the island’s 
State institutions. In contrast to the previous period 
where power had been concentrated in the CEDIP 
administrator and the influence of the Company, during 
these years the true epicenter of colonial power on Rapa 
Nui appeared as “power behind power”. In other words, 
from then on the power of CEDIP was hidden behind 

Miguel Fuentes

Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201236

A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem of the American sweet potato in Oceania

with occupation between AD 1400-1700 on the flat 
Maunga Puko Puhi hilltop (Stevenson & Haoa 1998; 
Stevenson et al. 1999), although the extent of mulch 
construction there is unclear. Below the hilltop, dated 
charcoal from a planting pit beneath (and not clearly 
associated with) a lithic mulch soil is calibrated AD 
1149-1398, while a single ‘carbon fleck’ from a planting 
pit associated with lithic mulch is dated AD 1460-1632 
(2-sigma calibration) (Wozniak and Stevenson 2008:62, 
72, 77; cf., pp. 72, 77). 

Planting pits filled with fertilizing and, perhaps, 
moisture-retaining materials would have ensured the 
availability of a nutritious matrix around the plant. 
These pits may have been deepened in drier years 
(Stevenson et al. 2006:934). The identity of cultigens 
within these features is not directly confirmed. Probable 
Ipomoea microbotanical remains are reported from 
the anthropogenic Te Niu soils (along with yam and 
taro), although there is as yet no unequivocal botanical 
identification of sweet potato from early agricultural 
features (Horrocks & Wozniak 2008). Stevenson et 
al. (2006:922, 934) propose that sweet potatoes were 
cultivated in shallow planting pits, while “deeply rooted 
crops” were grown in deeper pits.

Crop identification is more straightforward in 
archaeological fields of cooler central New Zealand 
extending to eastern South Island Banks Peninsula. 
Here pre-contact Māori cultivation was restricted to 
gourd and kūmara in general. Dry taro is reported in 
one archaeological situation only while yam will not 
grow in this relatively cool New Zealand region (Barber 
2004; Leach 1984). 

As discrete site types, planting pits and constructed, 
rocky cultivation soils that retained heat and assisted 

Figure 4. New Zealand and northwestern South Island (Golden 
Bay) maps showing locations discussed in text.

Figure 3. “Typical” lithic mulch soil profile 
published by Wozniak (1999:Figure 2A) from 
the Te Niu sampling area, Rapa Nui (see Figure 
2). The lithic mulch layer is 30-40cm deep above 
an agricultural “plaggen” soil that is “dark 
brown... rich in organic material and... light and 
porous in texture” (Wozniak 1999:96, Figure 
2A). Two planting pits of “darker soil” intrude 
from the lower plaggen horizon into a clay rich 
B-Horizon. The B-Horizon is characterized 
by pores formed by Jubaea palm roots from 
the pre-agricultural forest (Wozniak 1999:97, 
Figure 2A; see also Stevenson et al. 2006).
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[Unwillingness to work is inherent in the natives, 
since they are so accustomed to laziness that were 
they to have ten hectares of land, they would sow only 
three, enough to grow a bit of maize, sweet potato 
and bananas, adding some watermelon, all of which 
is enough for the whole year, helped of course by the 
figs in the streets, because there are days that these 
people only eat figs… Neither are they worried about 
clothing, since they know these are sent as gifts by 
the Navy on the continent… when in want of some 
novelty, such as cigarettes and alcohol, which they 
excessively indulge in, they obtain what they desire 
by exchanging them for monkeys [carved figures], 
bananas, or sweet potato.]

However, in the same document, State functionaries 
recognized that the Rapanui capacity to develop successful 
and productive commercial activities afforded them not 
only subsistence but also a not inconsiderable surplus.

“[…] en conformidad a las estadísticas mensuales 
pasadas por la Compañía, puedo decir que las entradas 
en dinero efectivo que perciben los nativos en el año, 
por capítulo de sueldos, jornales, maíz, etc., etc., 
alcanza a CINCUENTA MIL PESOS ($50000.), de 
los cuales invierten en la Compañía en azúcar, té, 
arroz, harina, etc., etc., la suma de TREINTA MIL 
PESOS (30000.), porque ésta gente para alimentarse, 
emplean pescado, plátanos, camotes y otros artículos 
que no les cuesta nada, como así mismo la ropa 
para vestirse se las mandan de regalo, y sus vicios 
los adquieren cambiándolos por monos [se refiere 
a figuras talladas], de manera que no tienen en qué 
gastar todo el dinero que perciben durante todo el 
año. En vista de todos estos cálculos y por varias otras 
razones, puedo asegurar a US. que hay muchos nativos 
que tienen bastante dinero guardado, lo que deja de 
manifiesto que ésta gente no es pobre ni necesitada, asi 
que esa obra caritativa que se crée hacer enviándoles 
ropas y regalos, es preciso que se sepa, que con ello 
no se consigue otra cosa, que fomentarles el vicio de 
la flojera y el robo […]” (AMM 1936:31).

[… In line with the monthly statistics compiled by 
the Company, I can say that the income in cash the 
natives receive per year, accounting for salaries, wages 
and corn, etc., etc., reaches FIFTY THOUSAND 
PESOS ($50,000), of which they invest THIRTY 
THOUSAND ($30,000) in sugar, tea, rice, flour, etc., 
etc., in the Company, because these people in order to 
feed themselves, use fish, bananas, sweet potato and 
other produce which does not cost them anything, 
even the clothes they use to dress themselves are 
sent to them as gifts, and their vices are obtained by 
exchanging monkeys [carved figures], so that they 

have nothing to spend their earnings on during the 
whole year. In view of these calculations and for 
other reasons, I can assure you that there are many 
natives who have a considerable amount of money 
saved, which provides proof that these natives are 
neither wanting nor poor, as a result it is necessary 
to underline that the charitable enterprise of sending 
them clothes and gifts only succeeds in encouraging 
them to the vice of laziness and thievery…]

What benefits or incentives would the Rapanui have 
obtained had they accepted the levels of productivity, 
and the work discipline, which the authorities wished to 
impose? If we accept the above information as correct, 
the answer is none. As we have seen on other occasions 
and in a variety of areas, the island’s community 
members demonstrated sharp intelligence and a practical 
intuition in defense of their own interests.

Conclusions

The 1914 rebellion of Angata was a direct confrontation 
against the consolidation of the colonial presence 
on Rapa Nui. As a product of this rebellion and the 
need to spearhead a new “colonial pact” between the 
State, the Rapanui, and the Company, the government 
established the nominally independent Maritime 
Sub-Delegate for CEDIP in 1915. At the same time, the 
“Provisional Temperament,” signed in 1917, represented 
an important change in the framework of the island’s 
existing social relations.17	

The emergence of a more complex political system 
on Rapa Nui took on greater relevance during these 
decades. In contrast to the previous period that was 
characterized by a centralized apparatus of colonial 
power with a single political head, during these decades 
power split into two branches: the economy and political 
administration, with their respective charges represented 
in the administration of the CEDIP and the Maritime 
Sub-Delegation. These two branches supported and fed 
each other; the Sub-Delegation acting as the agent for 
the regulation of social relations and as the guarantor 
of the smooth functioning of the economic system, and 
the Company administration, at the same time, exerting 
a paternalistic authority over State institutions.18 

From the perspective of the indigenous population, 
the workings of State institutions were a direct 
exercise of power, whether implemented through the 
Sub-Delegates, Navy missions, or the rest of the island’s 
State institutions. In contrast to the previous period 
where power had been concentrated in the CEDIP 
administrator and the influence of the Company, during 
these years the true epicenter of colonial power on Rapa 
Nui appeared as “power behind power”. In other words, 
from then on the power of CEDIP was hidden behind 
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desear debido tan solo a la falta de policía para hacer 
cumplir el Reglamento vijente. Los matrimonios que 
en nota anterior dí cuenta a U.S., siguen separados 
como si el adulterio no fuese un delito castigado por 
la ley” (AMM 1921a).

[I have the honor of informing you that the conduct 
and morals of the natives leaves much to be desired 
due to the lack of police to enforce the legislation 
currently in force. The married couples that I 
mentioned in a previous correspondence to you are 
still separated, as though adultery was not an offence 
punishable by law.] 

Fifteen years later, Olalquiaga still lamented the 
unsuccessful attempts of the authorities to remedy this 
“ill”, and even appealed to the islanders themselves to 
reach a solution to the problem.

“[…] En vista de la situación por que atraviesan 
estos matrimonios, que juntamente con ser impropia, 
es hasta inmoral en algunos casos donde existen 
niños de cierta edad en que ya se dan cuenta de 
los malos actos de sus padres, que siendo casados 
viven públicamente los hombres con otras mujeres 
y las mujeres con otros hombres, comprendí que era 
necesario arreglar esta situación […] En vista del 
fracaso de mis propósitos, procedí a nombrar para que 
consiguieran de unir los matrimonios en desacuerdo, 
una Junta de conciliación, ó sea una Junta de hombres 
buenos, recayendo este nombramiento en las personas 
mas serias, de mayor edad y mayor respeto […] La 
labor desarrollada por esta Junta, fue nula, la lucha 
por conseguir el objetivo que se deseaba, fue estéril 
[…]” (AMM 1936:12).

[… In view of the situation experienced by these 
marriages, which are not only improper, but even 
immoral in those cases involving children of a 
certain age and who are aware of the deplorable acts 
of their parents; seeing as married men live openly 
with other women and women with other men, I saw 
it necessary to find a solution to the problem… in 
view of my objectives’ failures, I proceeded to name 
a reconciliation council in an attempt to reunite the 
marriages in disagreement, that is to say a council 
of good men, choosing in particular, respectable 
individuals of a mature age… the effort undertaken 
by this council came to nothing, and the fight for the 
desired objectives, proved unproductive…] 

The Rapanui responded similarly to another of 
Olalquiaga’s decrees, produced on the occasion of 
the killing of livestock by dogs, which the Company 
claimed belonged to indigenous peoples. They ignored 

the orders of the Sub-Delegate and refused to kill or 
hand over the dogs:

“En vista de este nuevo denuncio de la Compañía, 
sus determinaciones, y la resistencia de los nativos 
para entregar o matar los perros, les llame a todos a 
la Subdelegación a cuya citación no asistió nadie, 
viéndome obligado el Domingo ha hablarles en la 
Plaza “Libertad” a las 10 de la mañana, haciéndoles 
comprender en forma terminante, que aprobaba en 
todas sus partes la resolución de la Compañía, a la que 
se hacía solidaria esta Subdelegación y que a partir 
de esa fecha, la Subdelegación no le daría permiso a 
nadie para salir a pescar, mientras no terminaran los 
nativos con todos los perros […]” (AMM 1936:6).

[In view of these new charges pressed by the 
Company, the determination, and resistance of the 
natives to hand over or kill the dogs, I summoned 
them all to the Sub-Delegation, however they never 
turned up at the meeting, obliging me to talk to them 
on Sunday in “Liberty” Square at 10 in the morning, 
making them understand completely, that I approved 
the Company’s resolution in all its parts, and which 
the Sub-Delegation also supports, that from this day 
onwards, the Sub-Delegation will ban all fishing 
permits, until the natives deal with those dogs…] 

Further manifestations of indigenous disobedience 
can be seen in the relations of production. Here, the 
Rapanui were capable of confronting the western 
economic model with their own practices of production 
and exchange, influenced by ancient cultural traditions.16 
In this sense, the preservation of their cultural heritage 
constituted, among other things, an important challenge 
to the establishment of work regimes that had been 
designed in accordance with the criteria of modern 
economic organization that Chilean functionaries and 
the Company wanted to impose.

“Es algo innato en los nativos el no trabajar, pues 
están tan habituados a la flojera, que si tienen 10 
hectareas de terreno, siembran solo 3, lo suficiente 
para tener un poco de maíz, camotes y platanos, 
agregándole unas pocas sandías, todo lo cual es lo 
suficiente y lo necesario para todo el año, ayudados 
por cierto, con las higuieras de las calles, porque hay 
días que estas gentes no comen otra cosa que brevas 
[…] Sobre el vestuario, no se preocupan, porque 
saben que se los regalan ó se los envía la Marina 
del Continente […] ahora si desean una novedad, 
cigarrillos ó licores que les gusta en exeso, lo cambian 
por monos [se refiere a figuras talladas], platanos o 
camotes, obteniendo de esta manera lo extraordinario 
que desean.” (AMM 1936:22).

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
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drainage are identified from Māori archaeological field 
systems in northwestern South Island work, although 
generally not in direct association (Barber 2004:189-190, 
2010, in press a, in press b). Coastal Māori agricultural 
sites of eastern Golden Bay incorporate shallow planting 
pits in coarse, infertile granite derived sands (Figure 4). 
A standard archaeological cultivation sequence for 
this area includes a very dark grey to black sand upper 
layer (L1) on a basal layer of brownish-dark grey sand 
(L2). At Takapou, a sequence of rounded planting pits 
is identified in an exposed section along a steep eroding 
dune face (up to 3-4m above high tide). In one place 
these pits are recorded in sequence as cut from both dark 
L1 and lighter L2 units, generally <50cm wide and 20cm 
deep. At Tata Beach, several rounded, non-symmetrical 
pits between 20-38cm wide are cut from a basal L2 layer 
into light, culturally sterile sand up to 15cm deep near the 
crest of a consolidated dune. At Ligar Bay, rounded pits 
that are generally <40cm wide intrude up to 20cm deep 

into natural sand at the base of a homogenized L1-L2 
unit as recorded in a road cutting across a gentle coastal 
slope (Figure 5). Calibrated dates on marine shell and 
short-lived charcoal from L1 to upper L2 middens at 
Takapou, Tata Beach and Ligar Bay all converge about 
the sixteenth century AD (Barber 1999, 2003:440, in 
press a). No dates are available on the L2 planting pits cut 
into sterile sand in any of these locations. These basal pits 
represent, however, the first human imprint in this area. 

Comparable rounded archaeological pits 40-60cm 
wide and usually about 20cm deep have been investigated 
at Triangle Flat, northwestern Golden Bay. These pits 
intrude from the base of a black sand, Māori cultivation 
A-Horizon into a natural, beach shell and sand ridge 
(Figures 6 & 7). The pits are sometimes capped by 
discrete beach shell lenses applied as a hard surface 
mulch (Figure 7). Starch grains comparable to Ipomoea 
are identified in the microbotanical analysis of fill 
from a set of aligned, shallow pits, while starch grains 

Figure 6. Planting pit cluster in excavation plan, Triangle Flat, 
northwestern Golden Bay (see Barber in press b for further 
context). Starch grains comparable to Ipomoea are identified in 
black fill from a pit in this cluster (Barber in press b; Horrocks 
et al. 2004:155).

Figure 5. Archaeological planting pits identified by dark sand 
fill (2) cut into natural, light yellowish brown sand (3), shown 
in exposed slope section, Ligar Bay, eastern Golden Bay (Photo 
by Ian Barber, 2006).
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en nota anterior dí cuenta a U.S., siguen separados 
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[I have the honor of informing you that the conduct 
and morals of the natives leaves much to be desired 
due to the lack of police to enforce the legislation 
currently in force. The married couples that I 
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still separated, as though adultery was not an offence 
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unsuccessful attempts of the authorities to remedy this 
“ill”, and even appealed to the islanders themselves to 
reach a solution to the problem.
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es hasta inmoral en algunos casos donde existen 
niños de cierta edad en que ya se dan cuenta de 
los malos actos de sus padres, que siendo casados 
viven públicamente los hombres con otras mujeres 
y las mujeres con otros hombres, comprendí que era 
necesario arreglar esta situación […] En vista del 
fracaso de mis propósitos, procedí a nombrar para que 
consiguieran de unir los matrimonios en desacuerdo, 
una Junta de conciliación, ó sea una Junta de hombres 
buenos, recayendo este nombramiento en las personas 
mas serias, de mayor edad y mayor respeto […] La 
labor desarrollada por esta Junta, fue nula, la lucha 
por conseguir el objetivo que se deseaba, fue estéril 
[…]” (AMM 1936:12).

[… In view of the situation experienced by these 
marriages, which are not only improper, but even 
immoral in those cases involving children of a 
certain age and who are aware of the deplorable acts 
of their parents; seeing as married men live openly 
with other women and women with other men, I saw 
it necessary to find a solution to the problem… in 
view of my objectives’ failures, I proceeded to name 
a reconciliation council in an attempt to reunite the 
marriages in disagreement, that is to say a council 
of good men, choosing in particular, respectable 
individuals of a mature age… the effort undertaken 
by this council came to nothing, and the fight for the 
desired objectives, proved unproductive…] 

The Rapanui responded similarly to another of 
Olalquiaga’s decrees, produced on the occasion of 
the killing of livestock by dogs, which the Company 
claimed belonged to indigenous peoples. They ignored 

the orders of the Sub-Delegate and refused to kill or 
hand over the dogs:

“En vista de este nuevo denuncio de la Compañía, 
sus determinaciones, y la resistencia de los nativos 
para entregar o matar los perros, les llame a todos a 
la Subdelegación a cuya citación no asistió nadie, 
viéndome obligado el Domingo ha hablarles en la 
Plaza “Libertad” a las 10 de la mañana, haciéndoles 
comprender en forma terminante, que aprobaba en 
todas sus partes la resolución de la Compañía, a la que 
se hacía solidaria esta Subdelegación y que a partir 
de esa fecha, la Subdelegación no le daría permiso a 
nadie para salir a pescar, mientras no terminaran los 
nativos con todos los perros […]” (AMM 1936:6).

[In view of these new charges pressed by the 
Company, the determination, and resistance of the 
natives to hand over or kill the dogs, I summoned 
them all to the Sub-Delegation, however they never 
turned up at the meeting, obliging me to talk to them 
on Sunday in “Liberty” Square at 10 in the morning, 
making them understand completely, that I approved 
the Company’s resolution in all its parts, and which 
the Sub-Delegation also supports, that from this day 
onwards, the Sub-Delegation will ban all fishing 
permits, until the natives deal with those dogs…] 

Further manifestations of indigenous disobedience 
can be seen in the relations of production. Here, the 
Rapanui were capable of confronting the western 
economic model with their own practices of production 
and exchange, influenced by ancient cultural traditions.16 
In this sense, the preservation of their cultural heritage 
constituted, among other things, an important challenge 
to the establishment of work regimes that had been 
designed in accordance with the criteria of modern 
economic organization that Chilean functionaries and 
the Company wanted to impose.

“Es algo innato en los nativos el no trabajar, pues 
están tan habituados a la flojera, que si tienen 10 
hectareas de terreno, siembran solo 3, lo suficiente 
para tener un poco de maíz, camotes y platanos, 
agregándole unas pocas sandías, todo lo cual es lo 
suficiente y lo necesario para todo el año, ayudados 
por cierto, con las higuieras de las calles, porque hay 
días que estas gentes no comen otra cosa que brevas 
[…] Sobre el vestuario, no se preocupan, porque 
saben que se los regalan ó se los envía la Marina 
del Continente […] ahora si desean una novedad, 
cigarrillos ó licores que les gusta en exeso, lo cambian 
por monos [se refiere a figuras talladas], platanos o 
camotes, obteniendo de esta manera lo extraordinario 
que desean.” (AMM 1936:22).

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
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drainage are identified from Māori archaeological field 
systems in northwestern South Island work, although 
generally not in direct association (Barber 2004:189-190, 
2010, in press a, in press b). Coastal Māori agricultural 
sites of eastern Golden Bay incorporate shallow planting 
pits in coarse, infertile granite derived sands (Figure 4). 
A standard archaeological cultivation sequence for 
this area includes a very dark grey to black sand upper 
layer (L1) on a basal layer of brownish-dark grey sand 
(L2). At Takapou, a sequence of rounded planting pits 
is identified in an exposed section along a steep eroding 
dune face (up to 3-4m above high tide). In one place 
these pits are recorded in sequence as cut from both dark 
L1 and lighter L2 units, generally <50cm wide and 20cm 
deep. At Tata Beach, several rounded, non-symmetrical 
pits between 20-38cm wide are cut from a basal L2 layer 
into light, culturally sterile sand up to 15cm deep near the 
crest of a consolidated dune. At Ligar Bay, rounded pits 
that are generally <40cm wide intrude up to 20cm deep 

into natural sand at the base of a homogenized L1-L2 
unit as recorded in a road cutting across a gentle coastal 
slope (Figure 5). Calibrated dates on marine shell and 
short-lived charcoal from L1 to upper L2 middens at 
Takapou, Tata Beach and Ligar Bay all converge about 
the sixteenth century AD (Barber 1999, 2003:440, in 
press a). No dates are available on the L2 planting pits cut 
into sterile sand in any of these locations. These basal pits 
represent, however, the first human imprint in this area. 

Comparable rounded archaeological pits 40-60cm 
wide and usually about 20cm deep have been investigated 
at Triangle Flat, northwestern Golden Bay. These pits 
intrude from the base of a black sand, Māori cultivation 
A-Horizon into a natural, beach shell and sand ridge 
(Figures 6 & 7). The pits are sometimes capped by 
discrete beach shell lenses applied as a hard surface 
mulch (Figure 7). Starch grains comparable to Ipomoea 
are identified in the microbotanical analysis of fill 
from a set of aligned, shallow pits, while starch grains 

Figure 6. Planting pit cluster in excavation plan, Triangle Flat, 
northwestern Golden Bay (see Barber in press b for further 
context). Starch grains comparable to Ipomoea are identified in 
black fill from a pit in this cluster (Barber in press b; Horrocks 
et al. 2004:155).

Figure 5. Archaeological planting pits identified by dark sand 
fill (2) cut into natural, light yellowish brown sand (3), shown 
in exposed slope section, Ligar Bay, eastern Golden Bay (Photo 
by Ian Barber, 2006).
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem of the American sweet potato in Oceania

comparable to taro are identified in a rare 50cm deep pit 
(Figure 6; Barber 2004:189-190 and Figure 8.5, in press 
b; Horrocks et al. 2004:149-51, 155). A minimum age 
for Triangle Flat planting pits is derived from a cluster 
of calibrated marine dates from midden deposited above, 
but not in direct association with, several pit features. At 
two sigma, these Triangle Flat midden dates all overlap 
about the sixteenth century AD (Barber in press b).

These northern South Island planting pits may well 
represent a cognate, early Polynesian agronomy. Beyond 
the Rapa Nui evidence discussed above, comparable 
archaeological dry soil features are recorded on Hawai‘i 
Island (Allen 2004:198, 216) and from North Island 
Māori cultivation sites in the Hamilton region of the 
Waikato River basin (Gumbley et al. 2004) and (with 
a little less certainty) on Moturua Island, northern Bay 
of Islands (Peters 1975). It is of particular comparative 
note that kūmara were cultivated in light soils in some 
early, shallow Rapa Nui pits and in sandy soils in early, 
and similarly shallow, northern South Island pits. 

Ethnobotany
The rich Hawaiian ethnographic record in particular 
identifies kūmara plantings in pits as well as mounds, 
frequently in combination. From dry slopes on Maui and 
Hawai‘i in the Hawaiian group, Handy et al. (1991:131) 
reported kūmara cultivation in “small pockets” of 
disintegrating lava where fertilizer, fine gravel and 
stones were gathered around the vines “without much 
mounding”. Further to the observation that “ancient 
Hawaiians planted potatoes in mounds,” Handy et al. 
(1991:130-131) also observed that where the soil was 

“powdery and dry”, the earth was heaped into small 
mounds only, with sweet potato slips “placed vertically 
in holes made with the digging stick” so that “the base 
of the cutting is six to eight inches in the ground” (see 
also Handy et al. 1991:137 for a traditional account of 
sweet potato planting holes). 

Other Hawaiian observers reinforce the point. 
Kamakau (1976:24) described excavations for sweet 
potato slips as “planting holes”, while Malo (1951:205) 
noted that “the soil was raised into hills … or the stems 
might merely be thrust into the ground anyhow, and the 
hilling done after the plants were grown.” The reports 
by Handy et al. in particular suggest that sweet potato 
planting holes were dug in very dry soil conditions (cf. 
Handy et al. 1991:131 on the practice of sweet potato 
“high mounding” in damp soils). This evidence is 
consistent with the convergence of Oceanic yam and 
kūmara planting techniques identified above in the early 
Polynesian archaeological record.

Ethnobotanical accounts also highlight important 
growth advantages of sweet potato over dry yam and 
taro. “In particular,” Leach (2005:69) has observed, 
“sweet potato could be planted at any time of the year 
[in tropical Polynesia], using sections of vine, in contrast 
with yam which was planted seasonally using tuber 
sections.” For planters in ‘Old Hawaii’, Handy et al. 
(1991:127) noted, sweet potato was “more valuable” 
than taro “in three ways”:

“It can be grown in much less favorable localities, 
both with respect to sun and soil; it matures in three 
to six months (as against nine to eighteen months for 

Figure 7. Photograph of planting pit section from Triangle Flat pit cluster (A-B 
at Figure 6). The topsoil presents a black sand Ap-Horizon incorporating discrete 
beach shell deposits (interpreted as mulch surfaces in Barber in press b). The central 
planting pit is capped by a beach shell lens and intrudes from the Ap-Horizon into 
a natural ridge of beach shell and lighter colored sand (Photo by Ian Barber, 2001).
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While it is unclear whether the episode actually dealt 
with the theft of livestock or a domestic squabble, this 
incident highlights the high incidence of animal theft, 
and illustrates the high levels of mistrust on behalf of 
the authorities with respect to the indigenous Rapanui, 
including those who, like the foreman, occupied 
positions of responsibility within the Company.

Insubordination and Disobedience
One of the central concerns of the State authorities 
and the Company was the implementation of a series 
of ordinances designed to control the daily lives of the 
indigenous population. These had as their objective 
the regimentation of the lives of Rapanui inhabitants 
– categorized as “thieves”, “rebellious”, and “lazy” 
– in order to force the inhabitants to abandon their 
“bad habits” and reach a “civilized” condition in their 
activities, beliefs and morale. With this in mind, Chilean 
functionaries deployed a series of disciplinary strategies 
on the indigenous population that ranged from coercive 
measures, including prohibitions, restrictions, and 
punishments, to others aimed at co-opting the island’s 
population. Beyond the already known restrictions on 
free circulation, navigation and the strict rules that 
prevented the Rapanui from leaving the island, these 
measures also included coercive strategies that prevented 
the indigenous peoples from walking the streets of 
Hanga Roa after nine at night and obliged them to 
perform “community work” – called “fiscal Mondays”.13 
On top of that, fines were charged for failing to adhere 
to hygiene and cleanliness norms, and punishments were 
dealt out that ranged from forced labor, to whipping, and 
the shackling of prisoners.14

The colonial institutions also spearheaded attempts 
to co-opt islanders, by attempting to feed a feeling of 
national identity among the islanders in the hopes of 
creating a framework for social consensus between the 
authorities and the indigenous population.15 Certain spaces 
of indigenous participation, under the watchful eye of the 
Maritime Sub-Delegation, were created in the school 
and the church. These included the creation of whistle 
bands made up of students who performed at public 
events, awards ceremonies for the most accomplished 
students, urbanization plans, the construction of houses 
for indigenous families, and the election of municipal 
and religious event representatives (AIV 1926:Folios 16 
& 18; AIV 1927:Folio 39(20); AMM 1936:12).

However, even within this context, the island’s 
authorities were not at liberty to confront the obstinacy of 
the islanders. When considered together, the emergence 
of strikes, insubordination, and the simultaneous and 
constant robberies, mainly of livestock, represented 
a tenacious resistance on the part of indigenous 
communities to the disciplinary measures of control 
implemented by the State and Company institutions. 

Through cunning practices, the indigenous community 
even came to take advantage of the internal divisions of 
colonial power, thereby subverting it. Olalquiaga states:

“Los nativos bien confiados en el gran apoyo que 
tienen en los Srs. Oficiales y comandantes de buques, 
que todo reclamo acompañado de calumnias que 
hacen en contra del Subdelegado, es oído y creído, 
no quieren obedecer las órdenes que imparte la 
Subdelegación, haciendo ver que ellos no cumplen 
otra orden que la que les dijo el papá comandante” 
(AMM 1936:24).

[The natives are trusting in the great support they have 
in the officials and commanders of the Navy, where 
all their grievances and slanderous complaints against 
the Sub-Delegation are heard and believed, and as a 
result refuse to obey the orders of the Sub-Delegation, 
saying that they will not receive orders other than 
those received from their father commander.] 

The Sub-Delegate Recabarran expressed a similar 
opinion a few years earlier, manifesting his discontent 
over the obstinate lack of discipline among the 
indigenous Rapanui:

“[…] hay que decir la verdad de las cosas; esta jente 
abusa de más, nó se contenta con lo que se le dá, 
sino que quieren más y se hacen mal unos con otros, 
molestando á cada momento a ésta oficina; y muchos 
de ellos con atropellos etc […] Hay varias personas, 
que ni piden permisos sacan terrenos y abusan demás. 
Lo que se necesita aquí son carabineros para hacer 
cumplir órdenes” (AIV 1929c:Folio 58-59(30)).

[… The truth must be told; these people take 
advantage, they are discontent with what is given 
to them, and demand more, pitting one against the 
other and bothering this office at every opportunity; 
many of them with impatience, etc… there are many 
people who take land, not even bothering to apply for 
permits all the while demanding even more. What is 
needed here is a police force to impose law and order.]

Moreover, many of the decrees issued during this 
period were simply ignored by the island’s inhabitants. 
An example can be seen in the constant complaints of 
the island’s State, and church, functionaries of the “bad 
examples” that many “adulterous” Rapanui couples were 
setting and which the authorities sought unsuccessfully 
to regulate. As the Sub-Delegate Acuña mentioned in 
one of his reports to the continent:

“Tengo el honor de informar a U.S., que la moral y 
conducta de los naturales de esta, deja mucho que 
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comparable to taro are identified in a rare 50cm deep pit 
(Figure 6; Barber 2004:189-190 and Figure 8.5, in press 
b; Horrocks et al. 2004:149-51, 155). A minimum age 
for Triangle Flat planting pits is derived from a cluster 
of calibrated marine dates from midden deposited above, 
but not in direct association with, several pit features. At 
two sigma, these Triangle Flat midden dates all overlap 
about the sixteenth century AD (Barber in press b).

These northern South Island planting pits may well 
represent a cognate, early Polynesian agronomy. Beyond 
the Rapa Nui evidence discussed above, comparable 
archaeological dry soil features are recorded on Hawai‘i 
Island (Allen 2004:198, 216) and from North Island 
Māori cultivation sites in the Hamilton region of the 
Waikato River basin (Gumbley et al. 2004) and (with 
a little less certainty) on Moturua Island, northern Bay 
of Islands (Peters 1975). It is of particular comparative 
note that kūmara were cultivated in light soils in some 
early, shallow Rapa Nui pits and in sandy soils in early, 
and similarly shallow, northern South Island pits. 

Ethnobotany
The rich Hawaiian ethnographic record in particular 
identifies kūmara plantings in pits as well as mounds, 
frequently in combination. From dry slopes on Maui and 
Hawai‘i in the Hawaiian group, Handy et al. (1991:131) 
reported kūmara cultivation in “small pockets” of 
disintegrating lava where fertilizer, fine gravel and 
stones were gathered around the vines “without much 
mounding”. Further to the observation that “ancient 
Hawaiians planted potatoes in mounds,” Handy et al. 
(1991:130-131) also observed that where the soil was 

“powdery and dry”, the earth was heaped into small 
mounds only, with sweet potato slips “placed vertically 
in holes made with the digging stick” so that “the base 
of the cutting is six to eight inches in the ground” (see 
also Handy et al. 1991:137 for a traditional account of 
sweet potato planting holes). 

Other Hawaiian observers reinforce the point. 
Kamakau (1976:24) described excavations for sweet 
potato slips as “planting holes”, while Malo (1951:205) 
noted that “the soil was raised into hills … or the stems 
might merely be thrust into the ground anyhow, and the 
hilling done after the plants were grown.” The reports 
by Handy et al. in particular suggest that sweet potato 
planting holes were dug in very dry soil conditions (cf. 
Handy et al. 1991:131 on the practice of sweet potato 
“high mounding” in damp soils). This evidence is 
consistent with the convergence of Oceanic yam and 
kūmara planting techniques identified above in the early 
Polynesian archaeological record.

Ethnobotanical accounts also highlight important 
growth advantages of sweet potato over dry yam and 
taro. “In particular,” Leach (2005:69) has observed, 
“sweet potato could be planted at any time of the year 
[in tropical Polynesia], using sections of vine, in contrast 
with yam which was planted seasonally using tuber 
sections.” For planters in ‘Old Hawaii’, Handy et al. 
(1991:127) noted, sweet potato was “more valuable” 
than taro “in three ways”:

“It can be grown in much less favorable localities, 
both with respect to sun and soil; it matures in three 
to six months (as against nine to eighteen months for 

Figure 7. Photograph of planting pit section from Triangle Flat pit cluster (A-B 
at Figure 6). The topsoil presents a black sand Ap-Horizon incorporating discrete 
beach shell deposits (interpreted as mulch surfaces in Barber in press b). The central 
planting pit is capped by a beach shell lens and intrudes from the Ap-Horizon into 
a natural ridge of beach shell and lighter colored sand (Photo by Ian Barber, 2001).
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While it is unclear whether the episode actually dealt 
with the theft of livestock or a domestic squabble, this 
incident highlights the high incidence of animal theft, 
and illustrates the high levels of mistrust on behalf of 
the authorities with respect to the indigenous Rapanui, 
including those who, like the foreman, occupied 
positions of responsibility within the Company.

Insubordination and Disobedience
One of the central concerns of the State authorities 
and the Company was the implementation of a series 
of ordinances designed to control the daily lives of the 
indigenous population. These had as their objective 
the regimentation of the lives of Rapanui inhabitants 
– categorized as “thieves”, “rebellious”, and “lazy” 
– in order to force the inhabitants to abandon their 
“bad habits” and reach a “civilized” condition in their 
activities, beliefs and morale. With this in mind, Chilean 
functionaries deployed a series of disciplinary strategies 
on the indigenous population that ranged from coercive 
measures, including prohibitions, restrictions, and 
punishments, to others aimed at co-opting the island’s 
population. Beyond the already known restrictions on 
free circulation, navigation and the strict rules that 
prevented the Rapanui from leaving the island, these 
measures also included coercive strategies that prevented 
the indigenous peoples from walking the streets of 
Hanga Roa after nine at night and obliged them to 
perform “community work” – called “fiscal Mondays”.13 
On top of that, fines were charged for failing to adhere 
to hygiene and cleanliness norms, and punishments were 
dealt out that ranged from forced labor, to whipping, and 
the shackling of prisoners.14

The colonial institutions also spearheaded attempts 
to co-opt islanders, by attempting to feed a feeling of 
national identity among the islanders in the hopes of 
creating a framework for social consensus between the 
authorities and the indigenous population.15 Certain spaces 
of indigenous participation, under the watchful eye of the 
Maritime Sub-Delegation, were created in the school 
and the church. These included the creation of whistle 
bands made up of students who performed at public 
events, awards ceremonies for the most accomplished 
students, urbanization plans, the construction of houses 
for indigenous families, and the election of municipal 
and religious event representatives (AIV 1926:Folios 16 
& 18; AIV 1927:Folio 39(20); AMM 1936:12).

However, even within this context, the island’s 
authorities were not at liberty to confront the obstinacy of 
the islanders. When considered together, the emergence 
of strikes, insubordination, and the simultaneous and 
constant robberies, mainly of livestock, represented 
a tenacious resistance on the part of indigenous 
communities to the disciplinary measures of control 
implemented by the State and Company institutions. 

Through cunning practices, the indigenous community 
even came to take advantage of the internal divisions of 
colonial power, thereby subverting it. Olalquiaga states:

“Los nativos bien confiados en el gran apoyo que 
tienen en los Srs. Oficiales y comandantes de buques, 
que todo reclamo acompañado de calumnias que 
hacen en contra del Subdelegado, es oído y creído, 
no quieren obedecer las órdenes que imparte la 
Subdelegación, haciendo ver que ellos no cumplen 
otra orden que la que les dijo el papá comandante” 
(AMM 1936:24).

[The natives are trusting in the great support they have 
in the officials and commanders of the Navy, where 
all their grievances and slanderous complaints against 
the Sub-Delegation are heard and believed, and as a 
result refuse to obey the orders of the Sub-Delegation, 
saying that they will not receive orders other than 
those received from their father commander.] 

The Sub-Delegate Recabarran expressed a similar 
opinion a few years earlier, manifesting his discontent 
over the obstinate lack of discipline among the 
indigenous Rapanui:

“[…] hay que decir la verdad de las cosas; esta jente 
abusa de más, nó se contenta con lo que se le dá, 
sino que quieren más y se hacen mal unos con otros, 
molestando á cada momento a ésta oficina; y muchos 
de ellos con atropellos etc […] Hay varias personas, 
que ni piden permisos sacan terrenos y abusan demás. 
Lo que se necesita aquí son carabineros para hacer 
cumplir órdenes” (AIV 1929c:Folio 58-59(30)).

[… The truth must be told; these people take 
advantage, they are discontent with what is given 
to them, and demand more, pitting one against the 
other and bothering this office at every opportunity; 
many of them with impatience, etc… there are many 
people who take land, not even bothering to apply for 
permits all the while demanding even more. What is 
needed here is a police force to impose law and order.]

Moreover, many of the decrees issued during this 
period were simply ignored by the island’s inhabitants. 
An example can be seen in the constant complaints of 
the island’s State, and church, functionaries of the “bad 
examples” that many “adulterous” Rapanui couples were 
setting and which the authorities sought unsuccessfully 
to regulate. As the Sub-Delegate Acuña mentioned in 
one of his reports to the continent:

“Tengo el honor de informar a U.S., que la moral y 
conducta de los naturales de esta, deja mucho que 
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Jara, diciéndoles que yó le había mandado para que se 
sacara un traje de loneta de la sala de la Escuela, y el 
Domingo 9, a la salida de misa en la Plaza “Libertad”, 
en presencia de mis subalternos y de muchos nativos, 
me confirmó lo dicho, que era verdad que yó lo había 
mandado a ello. Ante tan grave calumnia, le hice 
apresar y lo puse en el calabozo, de donde se fugó esa 
misma noche, llevándose entre otras especies, un par 
de pantalones de loneta, sin que hasta la fecha sepa 
yó donde se encuentra y nadie quiera dar razones de 
él […] aunque yo he sabido que anda en el pueblo y 
aún ha mandado solicitar permiso para salir a pescar” 
(AMM 1936:6-7).

[Having received the corresponding claim on the 
same day by Ines Teao… I called Felipe Teao and 
asked him to explain the charge pressed against him 
to which he immediately confessed responsibility 
[for the theft of a cut of cloth] so as not to be set free 
[seeing as a prisoner he was provided with food and 
assured other guarantees]. In view of his offence and 
his spontaneous confession... I condemned him to 15 
more days in prison, with forced labor, a punishment 
he completed with good behavior. At the end of his 
term he asked me to keep him at the Sub-Delegation, 
which I gladly accepted, keeping him with the Sub-
Delegation’s ordnance of $20 monthly, but after 15 
days of his services I saw it necessary to fire him, 
the cause being that during his stay as a worker, he 
took a glazed iron flask and a bucket belonging to the 
Sub-Delegation, items which he promised to return 
or pay costs… Furthermore, on the night of the 3rd 
of February, not being satisfied with the offences he 
had committed, he presented himself to the Caretaker 
Casas and the Sailor Jara, saying that I had sent him 
to retrieve a sailcloth suit from the school hall, and 
on Sunday the 9th, upon leaving Mass in “Liberty” 
Square and in the presence of my subordinates and 
many natives, he confirmed the latter, saying verily 
that I had sent him to that effect. Before such a grave 
slander, I had him arrested and put him in prison from 
where he escaped that same night, taking with him 
among other items a pair of sail cloth trousers, which 
until the present day I have been unable to trace and 
nobody is willing to testify his whereabouts… even 
though I know he is somewhere in the town having 
even applied for a fishing permit.]

The arrival of ships to the island presented another 
auspicious opportunity for theft, mainly targeting the 
ship’s marines. As Olalquiaga describes:

“El día 14 de Febrero recaló en ésta el Transporte 
“Maipo”, y como es costumbre de los isleños, 
llegando cualquier barco, van a cambiar sus toromiros, 

camotes ó plátanos, por ropas, cigarrillos, comestibles 
ó licores, pero muchos otros van a aprovechar las 
aglomeraciones que se producen a bordo, para 
substraerse lo que pueden, como sucedió en esta 
ocasión, cuyos protagonistas fueron Miguel Teao, 
Felipe Chavez y Gabriel Tuko.” (AMM 1936:8).

[On the 14th day of February the “Maipo” put into port, 
and as is custom of the islanders upon the arrival of 
any ship, they approach to exchange woodcarvings, 
sweet potato, bananas for clothes, cigarettes, food 
and liquor, but many others go to take advantage of 
the large gatherings produced aboard, to take what 
they can, as was the case on this occasion and whose 
protagonists were Miguel Teao, Felipe Chavez and 
Gabriel Tuko.]

Finally, livestock theft figured as one of the most 
frequent forms of robbery, and one that damaged 
the Company’s interests. On certain occasions, those 
robberies even involved the complicity of foremen and 
the police, who often had family ties to the perpetrators.

“Se presentó un denuncio de robo de un cordero 
a la Cia. E. I. de Pascua con fecha 2 de Agosto; 
inmediatamente el Sr. Administrador me dio el aviso 
por teléfono, que su capataz Alberto Paoa sabía quien 
era y que por ser su pariente nó comunicaba á él lo 
sucedido. Ese aviso lo hizo él Sr. Prefecto a la Cia, 
dandole el aviso en la tarde del dia 20, sin pasar a la 
Subdelegación Maritima […] Llamé a mi oficina, 
al Capataz, Alberto Paoa y a Isaias Fatti […] quién 
era el ladrón, según el denuncio y a quién el capataz 
apollava […] a Pedro Atan y Sra; […] a Hotus y a 
Marta Paoa de Fatti. Todos declararon que nó había 
robo y que lo único que se trataba era cuestión de celo 
entre Inés de Atan y Marta Paoa de Fatti […]” (AIV 
1930b:Folios 169(97)-170).

[The theft of a lamb was reported to the Company 
E.I. of Easter Island on the 2nd of August; the 
Administrator immediately informed me over the 
telephone, that his foreman Alberto Paoa knew 
who was responsible, but because he was a family 
member could not tell him what had happened. The 
report was transmitted by the Prefect to the Company, 
on the afternoon of the 20th day, without attending 
the Maritime Sub-Delegation… I summoned the 
foreman, Alberto Paoa and Isaias Fatti to my office…, 
who according to the charges was the thief and aided 
by the foreman… by Pedro Atan and his wife; … by 
Hotus and by Marta Paoa Fatti. All present declared 
that there had never been a robbery and that jealous 
rivalry between Ines Atan and Marta Paoa Fatti was 
all the event was about …] 

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
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taro); and it requires much less labor in planting and 
care in cultivation.”  

With respect to the f irst point, Handy et al. 
(1991:128) observed that “clay appears to be the only 
soil to which sweet potatoes cannot adapt themselves.” 
Thus, sweet potato cultivations are reported from 
humus-rich soils as well as “gravelly semi-decomposed 
lava” and “in white coral sand mixed with red soil” 
(Handy et al. 1991:128-129; see also p. 131). On the 
sweet potato growth advantage, Handy et al. (1991:101, 
179) noted that even highly productive wet (irrigated) 
taro crops require six to eight months until maturation, 
while yam tubers mature after nine months or longer. 
Malo (1951:42) observed that “the uala [kūmara] grows 
abundantly on the kula lands, or dry plains” and “ripens 
quickly, say in four or five months after planting.” 
Kamakau (1976:27) also described fast-growing sweet 
potato varieties “which prevented famine because they 
bore quickly…as soon as the vines spread out on the 
mounds they would begin to bear, and in four or five 
weeks after planting the mounds were full of potatoes.” 

These ethnobotanical insights begin to clarify 
the early agricultural record in marginal Polynesia. 
Planting pits dug into free-draining sandy soils of coastal 
northern South Island dunes and slopes extended a 
yam-like agronomy into a relatively infertile growing 
medium and cool climate that Dioscorea – yam would 
never tolerate. New opportunities and options for dry 
agriculture may have been important factors also in the 
planting pit cultivation of kūmara in some less fertile 
Rapa Nui soils and locations (Louwagie et al. 2006). 
Furthermore, with respect to kūmara origins, it seems 
plausible that hardiness and the relatively short sweet 
potato growth season were both important considerations 
for long distance voyagers in the eastern Pacific facing 
an uncertain landing. Certainly, there is no evidence 
otherwise that sweet potato storage qualities were 
necessarily superior to yam for the purposes of ocean 
transport. Thus, Handy et al. (1991:180) observed that 
“yams were preferred to sweet potatoes by the captains 
of Europeans ships because they kept better at sea.”

Discussion and Conclusion

With respect to kūmara, this essay concludes that 
transoceanic diffusion can be modeled as part of 
a cultural process rather than an accident or some 
inexplicable choice. The first American-Polynesian 
contact can be explained as the extension of a 
determined and successful west to east colonization 
pattern within the tropical Pacific (Irwin 1992, 2011). 
This context also explains the selection of sweet potato 
and gourd as cargo for the return voyage to Polynesia 
from the Americas. Dry gourd fruits could have been 

used as containers to store water accessed from a 
departing shore, and then to collect rainwater during 
the voyage. While pottery vessels might have served 
the same function, gourd plants were less likely to 
break and offered organic production opportunities 
to proficient gardeners (Storey et al. 2011:117). The 
advantages of sweet potato over other American root 
crops, including Solanum potato, as well as Polynesian 
yam and taro, are twofold: a relatively short growth 
season, and the capacity to tolerate a range of dry soils 
and landforms of variable (including low) fertility, such 
as coastal dunes. This offered the prospect of a root 
crop harvest within a few months of arrival at any but 
the coldest of Pacific islands, with cultivation options 
from shallow pits (notable in some early contexts and 
less fertile, free-draining environments) through to 
mounds. In short, sweet potato and gourd were accepted 
into the inventory of east Pacific voyagers because they 
lowered the risk of long-distance island exploration in 
a contribution that may have been as psychological as 
it was practical. 

This process can be modeled further to explain both 
the low status of sweet potato in East Polynesia, and its 
prominence at the margins. In East Polynesia, sweet 
potato was introduced as a survival yam that offered a 
quick, low-maintenance return to long-distance island 
voyagers arriving at any of a wide range of island 
types and climates. However, once the long-distance 
exploration and interaction phase ceased after about 
AD 1400 (Irwin 1992, 2011), this advantage was not 
relevant for the tropical high Polynesian islands and 
larger atolls with their reliable and potentially more 
intensive yam and taro food production systems (Kirch 
1994). With the exception of Mangaia, sweet potato was 
generally only cultivated at the Polynesian margins on 
islands with significant areas of dry land (e.g. Rapa Nui, 
leeward Hawai‘I Island, Maui) or a temperate climate 
(New Zealand) (Green 2005; Kirch 1994). 

The fast yam model may even offer a new perspective 
on the final, and most difficult leg of the Polynesian 
journey – the exploration and colonization of the southern 
margins. As noted above, this was an extraordinary feat, 
as New Zealand lies beyond the predictable winds and 
currents of equatorial to subtropical Polynesia. Given 
the likely antiquity of transoceanic contact, it seems that 
the sweet potato was transferred into a recently settled, 
East Polynesian home base where populations were 
experienced in and inclined towards long-distance ocean 
voyaging. Given the versatile, fast cropping qualities 
of the sweet potato cultigen, it may have seemed that 
kūmara was “preadapted” to a temperate climate (Kirch 
2000:275-76). The possession of this hardy crop may 
have been an important stimulus to tropical Polynesians 
leaving on the last great long-distance journey of ocean 
exploration to the cold south.

Ian G. Barber
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Jara, diciéndoles que yó le había mandado para que se 
sacara un traje de loneta de la sala de la Escuela, y el 
Domingo 9, a la salida de misa en la Plaza “Libertad”, 
en presencia de mis subalternos y de muchos nativos, 
me confirmó lo dicho, que era verdad que yó lo había 
mandado a ello. Ante tan grave calumnia, le hice 
apresar y lo puse en el calabozo, de donde se fugó esa 
misma noche, llevándose entre otras especies, un par 
de pantalones de loneta, sin que hasta la fecha sepa 
yó donde se encuentra y nadie quiera dar razones de 
él […] aunque yo he sabido que anda en el pueblo y 
aún ha mandado solicitar permiso para salir a pescar” 
(AMM 1936:6-7).

[Having received the corresponding claim on the 
same day by Ines Teao… I called Felipe Teao and 
asked him to explain the charge pressed against him 
to which he immediately confessed responsibility 
[for the theft of a cut of cloth] so as not to be set free 
[seeing as a prisoner he was provided with food and 
assured other guarantees]. In view of his offence and 
his spontaneous confession... I condemned him to 15 
more days in prison, with forced labor, a punishment 
he completed with good behavior. At the end of his 
term he asked me to keep him at the Sub-Delegation, 
which I gladly accepted, keeping him with the Sub-
Delegation’s ordnance of $20 monthly, but after 15 
days of his services I saw it necessary to fire him, 
the cause being that during his stay as a worker, he 
took a glazed iron flask and a bucket belonging to the 
Sub-Delegation, items which he promised to return 
or pay costs… Furthermore, on the night of the 3rd 
of February, not being satisfied with the offences he 
had committed, he presented himself to the Caretaker 
Casas and the Sailor Jara, saying that I had sent him 
to retrieve a sailcloth suit from the school hall, and 
on Sunday the 9th, upon leaving Mass in “Liberty” 
Square and in the presence of my subordinates and 
many natives, he confirmed the latter, saying verily 
that I had sent him to that effect. Before such a grave 
slander, I had him arrested and put him in prison from 
where he escaped that same night, taking with him 
among other items a pair of sail cloth trousers, which 
until the present day I have been unable to trace and 
nobody is willing to testify his whereabouts… even 
though I know he is somewhere in the town having 
even applied for a fishing permit.]

The arrival of ships to the island presented another 
auspicious opportunity for theft, mainly targeting the 
ship’s marines. As Olalquiaga describes:

“El día 14 de Febrero recaló en ésta el Transporte 
“Maipo”, y como es costumbre de los isleños, 
llegando cualquier barco, van a cambiar sus toromiros, 

camotes ó plátanos, por ropas, cigarrillos, comestibles 
ó licores, pero muchos otros van a aprovechar las 
aglomeraciones que se producen a bordo, para 
substraerse lo que pueden, como sucedió en esta 
ocasión, cuyos protagonistas fueron Miguel Teao, 
Felipe Chavez y Gabriel Tuko.” (AMM 1936:8).

[On the 14th day of February the “Maipo” put into port, 
and as is custom of the islanders upon the arrival of 
any ship, they approach to exchange woodcarvings, 
sweet potato, bananas for clothes, cigarettes, food 
and liquor, but many others go to take advantage of 
the large gatherings produced aboard, to take what 
they can, as was the case on this occasion and whose 
protagonists were Miguel Teao, Felipe Chavez and 
Gabriel Tuko.]

Finally, livestock theft figured as one of the most 
frequent forms of robbery, and one that damaged 
the Company’s interests. On certain occasions, those 
robberies even involved the complicity of foremen and 
the police, who often had family ties to the perpetrators.

“Se presentó un denuncio de robo de un cordero 
a la Cia. E. I. de Pascua con fecha 2 de Agosto; 
inmediatamente el Sr. Administrador me dio el aviso 
por teléfono, que su capataz Alberto Paoa sabía quien 
era y que por ser su pariente nó comunicaba á él lo 
sucedido. Ese aviso lo hizo él Sr. Prefecto a la Cia, 
dandole el aviso en la tarde del dia 20, sin pasar a la 
Subdelegación Maritima […] Llamé a mi oficina, 
al Capataz, Alberto Paoa y a Isaias Fatti […] quién 
era el ladrón, según el denuncio y a quién el capataz 
apollava […] a Pedro Atan y Sra; […] a Hotus y a 
Marta Paoa de Fatti. Todos declararon que nó había 
robo y que lo único que se trataba era cuestión de celo 
entre Inés de Atan y Marta Paoa de Fatti […]” (AIV 
1930b:Folios 169(97)-170).

[The theft of a lamb was reported to the Company 
E.I. of Easter Island on the 2nd of August; the 
Administrator immediately informed me over the 
telephone, that his foreman Alberto Paoa knew 
who was responsible, but because he was a family 
member could not tell him what had happened. The 
report was transmitted by the Prefect to the Company, 
on the afternoon of the 20th day, without attending 
the Maritime Sub-Delegation… I summoned the 
foreman, Alberto Paoa and Isaias Fatti to my office…, 
who according to the charges was the thief and aided 
by the foreman… by Pedro Atan and his wife; … by 
Hotus and by Marta Paoa Fatti. All present declared 
that there had never been a robbery and that jealous 
rivalry between Ines Atan and Marta Paoa Fatti was 
all the event was about …] 

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
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taro); and it requires much less labor in planting and 
care in cultivation.”  

With respect to the f irst point, Handy et al. 
(1991:128) observed that “clay appears to be the only 
soil to which sweet potatoes cannot adapt themselves.” 
Thus, sweet potato cultivations are reported from 
humus-rich soils as well as “gravelly semi-decomposed 
lava” and “in white coral sand mixed with red soil” 
(Handy et al. 1991:128-129; see also p. 131). On the 
sweet potato growth advantage, Handy et al. (1991:101, 
179) noted that even highly productive wet (irrigated) 
taro crops require six to eight months until maturation, 
while yam tubers mature after nine months or longer. 
Malo (1951:42) observed that “the uala [kūmara] grows 
abundantly on the kula lands, or dry plains” and “ripens 
quickly, say in four or five months after planting.” 
Kamakau (1976:27) also described fast-growing sweet 
potato varieties “which prevented famine because they 
bore quickly…as soon as the vines spread out on the 
mounds they would begin to bear, and in four or five 
weeks after planting the mounds were full of potatoes.” 

These ethnobotanical insights begin to clarify 
the early agricultural record in marginal Polynesia. 
Planting pits dug into free-draining sandy soils of coastal 
northern South Island dunes and slopes extended a 
yam-like agronomy into a relatively infertile growing 
medium and cool climate that Dioscorea – yam would 
never tolerate. New opportunities and options for dry 
agriculture may have been important factors also in the 
planting pit cultivation of kūmara in some less fertile 
Rapa Nui soils and locations (Louwagie et al. 2006). 
Furthermore, with respect to kūmara origins, it seems 
plausible that hardiness and the relatively short sweet 
potato growth season were both important considerations 
for long distance voyagers in the eastern Pacific facing 
an uncertain landing. Certainly, there is no evidence 
otherwise that sweet potato storage qualities were 
necessarily superior to yam for the purposes of ocean 
transport. Thus, Handy et al. (1991:180) observed that 
“yams were preferred to sweet potatoes by the captains 
of Europeans ships because they kept better at sea.”

Discussion and Conclusion

With respect to kūmara, this essay concludes that 
transoceanic diffusion can be modeled as part of 
a cultural process rather than an accident or some 
inexplicable choice. The first American-Polynesian 
contact can be explained as the extension of a 
determined and successful west to east colonization 
pattern within the tropical Pacific (Irwin 1992, 2011). 
This context also explains the selection of sweet potato 
and gourd as cargo for the return voyage to Polynesia 
from the Americas. Dry gourd fruits could have been 

used as containers to store water accessed from a 
departing shore, and then to collect rainwater during 
the voyage. While pottery vessels might have served 
the same function, gourd plants were less likely to 
break and offered organic production opportunities 
to proficient gardeners (Storey et al. 2011:117). The 
advantages of sweet potato over other American root 
crops, including Solanum potato, as well as Polynesian 
yam and taro, are twofold: a relatively short growth 
season, and the capacity to tolerate a range of dry soils 
and landforms of variable (including low) fertility, such 
as coastal dunes. This offered the prospect of a root 
crop harvest within a few months of arrival at any but 
the coldest of Pacific islands, with cultivation options 
from shallow pits (notable in some early contexts and 
less fertile, free-draining environments) through to 
mounds. In short, sweet potato and gourd were accepted 
into the inventory of east Pacific voyagers because they 
lowered the risk of long-distance island exploration in 
a contribution that may have been as psychological as 
it was practical. 

This process can be modeled further to explain both 
the low status of sweet potato in East Polynesia, and its 
prominence at the margins. In East Polynesia, sweet 
potato was introduced as a survival yam that offered a 
quick, low-maintenance return to long-distance island 
voyagers arriving at any of a wide range of island 
types and climates. However, once the long-distance 
exploration and interaction phase ceased after about 
AD 1400 (Irwin 1992, 2011), this advantage was not 
relevant for the tropical high Polynesian islands and 
larger atolls with their reliable and potentially more 
intensive yam and taro food production systems (Kirch 
1994). With the exception of Mangaia, sweet potato was 
generally only cultivated at the Polynesian margins on 
islands with significant areas of dry land (e.g. Rapa Nui, 
leeward Hawai‘I Island, Maui) or a temperate climate 
(New Zealand) (Green 2005; Kirch 1994). 

The fast yam model may even offer a new perspective 
on the final, and most difficult leg of the Polynesian 
journey – the exploration and colonization of the southern 
margins. As noted above, this was an extraordinary feat, 
as New Zealand lies beyond the predictable winds and 
currents of equatorial to subtropical Polynesia. Given 
the likely antiquity of transoceanic contact, it seems that 
the sweet potato was transferred into a recently settled, 
East Polynesian home base where populations were 
experienced in and inclined towards long-distance ocean 
voyaging. Given the versatile, fast cropping qualities 
of the sweet potato cultigen, it may have seemed that 
kūmara was “preadapted” to a temperate climate (Kirch 
2000:275-76). The possession of this hardy crop may 
have been an important stimulus to tropical Polynesians 
leaving on the last great long-distance journey of ocean 
exploration to the cold south.

Ian G. Barber
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Note

1. 	 Heyerdahl (1952:501-504; 1980:230) has proposed that 
the widely dispersed East Polynesian dog (kuri) was a 
prehistoric American introduction also. However, while 
the dog is absent from “nuclear parts of Melanesia” such 
as New Caledonia and Vanuatu in European contact 
records (Heyerdahl 1952:504; 1980:230), linguistic and 
archaeological evidence links the dog (proto-Polynesian 
*kulli) to western Pacific colonists (Anderson 2003:77-
78; Kirch & Green 2001:121, 129; Summerhayes 
2007:148). Available haplotype evidence from limited 
mtDNA sampling also identifies discrete Pacific and pre-
Columbian American dog populations with no evidence 
of contact (Storey et al. 2011:129). 
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Cornered and without the strength to overcome the 
islanders’ resistance, Olalquiaga was forced to admit the 
impossibility of the census, contradicting orders from his 
own superiors on the mainland. He wrote that:

“En vista del giro que tomaba el asunto, que al parecer 
ésta gente se encontraba dispuesta a no ceder y repeler 
todo ataque, hice que los empadronadores les tomaran 
los datos a los que quisieran darles, consiguiendo 
de esta manera los de algunos de ellos […]” (AMM 
1936:20). 

[In view of the changes… which seemingly possessed 
these people not to give up and in order to drive off 
a full blown attack, I ordered the census officers to 
take the details of those who were willing to give 
them, in this way achieving the registration of some 
of them…]

While a more profound study is needed to establish 
the frequency of indigenous acts of resistance during 
these decades, these events are important to outline 
because they question central elements of colonial power 
established on Rapa Nui after the indigenous defeat in 
1914. In all respects, these events constituted the clearest 
and most direct challenges that State authorities and the 
sheep company had to confront during this period, at 
least until the rise of Rapanui civil rights mobilizations 
of the 1960s. 

Theft
In addition to strikes and the serious outbursts of 
insubordination, the indigenous population disregarded 
the authority of colonial powers in other ways, including 
theft. While not a form of open confrontation with the 
colonial regime, the proliferation of this particular 
practice represented a permanent problem for the 
Maritime Authority and the Company.11 It is worth noting 
that the main victims were functionaries of the State, the 
Navy and the CEDIP. As Acuña relates in 1921: 

“Los robos cada dia con mas descaro, robándose 
ultimamente 18 piezas del forro de la chalupa de la 
Subdelegacion; para que se forme una idea U.S. le 
comunico que me robaron, hasta el cordel del palo 
de bandera, privándome del único placer que tenia 
de hizar todos los días festivos la Bandera Nacional.” 
(AMM 1921a).

 [The thefts are increasingly more brazen, with the 
theft, in the last instance, of 18 pieces of the Sub-
Delegate’s boat lining; to give you an idea; they even 
stole the hamstring from the flag pole, denying me my 
only pleasure of raising the national flag.]

Fifteen years later and referring to this same issue, 
Olalquiaga commented on how generalized the act of 
theft had become among the indigenous population, 
describing at the same time their strategies for 
concealing the act.

“Este mal del robo es general en todo los isleños, a la 
igual que los indios, pero con la diferencia que ésta 
gente suma a su habilidad e injenio para robar, su 
idioma, que nadie lo conoce ni nadie se lo entiende, 
de modo que cuando cometen un delito, se hacen los 
lesos, no entendiendo lo que se les pregunta y nunca 
saben nada de lo que no les conviene, pero cuando 
les conviene, entonces saben todo y entienden todo” 
(AMM 1936:22).

[Theft is engrained in all the islanders, equal to that 
of the indians, with the only difference that these 
people add to their ingenious ability for thievery 
their language, which no one knows or understands, 
so that once a crime has been committed, they are 
dumbfounded, not understanding what is asked of 
them and never knowing anything that doesn’t suit 
them, but when it does suit them, then they know 
everything and understand everything.] 

By not attributing strictly criminal tendencies to the 
thefts, authorities revealed an important measure 
of Rapanui rebellion and opportunism against the 
authorities.12 The case of the well-known “thief ”, Felipe 
Teao, and his decisive manner was also mentioned 
specifically by Olalquiaga:

“Hecho el reclamo correspondiente el mismo dia 
por Ines Teao […] llamé a Felipe Teao y le pedí 
me explicara el cargo que se le hacía, a lo que 
inmediatamente me confesó que esto lo había hecho 
[el robo de un corte de género] para que yo no lo 
dejara salir en libertad [debido a que como recluso 
tenía asegurada su alimentación y otras garantías]. 
En consideración a su nueva falta y a su confesión 
espontánea […] le condené a 15 dias mas de prisión, 
siempre con trabajo forzado, pena que cumplió con 
un buen comportamiento. Al terminar me pidió que lo 
dejara en la Subdelegación, a lo que accedí gustoso, 
dejándolo de ordenanza de la Subdelegación, con $20 
mensuales, pero a los 15 dias de haberlo tenido como 
empleado, me ví en la necesidad de despedirlo, a 
causa de que durante su permanencia como empleado, 
se llevó un recipiente de fierro enlozado y un balde de 
pertenencia de esta Subdelegación, por lo cual firmó 
compromiso de devolver ó pagar estas especies […] 
Aparte de todo y no satisfecho este individuo con 
todas las faltas cometidas, en la noche del dia 3 de 
Febrero se presentó al Guardian Casas y al Marinero 
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Note

1. 	 Heyerdahl (1952:501-504; 1980:230) has proposed that 
the widely dispersed East Polynesian dog (kuri) was a 
prehistoric American introduction also. However, while 
the dog is absent from “nuclear parts of Melanesia” such 
as New Caledonia and Vanuatu in European contact 
records (Heyerdahl 1952:504; 1980:230), linguistic and 
archaeological evidence links the dog (proto-Polynesian 
*kulli) to western Pacific colonists (Anderson 2003:77-
78; Kirch & Green 2001:121, 129; Summerhayes 
2007:148). Available haplotype evidence from limited 
mtDNA sampling also identifies discrete Pacific and pre-
Columbian American dog populations with no evidence 
of contact (Storey et al. 2011:129). 
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Cornered and without the strength to overcome the 
islanders’ resistance, Olalquiaga was forced to admit the 
impossibility of the census, contradicting orders from his 
own superiors on the mainland. He wrote that:

“En vista del giro que tomaba el asunto, que al parecer 
ésta gente se encontraba dispuesta a no ceder y repeler 
todo ataque, hice que los empadronadores les tomaran 
los datos a los que quisieran darles, consiguiendo 
de esta manera los de algunos de ellos […]” (AMM 
1936:20). 

[In view of the changes… which seemingly possessed 
these people not to give up and in order to drive off 
a full blown attack, I ordered the census officers to 
take the details of those who were willing to give 
them, in this way achieving the registration of some 
of them…]

While a more profound study is needed to establish 
the frequency of indigenous acts of resistance during 
these decades, these events are important to outline 
because they question central elements of colonial power 
established on Rapa Nui after the indigenous defeat in 
1914. In all respects, these events constituted the clearest 
and most direct challenges that State authorities and the 
sheep company had to confront during this period, at 
least until the rise of Rapanui civil rights mobilizations 
of the 1960s. 

Theft
In addition to strikes and the serious outbursts of 
insubordination, the indigenous population disregarded 
the authority of colonial powers in other ways, including 
theft. While not a form of open confrontation with the 
colonial regime, the proliferation of this particular 
practice represented a permanent problem for the 
Maritime Authority and the Company.11 It is worth noting 
that the main victims were functionaries of the State, the 
Navy and the CEDIP. As Acuña relates in 1921: 

“Los robos cada dia con mas descaro, robándose 
ultimamente 18 piezas del forro de la chalupa de la 
Subdelegacion; para que se forme una idea U.S. le 
comunico que me robaron, hasta el cordel del palo 
de bandera, privándome del único placer que tenia 
de hizar todos los días festivos la Bandera Nacional.” 
(AMM 1921a).

 [The thefts are increasingly more brazen, with the 
theft, in the last instance, of 18 pieces of the Sub-
Delegate’s boat lining; to give you an idea; they even 
stole the hamstring from the flag pole, denying me my 
only pleasure of raising the national flag.]

Fifteen years later and referring to this same issue, 
Olalquiaga commented on how generalized the act of 
theft had become among the indigenous population, 
describing at the same time their strategies for 
concealing the act.

“Este mal del robo es general en todo los isleños, a la 
igual que los indios, pero con la diferencia que ésta 
gente suma a su habilidad e injenio para robar, su 
idioma, que nadie lo conoce ni nadie se lo entiende, 
de modo que cuando cometen un delito, se hacen los 
lesos, no entendiendo lo que se les pregunta y nunca 
saben nada de lo que no les conviene, pero cuando 
les conviene, entonces saben todo y entienden todo” 
(AMM 1936:22).

[Theft is engrained in all the islanders, equal to that 
of the indians, with the only difference that these 
people add to their ingenious ability for thievery 
their language, which no one knows or understands, 
so that once a crime has been committed, they are 
dumbfounded, not understanding what is asked of 
them and never knowing anything that doesn’t suit 
them, but when it does suit them, then they know 
everything and understand everything.] 

By not attributing strictly criminal tendencies to the 
thefts, authorities revealed an important measure 
of Rapanui rebellion and opportunism against the 
authorities.12 The case of the well-known “thief ”, Felipe 
Teao, and his decisive manner was also mentioned 
specifically by Olalquiaga:

“Hecho el reclamo correspondiente el mismo dia 
por Ines Teao […] llamé a Felipe Teao y le pedí 
me explicara el cargo que se le hacía, a lo que 
inmediatamente me confesó que esto lo había hecho 
[el robo de un corte de género] para que yo no lo 
dejara salir en libertad [debido a que como recluso 
tenía asegurada su alimentación y otras garantías]. 
En consideración a su nueva falta y a su confesión 
espontánea […] le condené a 15 dias mas de prisión, 
siempre con trabajo forzado, pena que cumplió con 
un buen comportamiento. Al terminar me pidió que lo 
dejara en la Subdelegación, a lo que accedí gustoso, 
dejándolo de ordenanza de la Subdelegación, con $20 
mensuales, pero a los 15 dias de haberlo tenido como 
empleado, me ví en la necesidad de despedirlo, a 
causa de que durante su permanencia como empleado, 
se llevó un recipiente de fierro enlozado y un balde de 
pertenencia de esta Subdelegación, por lo cual firmó 
compromiso de devolver ó pagar estas especies […] 
Aparte de todo y no satisfecho este individuo con 
todas las faltas cometidas, en la noche del dia 3 de 
Febrero se presentó al Guardian Casas y al Marinero 
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voluntariamente, los trabajos de la administración 
y los del campo se opondrán, hásta el último hásta 
que la Cia arregle definitivamente. 6. Punto. Si la 
Cia acepta nuestras condiciones y la de todos los 
habitantes de ésta Isla, queda arreglado y todo el 
mundo se irá a trabajar tranquilos. 7. Punto. Quedan en 
ésta Subdelegación las firmas de los representantes de 
ésta guelga jeneral. Señor Administrador; agradeceré 
a ud contestar sobre éste particular. Sin otro particular 
tiene el agrado de saludar a ud su mui […] y amigo. 
Carlos A.Recabarrén” (AIV 1928b:Folios 51(26)-52).

[… Those named above [referring to leaders of 
the strike] presented themselves before the Sub-
Delegation at 2 PM on the 5th of August and presented 
the following demands. 1st condition: Improvement 
of wages, the right to $4 a day for men, and a ration 
of coffee, lunch and food, lunch hours 11 AM and 
food 5 PM. 2ndcondition: Improvement of wages for 
women and children, $3 a day wage and the same 
food rations and hours as the men. 3rd condition: No 
one is to work if the administrator does not accept our 
petition. 4th: Condition: for shearing workers; to be 
applied during the months of October and November 
of the present year, $10 per hundred or $100 per 
thousand is asked per one hundred sheep, including 
respective rations. 5th condition: Those who want to 
work voluntarily, both administration work and rural 
work will be opposed until the Company provides 
a definite solution. 6th condition: If the Company 
accepts our conditions and those of all the inhabitants 
of the island, the agreement will be binding and 
everyone will go back to work without any fuss. 7th 
condition: the signatures of all the representatives 
of the general strike are presented here at the Sub-
Delegation. I thank the honorable administrator in 
advance for answering the particulars mentioned 
here. With nothing else to add I send my greetings, 
and friend. Carlos A. Recabarren]

The duration of the strike also demonstrated its 
strength. Almost two weeks after starting, the workers 
achieved the first concession from the administrator 
of the Company: a rise in the daily wage to $3 a day 
for the men and $1.50 a day for women and children. 
However, unsatisfied with these concessions, some 
workers radicalized their demands.

“Mui Señor mio y amigo: La presente tiene por 
objeto de comunicar a Ud. de que hize llamar a 
los representantes de la huelga y les hize saber su 
resolución con respecto a sus jornales, y que la 
Administración aceptaba con gusto dichos jornales. 
Los representantes, reunieron a la jente en la Plaza 
para comunicarles; muchos aceptaron el ofrecimiento 

de la Cia, para los hombres 3$ diarios, para las 
mujeres y niños 1,50 diarios, otros se plantearon 
en el primer pedido, al contrario aumentando aún 
más en sus escijencias con respecto a la esquila, 30$ 
el cien de corderos, con respecto al fardo 70 c c/
uno. Como el miércoles es día de fiesta, resolvieron 
contestar para esa fecha, definitivamente […]” (AIV 
1928c:Folio 53(27).

[My dear sir and friend: I write with the objective 
of informing you that I have summoned the strike 
representatives to inform them of your resolution 
with regard to their wages, and that the administration 
gladly accepted the conditions. The representatives 
gathered the people in the square to inform them: 
many accepted the Company’s offer of $3 per day 
for men and $1.50 for women and children, others 
raising their demands in terms of the shearing, $30 
per one hundred lambs, and 70 cents per bale. Since 
Wednesday is a festive day, they have agreed to reach 
a final agreement for this date…]

The Sub-Delegates encountered similar situations 
when certain ordinances were immediately rejected by 
the population. In some cases, the responses developed 
into active confrontations with the authorities, and 
produced real cases of civil insubordination by the 
indigenous population. Olalquiaga recounted one of 
these cases, during the mid-1930s, when he attempted 
to require the islanders to participate in a census of 
agricultural activity. Complaining about the “rebellious” 
nature of the Rapanui, the civil servant narrates the 
following episode:

“El dia 19 del presente, se congregaron alrededor de 80 
nativos en ésta Subdelegación y en conjunto vinieron 
a protestar de la órden de dar todo los datos para el 
Censo Agropecuario; después de haberles explicado 
que era una Ley que todos tenían que cumplir por la 
fuerza, aunque no lo quisieran, se fueron exaltando, 
y después de varios insultos que salían de diferentes 
lados, llegaron en el colmo de su arrebato a decir 
que el Gobierno y el Subdelegado querían robarles 
sus animales y todo lo que tenían” (AMM 1936:24).

[On the 19th day of the present month, around 80 
natives gathered here at the Sub-Delegation to 
protest against the order to provide information for 
the agricultural and livestock census; after having 
explained to them that everyone was obliged to fulfill 
the law, even if they didn’t want to, they became 
infuriated and after hurling insults from all sides, the 
insolence of their outburst led them to say that the 
Governor and the Sub-Delegate wanted to steal their 
animals and everything they had.]

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
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voluntariamente, los trabajos de la administración 
y los del campo se opondrán, hásta el último hásta 
que la Cia arregle definitivamente. 6. Punto. Si la 
Cia acepta nuestras condiciones y la de todos los 
habitantes de ésta Isla, queda arreglado y todo el 
mundo se irá a trabajar tranquilos. 7. Punto. Quedan en 
ésta Subdelegación las firmas de los representantes de 
ésta guelga jeneral. Señor Administrador; agradeceré 
a ud contestar sobre éste particular. Sin otro particular 
tiene el agrado de saludar a ud su mui […] y amigo. 
Carlos A.Recabarrén” (AIV 1928b:Folios 51(26)-52).

[… Those named above [referring to leaders of 
the strike] presented themselves before the Sub-
Delegation at 2 PM on the 5th of August and presented 
the following demands. 1st condition: Improvement 
of wages, the right to $4 a day for men, and a ration 
of coffee, lunch and food, lunch hours 11 AM and 
food 5 PM. 2ndcondition: Improvement of wages for 
women and children, $3 a day wage and the same 
food rations and hours as the men. 3rd condition: No 
one is to work if the administrator does not accept our 
petition. 4th: Condition: for shearing workers; to be 
applied during the months of October and November 
of the present year, $10 per hundred or $100 per 
thousand is asked per one hundred sheep, including 
respective rations. 5th condition: Those who want to 
work voluntarily, both administration work and rural 
work will be opposed until the Company provides 
a definite solution. 6th condition: If the Company 
accepts our conditions and those of all the inhabitants 
of the island, the agreement will be binding and 
everyone will go back to work without any fuss. 7th 
condition: the signatures of all the representatives 
of the general strike are presented here at the Sub-
Delegation. I thank the honorable administrator in 
advance for answering the particulars mentioned 
here. With nothing else to add I send my greetings, 
and friend. Carlos A. Recabarren]

The duration of the strike also demonstrated its 
strength. Almost two weeks after starting, the workers 
achieved the first concession from the administrator 
of the Company: a rise in the daily wage to $3 a day 
for the men and $1.50 a day for women and children. 
However, unsatisfied with these concessions, some 
workers radicalized their demands.

“Mui Señor mio y amigo: La presente tiene por 
objeto de comunicar a Ud. de que hize llamar a 
los representantes de la huelga y les hize saber su 
resolución con respecto a sus jornales, y que la 
Administración aceptaba con gusto dichos jornales. 
Los representantes, reunieron a la jente en la Plaza 
para comunicarles; muchos aceptaron el ofrecimiento 

de la Cia, para los hombres 3$ diarios, para las 
mujeres y niños 1,50 diarios, otros se plantearon 
en el primer pedido, al contrario aumentando aún 
más en sus escijencias con respecto a la esquila, 30$ 
el cien de corderos, con respecto al fardo 70 c c/
uno. Como el miércoles es día de fiesta, resolvieron 
contestar para esa fecha, definitivamente […]” (AIV 
1928c:Folio 53(27).

[My dear sir and friend: I write with the objective 
of informing you that I have summoned the strike 
representatives to inform them of your resolution 
with regard to their wages, and that the administration 
gladly accepted the conditions. The representatives 
gathered the people in the square to inform them: 
many accepted the Company’s offer of $3 per day 
for men and $1.50 for women and children, others 
raising their demands in terms of the shearing, $30 
per one hundred lambs, and 70 cents per bale. Since 
Wednesday is a festive day, they have agreed to reach 
a final agreement for this date…]

The Sub-Delegates encountered similar situations 
when certain ordinances were immediately rejected by 
the population. In some cases, the responses developed 
into active confrontations with the authorities, and 
produced real cases of civil insubordination by the 
indigenous population. Olalquiaga recounted one of 
these cases, during the mid-1930s, when he attempted 
to require the islanders to participate in a census of 
agricultural activity. Complaining about the “rebellious” 
nature of the Rapanui, the civil servant narrates the 
following episode:

“El dia 19 del presente, se congregaron alrededor de 80 
nativos en ésta Subdelegación y en conjunto vinieron 
a protestar de la órden de dar todo los datos para el 
Censo Agropecuario; después de haberles explicado 
que era una Ley que todos tenían que cumplir por la 
fuerza, aunque no lo quisieran, se fueron exaltando, 
y después de varios insultos que salían de diferentes 
lados, llegaron en el colmo de su arrebato a decir 
que el Gobierno y el Subdelegado querían robarles 
sus animales y todo lo que tenían” (AMM 1936:24).

[On the 19th day of the present month, around 80 
natives gathered here at the Sub-Delegation to 
protest against the order to provide information for 
the agricultural and livestock census; after having 
explained to them that everyone was obliged to fulfill 
the law, even if they didn’t want to, they became 
infuriated and after hurling insults from all sides, the 
insolence of their outburst led them to say that the 
Governor and the Sub-Delegate wanted to steal their 
animals and everything they had.]

Strikes, insubordination, theft and disobedience. Between the rebellion of Angata and Rapanui struggles for civil rights
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[Having lived among the islanders for 5 months, I have 
come to know them perfectly and have deduced that 
they are truly lazy, since these people lack any work or 
progress initiatives, moreover they are unconscious of 
any feeling, unaware of a mother’s love for her children, 
as such it is natural that in lacking the primordial 
feelings of life, they lack everything, even love for one’s 
self. My rigorous and psychological studies support my 
conclusions in categorizing them naïve, accustomed to 
laziness, thieves, slanderous and rebellious…]

Unsurprisingly, one of the principal tasks that 
Chilean authorities and the Company sought to 
undertake was to “educate”, “instruct”, and “civilize” 
the Rapanui, by deploying a series of disciplinary social 
regulations. Olalquiaga observes in his 1936 report that:

“[…] por mi informe puede imponerse que he 
dedicado todos mis esfuerzos por el mejoramiento de 
la población… preocupándome del bienestar de los 
nativos, tomando medidas disciplinarias, con el objeto 
de civilizarlos poco a poco […]” (AMM 1936:21).

 [... It is clear from my report that I have dedicated 
all my efforts to the improvement of the population 
… concerning myself with the welfare of the natives, 
taking disciplinary measures, with the objective of 
civilizing them gradually…]

Civilization versus resistance, colonial regulation 
versus indigenous rebellion; this was the context within 
which the Rapanui political framework developed during 
these years. Caught between adapting to the precarious 
“colonial pact” which reflected the “Provisional 
Temperament” of 1917 and the need to confront the 
adverse conditions to which they were subjected, the 
island community exhibited a renewed spirit in the 
defense of their interests. Consequently, the Rapanui 
peoples’ development of a permanent strategy of not 
recognizing the authority of government agencies 
presented a continuous, and systematic, obstacle for the 
colonial authorities. Among other things, these practices 
constituted important antecedents for the emergence of 
Rapanui civil rights struggles led by Alfonso Rapu in 
later decades.

Strikes and Insubordination
Strikes and insubordination were some of the clearest 
forms of indigenous opposition to the island’s authorities 
that emerged during these years. By directly challenging 
the power structures consolidated after the defeat of the 
1914 rebellion, the Rapanui sought to subvert the very 
foundations of the colonial enterprise. For example, in 
July 1928, a massive strike broke out among workers 
of the Company. They demanded improvements in 

wage-labor conditions, requesting CLP$4 per day for 
men and CLP$3 per day for women and children. They 
also demanded an improvement in the daily rations of 
food, hours of rest, and worker profit-sharing from the 
shearing.9 This is reflected in a letter to Enrique Edmunds 
from Carlos Recabarren:

“Señor Don Enrique Edmunds. Matavery. Mui Señor 
mio y amigo: Pongo en conocimiento de Ud. que con 
fecha 30 de Julio del mes pasado los habitantes de 
la Isla de Pascua se declararon en guelga, pidiendo 
aumento de salarios y raciones respectivamente, ál 
Señor Administrador de la Cia Explotadora Isla de 
Pascua. Los guelguistas nombraron sus representantes 
a las siguientes personas: Pedro Atan, Daniel Chavez, 
Moises Tucki y Nicolás Packomio para que se 
presentaran a ésta Subdelegación Marítima é hicieran 
sus reclamos.” (AIV 1928b:Folio 51(26)).

[Mr. Don Enrique Edmunds. Matavery. My dear 
Sir and friend: I make you aware that on the date 
30th of July of the past month the inhabitants of 
Easter Island declared themselves on strike, asking 
the Administrator of the Easter Island Exploitation 
Company for a raise in their salary and rations 
respectively. The strikers named the following 
people as their representatives: Pedro Atán, Daniel 
Chavez, Moises Tucki, and Nicholas Packomio. 
They presented their case before the Maritime Sub-
Delegation and made their demands.] 

One of the most outstanding features of the strike was 
the firmness and commitment with which it was carried 
out. The Rapanui publicly declared their intention to 
maintain their position until the administrator accepted 
all of their demands.10 In one of the strikers’ declarations, 
they made clear their disposition to prevent anyone who 
declined to support the movement from working, by 
force if needed.

“[…] Los nombrados más arriba [se refiere a los líderes 
de la huelga] se presentaron á ésta Subdelegación a 
las 2.P.M del dia 5 de Agosto y espusieron los 
siguientes puntos. 1er Punto. Mejoramiento de sus 
jornales, hombres a razon de 4$ diarios y su ración 
en café almuerzo, y comida, horas de almuerzo 11 
A.M y comidas 5 P.M. 2 Punto. Mejoramiento de sus 
jornales para los niños y las mujeres 3$ diarios y sus 
raciones y horas como los demás hombres. 3 Punto. 
No entrarán a trabajar ninguna persona, si él Señor 
Administrador nó acepta nuestra petición. 4 Punto. 
Para los trabajos de la esquila, que se efectúa en el mes 
de Octubre y Noviembre, del presente año, se pide por 
él ciento de ovejunos 10$ ciento ó 100$ él mil, con sus 
respectivas raciones. 5. Punto. Los que quieran trabajar 
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[Having lived among the islanders for 5 months, I have 
come to know them perfectly and have deduced that 
they are truly lazy, since these people lack any work or 
progress initiatives, moreover they are unconscious of 
any feeling, unaware of a mother’s love for her children, 
as such it is natural that in lacking the primordial 
feelings of life, they lack everything, even love for one’s 
self. My rigorous and psychological studies support my 
conclusions in categorizing them naïve, accustomed to 
laziness, thieves, slanderous and rebellious…]

Unsurprisingly, one of the principal tasks that 
Chilean authorities and the Company sought to 
undertake was to “educate”, “instruct”, and “civilize” 
the Rapanui, by deploying a series of disciplinary social 
regulations. Olalquiaga observes in his 1936 report that:

“[…] por mi informe puede imponerse que he 
dedicado todos mis esfuerzos por el mejoramiento de 
la población… preocupándome del bienestar de los 
nativos, tomando medidas disciplinarias, con el objeto 
de civilizarlos poco a poco […]” (AMM 1936:21).

 [... It is clear from my report that I have dedicated 
all my efforts to the improvement of the population 
… concerning myself with the welfare of the natives, 
taking disciplinary measures, with the objective of 
civilizing them gradually…]

Civilization versus resistance, colonial regulation 
versus indigenous rebellion; this was the context within 
which the Rapanui political framework developed during 
these years. Caught between adapting to the precarious 
“colonial pact” which reflected the “Provisional 
Temperament” of 1917 and the need to confront the 
adverse conditions to which they were subjected, the 
island community exhibited a renewed spirit in the 
defense of their interests. Consequently, the Rapanui 
peoples’ development of a permanent strategy of not 
recognizing the authority of government agencies 
presented a continuous, and systematic, obstacle for the 
colonial authorities. Among other things, these practices 
constituted important antecedents for the emergence of 
Rapanui civil rights struggles led by Alfonso Rapu in 
later decades.

Strikes and Insubordination
Strikes and insubordination were some of the clearest 
forms of indigenous opposition to the island’s authorities 
that emerged during these years. By directly challenging 
the power structures consolidated after the defeat of the 
1914 rebellion, the Rapanui sought to subvert the very 
foundations of the colonial enterprise. For example, in 
July 1928, a massive strike broke out among workers 
of the Company. They demanded improvements in 

wage-labor conditions, requesting CLP$4 per day for 
men and CLP$3 per day for women and children. They 
also demanded an improvement in the daily rations of 
food, hours of rest, and worker profit-sharing from the 
shearing.9 This is reflected in a letter to Enrique Edmunds 
from Carlos Recabarren:

“Señor Don Enrique Edmunds. Matavery. Mui Señor 
mio y amigo: Pongo en conocimiento de Ud. que con 
fecha 30 de Julio del mes pasado los habitantes de 
la Isla de Pascua se declararon en guelga, pidiendo 
aumento de salarios y raciones respectivamente, ál 
Señor Administrador de la Cia Explotadora Isla de 
Pascua. Los guelguistas nombraron sus representantes 
a las siguientes personas: Pedro Atan, Daniel Chavez, 
Moises Tucki y Nicolás Packomio para que se 
presentaran a ésta Subdelegación Marítima é hicieran 
sus reclamos.” (AIV 1928b:Folio 51(26)).

[Mr. Don Enrique Edmunds. Matavery. My dear 
Sir and friend: I make you aware that on the date 
30th of July of the past month the inhabitants of 
Easter Island declared themselves on strike, asking 
the Administrator of the Easter Island Exploitation 
Company for a raise in their salary and rations 
respectively. The strikers named the following 
people as their representatives: Pedro Atán, Daniel 
Chavez, Moises Tucki, and Nicholas Packomio. 
They presented their case before the Maritime Sub-
Delegation and made their demands.] 

One of the most outstanding features of the strike was 
the firmness and commitment with which it was carried 
out. The Rapanui publicly declared their intention to 
maintain their position until the administrator accepted 
all of their demands.10 In one of the strikers’ declarations, 
they made clear their disposition to prevent anyone who 
declined to support the movement from working, by 
force if needed.

“[…] Los nombrados más arriba [se refiere a los líderes 
de la huelga] se presentaron á ésta Subdelegación a 
las 2.P.M del dia 5 de Agosto y espusieron los 
siguientes puntos. 1er Punto. Mejoramiento de sus 
jornales, hombres a razon de 4$ diarios y su ración 
en café almuerzo, y comida, horas de almuerzo 11 
A.M y comidas 5 P.M. 2 Punto. Mejoramiento de sus 
jornales para los niños y las mujeres 3$ diarios y sus 
raciones y horas como los demás hombres. 3 Punto. 
No entrarán a trabajar ninguna persona, si él Señor 
Administrador nó acepta nuestra petición. 4 Punto. 
Para los trabajos de la esquila, que se efectúa en el mes 
de Octubre y Noviembre, del presente año, se pide por 
él ciento de ovejunos 10$ ciento ó 100$ él mil, con sus 
respectivas raciones. 5. Punto. Los que quieran trabajar 




