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Chapter 1 - LiBila
My mind took me away to where I could see Bila waving her arm
with the handkerchief in her hand. It was almost noon and the tropical
sun was blazing down with intensity. Her large figure grew smaller and
smaller in the distance. Her arm never grew tiered but rhythmically
moved back and forth. I had long since given up on trying to make
myself stop crying. I wept openly. I looked backwards at her receding
figure which was now so small as to be but a speck on the distant white
beach.
I would never see my Mama Bila again. She knew. We both knew
that we would not see each other again. I don’t know how I knew, but I
think it was because she knew. Never again.
“Who are you?”, I asked myself.

Na L’Enti. Manji, Jitôn Boru, nejin LiBila iben Amram. Bidbid in
Ebebin ko Mokta ilo na ej ber ilo Jowi eo ej nae etan Drebdrib. Unin
Kan.
I am Enti of this island. Eldest and favored, son of LiBila with
(married to) Amram. The bedrock of the times from before for me,
lies with the clan which is called Drebdrib. The base of the tree.
Her hair was short and tied into a small bun on the back of her
head. Her dress went from her neck to her ankles. Her body was large
but quite firm. She was a big lady, but was much shorter than me. She
came to about my shoulders. I never saw these island peoples as being
rather short, until I looked at pictures. I was always a head higher up
in the air than anyone standing around me.
LiBila was the epitome of Drebdrib. He calves were hard as nails
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from walking the beach at Tarawa. She could sit for the longest times
around the wash tub and at the cooking fires. She sat on the ground or
perhaps a small mat made for that purpose. Making the mats was also
women’s work so she did those things too. The main mother of any
household did just about everything, and the rest of the women around
her just helped out and gave support. LiBila was a great administrator
and made almost all decisions.
Papa Amram took care of the animals and made the dried coconut
meat for money, but was best known as a canoe builder and weather
teller. Their harmony was amazing to me. They never spoke harshly to
each other, although their words could be cutting and full of precision
when in disagreement. They settled most problems without raising
their voices at all.
With smoke filling the cookhouse, the women like LiBila were up
at the first light of day to tend to their duties. Our family was very
traditional and my Grandmothers, Jôbkaien and Jijwa, were always
called “Armij Dri Bin” or “People of Hard Bones” to indicate that they
came from a line who were always hard workers and who could get by
on their own without much help.
These people were living examples of how the old ones used to
live in the times from before. LiBila was also like these women, only her
life didn’t last as long as theirs did. Jijwa was over one hundred years
old when she died. Jôbkaien was also very old when she took her final
rest. They were both younger than my Grandfather Bojar who died
before them by only a few scant years.
Compared to twenty some of my own students who are already
dead today, life does not last as long as it did long ago. What is wrong
with the life we live today? Is something causing us to become much
weaker than the “Armij Dri Bin” of my Marshallese grandparents’
generation. Could it be so simple as a matter of how much struggle we
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must survive to keep going through our lives? I don’t know the answer
to that question.
Lots of work and lots of food to prepare. Making dried coconut
meat for money, gathering and then cooking food for eating, and always
washing clothes for tomorrow. Marshallese women never seem to have
any time off. When asked what they would want most from America,
they almost universally ask for a washing machine. That’s what would
give them a brief break from their many other duties.
LiBila was the first of my dear friends and adopted family to die
and be gone from my life. It came soon after my tour of duty in the
Peace Corps. I was so excited when I received a letter from Tibon
Namendrik of Airok, Maloelap. He was the one who had asked for my
mailing address in the United States, and as Iroij Bwôdak on Airok
island, he wrote to me to give me the word that Mama Bila had taken
her final rest. Six months had gone by since my return to America.
I went from the joy of seeing my first contact by letter with my
distant Marshallese family since I returned to America, to my
overwhelming grief for the woman who had adopted me as her son. My
mother came over to speak softly with me. She knew who Bila was and
had always had a warm place in her heart for this woman so far away
who had taken it upon herself to be my mother while I was there with
her in the Marshall Islands. I even had some pictures that my Mom and
Dad could use to see what these people actually looked like.
I can remember when LiBila explained to me what she wanted to
do by adopting me as her son. She would do her best to explain things,
but she wasn’t always sure I understood.
“Ijaje elañe Kwoj melele, ak Mama eo am ilo America ejab ber ilo
Ailiñ kain, inem Inaj binij jinuan ijin. Ko mele ke? Mama ilo America, ej
mwoij kilin. Mama ilo Majôl, ej “brown” kilin. Ej kajin belli, ak Na, ij kajin
Majôl. Emon ke?”
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“I don’t know if you understand, but your Mama in America isn’t
here in these islands, so I will just cover for her here. Do you
understand? Your Mama over in American, her skin is white. Your Mama
over here in the Marshalls, her skin is brown. She speaks English, but I
speak Marshallese. Is that O.K.?”
I answered back that it was good without any hesitation and we
both laughed at the formal agreement of her taking me as her adopted
son. LiBila taught me that by her decision alone, she would consider me
her eldest son and everything that would mean as much as if I were
actually her first born baby. I came to hold her unending capacity of
love so dear to my heart, that I miss her love in my life right now
twenty some years after she has been gone.
I was so sad to find out she had died, because it seemed somehow
very wrong for me to learn about her passing, so long after it had
happened. I didn’t like it. It made me feel helpless. Could I have done
something to avoid her dying? Of course, Tibon had said nothing about
what was the cause of her death. I was shocked to think she could die
so young. All her family was known for living to a very old age. I wasn’t
as aware then about the radiation related deaths, as I am today. When
I finally made it back to the Marshalls after my Masters degree
program was over, I asked many people about her passing. All had said
that she was “Bomb”.
That was their way of putting it. If you were “Bomb”, you could
expect a long and painful death by cancer. I was told that the pains
that used to trouble LiBila, became worse, and finally, she began a
severe fever which caused her to be taken to the district center at
Majuro. The doctors at the District Center Hospital in Majuro
scheduled her to be flown to Tripler Army Medical Center on Oahu in
Hawaii. There, I was told, they tried their best, until she died from the
terrible pain and suffering which accompanied her demise.
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I still feel like a sail without any wind because she’s gone. She was
so very important to my learning the power of pure love. Love itself is
the motivator for all the basic wisdom of Marshallese custom. Yokwe
means hello. It means good-bye. It means remember, and it means love.
It is actually the Love, that is all important. With Love alone, the
entire world can be brought to peace and tranquility.

Figure 5 - LiBila Amram
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Figure 6 - Amram Melañ
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Chapter 2 - Tales to Tell
Telling long, late night, tales is sometimes the only pastime in the
Marshall Islands. You can sit outside under the light of the full moon,
and there will always be someone who is willing to tell some kind of
story. I’m just telling something about a guy from a time before.
Indeed, I was a very different guy back then . . .
When I was in college, I drove a large station wagon, which was
often full of my drunken friends who would ride out with me and drive
like hell as far away as we could get for the time we had. The beer in
Kansas was 3.2% alcohol beer, and you could buy it even if you were
under the state age for drinking in Missouri. Therefore, lots of our
journeys started out by crossing the bridge just outside of Parksville.
Once on the Kansas side we would just drive in any direction we wanted,
as long as it was heading away from Park College and our classes.
Later while I was still at Park College, I would make the same kind
of trip with my friend Henry Koerner only we didn’t go drinking. He was
the “Artist in Residence” at the school and I was his unofficial
assistant. It was my great pleasure to drive him around. He had snow
white hair and would look at you with a squinted eye. He used to say
that his left eye, the one that he squinted, was for close-ups. His right
eye was for his telephoto and wide angle views. He was a wonderful
artist and he taught me a lot about capturing the images we pass by
along our path.
The details of stories sometimes take on a life of their own, and
Henry was a story all by himself. Anyway he painted lots of covers for
Time magazine and while he was at Park, he painted nudes of the
student body. Not all of the students that year took park, but more
than one hundred figures were incorporated into his nine foot by nine
foot watercolor painting of the fables. They were all people from the
7

Park College area.
We went everywhere looking for the people and objects that he
could use to bring his private world to life. It was fascinating to watch
him select the people who would represent the fables. I was the one
who represented “A bird in the hand is worth two on the roof.” He
would state the fables in all kinds of different ways so that they would
fit the images that he made. Some fables were in the painting several
times, but each told a little bit differently.
All the figures were crawling around the Pittsburgh Water
Treatment Plant. He had already made sketches of that building ahead
of time while he was still at his home in Pittsburgh. He did it before he
came to Park College to teach. Everyone enjoyed watching the student
body show up on the painting. People always made comment on which
fable was represented by which naked student. It was great fun.
Henry helped me to realize that everybody can draw. We can all
do many things we might not think we could. Just do it! Learning how to
capture the likeness of a face with a black line on white paper gave me
a special kind of strength. My almighty pen would scratch out a crooked
line but the smile would be just right. I loved the “out of control”
feeling the raw line drawings revealed in my own personality. Those
feelings are from me, but they aren’t exactly under my control.
Right about that time when I felt like I was starting to realize
my larger potential, something happened to me. On one rare occasion
when I was actually studying in the college library, I stopped by the
post office to check my mail. It was a letter from the Peace Corps. It
was the letter I had been waiting for! This was the letter that would
change my life! It was late getting to me, because it had been sent to
my parents’ home in New Mexico, instead of directly to my college
address in Missouri. I opened it up and found that the Peace Corps
administration had given me an invitation to join the Peace Corps and
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work in Micronesia. By the time I received it, I only had three days
left to respond! The country in Micronesia was called the Marshall
Islands. They were classified as: “A Strategic Trust Territory of the
United States.” The people there had their own language, but American
money and the U.S. postal system. That combination made it a little
easier to get things from America than most places where the Peace
Corps was located. It sounded good to me.
When I looked up the Marshall Islands in the encyclopedia at the
campus library, there was nothing to be seen. The entire country was
so small that even on the largest maps, it only showed up as a “period”
sized dot for each atoll.
I had learned that atolls were rings of little islands which formed
around the shape of a mountain which had long ago collapsed. When the
mountain disappeared, it left a ring of coral islands at the edge of an
empty blue lagoon. These atoll formations can include fifty or even a
hundred little islands and the reef formations joining them together.
They are actually floating on liquefied coral sand, and rotate counter
clockwise a few inches every so many years or so. It’s amazing to think
of.
On the maps, however, they seemed to be just specks of dust in
the middle of the vast pacific ocean. I wrote back to the Peace Corps
to accept the offer that very night. I was excited at the idea of going
somewhere that could hardly be seen, even on the largest maps I could
find. These islands were a hidden treasure for me.
I was a conscientious objector, went to Quaker meetings, and was
almost perturbed that my draft board had granted me the lesser
status of “IIS - Student” instead of the politically uncomfortable
“Conscientious Objector” status, that I had applied for. I was never
actually given that status, and when I joined the Peace Corps we
became exempt from the draft anyway. Gratefully I never went to jail
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for my ideals against war. My life in the Marshall Islands has only
expanded my belief and understanding of a peaceful life which
altogether opposes the whole idea of war.
It was much later, with profound regret, that I found out that
the United States was already at war with the peoples and lands of the
Trust Territory of the Marshall Islands which would become the
Republic of the Marshall Islands. The Americans had tested 67 atomic
bombs in programs, conducted at the expense of these peaceful little
islands. I believe they have been contaminated virtually forever.
Most of my Marshallese friends and students were healthy and
normal as far as I could tell, but a lot of them are dead today. The
deaths should weigh heavy on all our hearts, because the people were
told by the American officials, that their sacrifice was to end all wars
and insure peace for our whole world. Many people in the Marshall
Islands are dying. Very few believe that these deaths were for the
peace of the whole world. Where is the peace?
I have become accustomed to not mentioning the truth about the
Marshall Islands, because it causes such a deep melancholy that I have
to avoid even talking about it. But now I will take the time instead to
tell some of the old stories about the people I met and came to love
who were born and raised in the Marshall Islands. Surely, they will live
there until their last days.
Because so many of them are gone now, and because their
language and their way of life are so close to being gone as well, I want
to tell some of their stories to people who have never known someone
from the Marshall Islands. We can learn so much from the gentle way
they have learned to live together on their tiny specks of coral sand in
the middle of the largest ocean on this planet.
Their life is not the normal everyday life in the modern world
today. They live in almost the same way as they did a thousand years
10

ago! All of that unique life and culture could end and change completely
in this generation alone. This is an endangered culture and there is no
one out there to protect or preserve this rare blossom of humanity!
Maybe I can help preserve some of the flavor of their life and times by
telling the stories that were told to me. In the islands, we all
“Bwebwenato,” or tell stories to entertain each other in the evenings or
whenever time slows down enough to warrant the telling of a good
story.
The story I’m going to tell you begins at sunset after a long day
of unsuccessful fishing. I’m tired and want to give up, but my adopted
father figure, Môttan, never liked to give up. He was a great story
teller, and it is his story about an ancient wave navigator that I’m going
to tell to you. He took about five days to tell me the story little by
little to help make it last.
But first you might have been wondering how I came to know this
story. As a “Peace Corps Volunteer,” I was supposed to be helping the
people of the Marshall Islands as an agricultural specialist and English
teacher. I would wonder sometimes, who was teaching what to whom. I
was learning more important things by observing and learning to love
these people, than what I was supposed to be teaching them about. It
was difficult to understand, but I was a “get it done” kind of guy and
we moved on with the things I thought I was supposed to do.
When we first arrived on Majuro Atoll, after a week with the
doctors and the shrinks at San Jose State, everyone figured it would
be easy from that point on. Well, that wasn’t exactly how it ended up
for most people. We were each given a number and a sheet of quick
translations. These were mostly command questions like. “I’m hungry.”
“Is there food?” “Where is the outhouse?” “How much does this cost?”
“My name is!” Of course, we did learn to ask, “What’s your name?” and
“I don’t understand!”
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Anyway, they gave each of us a number, and the number you got
had to match the number on the house where you would become the
Peace Corps Volunteer guest of a Marshallese family. That was the last
help you got as far as room and board went. We had to work out the
money and details ourselves in the Marshallese language. Wow! It was a
challenge. No one spoke very much English at the house with my number
on it. Of course these homes usually had more than one volunteer per
house, and there were two of us volunteers at the purple number 7
house. I found out later that it was Nathan’s house.
When we first arrived in the air space above Majuro Atoll,
everyone was shocked. The islands were so small and so void of an
altitude that they actually looked like they were painted on the surface
of the water. Each wave looked like it should wash over the entire
island. They almost never do, but with many islands less than 5 feet
high, you are really close to the ocean wherever you are in the Marshall
Islands.
The captain of our Jet came over the speaker system and made
the arrival announcement.
“Welcome to the Marshall Islands. We won’t be landing during our
initial pass of Majuro. First we just make a “low fly over” to get the
people and the pigs off the runway. As we make our turn around the
atoll, you will be able to get a good look from the left side of the plane.
Enjoy the view!”
With that, he caused the plane to roll over on its side so that the
wing on the left side of the plane pointed down at the atoll, and the
right wing pointed toward the sky. The 727 jet slowly circled above the
atoll slowing down and making ready for the landing. What the captain
didn’t mention, was how short the runway was. He did, however,
mention that the plane we were in had a special stainless steel belly so
that the sharp coral rocks of the runway wouldn’t penetrate the
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fuselage of the aircraft.
That information was already more than most people wanted to
know, but the view was particularly striking. We could see now that the
coconut trees which were all over each island, were often 40 or 50
feet high and some of the other trees grew up to great heights as well.
The lowness of the land was very clear from the view out of the plane’s
windows. As we leveled out and came lower and lower toward the water,
everyone must have had the same sinking feeling when trying to think
about landing. It was at that point that we all realized the runway
couldn’t possibly be very long. Wow!
The instant we made contact with the runway, the captain threw
all the engines in reverse and hit the throttle to the hilt. The roar was
deafening, and we lurched forward in our seats. The sound of the
planes breaks also cut through the other noises. Finally we came to a
stop. Up where the pilots were seated, it was almost surely past the
end of the runway and might actually have been over the water itself
at high tide. That’s how close we always came to the end of the runway
when landing at Majuro. You never found air travelers anywhere who
were more happy about being on the ground than you did back then at
Majuro. Everybody was so glad that the plane came to a stop in time
that the joy just welled up like spring water and everyone felt giddy
with relief and happiness all mixed together. Of course today they
have a much larger airport which can land a 747 jet, and serves as the
water catchment system for Majuro Atoll’s water supply.
The humidity is somewhere in the upper nineties, and the air is so
thick that you feel like you could cut it with a butter knife. Everyone
everywhere is moving slower than you, but somehow you can’t seem to
keep up or get anything at all done without sweating a lot!
It takes about a month to slow down and find the pace of life
down there, and it might take even a little bit longer to get used to the
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constant night and day 80+ degree weather. In the end you slow down,
and things cool off a bit as you do. Finally you learn to move as little as
possible and to not take yourself so seriously. These are all good things
to do and sooner or later you’ll be glad you did them. Eventually you will
come to the place where you never want to change anything at all. Time
goes by very slowly and you enjoy each minute of each day. If you don’t
like the way things are, you just go to sleep. Too hot? Take a nap. Too
cold? Bundle up and sleep through it. Life moves on and, the movement
of just one person, matters very little.
I learned so much in my Peace Corps experience, but it is very
hard for me to look back on that time. Most of my best friends from
then are dead. I haven’t thought about those times at all since my
blood brother, Lôtap, died of spindle cell cancer a couple of years ago.
The pain of all those people being dead too soon was more than I was
willing to think or talk about.
I suppose Lôtap must have been about 17 years old when I first
met him as a sixth or seventh grader in the outer island school on Jañ.
Like many of the students, he was very friendly and used to call me
“Buddy” all the time. He and Lôkjin seemed to have a contest going to
see which of the two of them was to be my buddy. Later when Môttan
told me that Lôtap was my Blood Brother, and that he was therefore
my father, I realized for the second time, that I had been adopted by
a Marshallese family. This was no small matter.
It was when I first went to Jañ to visit Barbara and join in at the
Christmas Celebration that I met Lôtap. During that same celebration
I was adopted by LiBila. We were staying at some temporary
structures made just for the Christmas Celebration time. She
informed me one day, rather casually, that I should get a towel and dry
off my little sister Biram.
Later that evening she made it official with a personal letter to
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me asking if I would permit her to make me her “Nejiô Manji Jitôn
Bôruô” “eldest and favored son.” I was very flabbergasted by that! Of
course when it was fully explained to me, I came to understand much
more clearly what a big deal it really meant. For many years
thereafter, I continued to find many more relatives everywhere. When
they found out that I was LiBila’s adopted son, I was welcomed by
those families to stay with them and eat with them for as long as I
liked. I often did, and made so many wonderful friends. This was the
experience of extended family and “Kakajedridri” or adoption.
When Lôtap became my buddy, on the other hand, it was a slightly
different way of things. Lôtap was the one who selected me to be his
buddy. Môttan made it official by mentioning one day that I should do
something or other for my “Jera” or my “Blood Brother”, Lôtap. That
was the subtle way that I found out that even if you had relatives,
when you made a “Jera” relationship with someone, you then share all
your relationships. Môttan was already my Grandfather by way of
LiBila, because she adopted me at least a year before I became the
Blood Brother of Lôtap. After that, however, Môttan became my
Father and was no longer my Grandfather by way of LiBila. Things can
get really complicated. I can tell you.
Having Lôtap die before me, seemed to put things out of order.
He was much too young to die. I tried to be helpful for him and for the
family when they came to Hawaii in search of better hospitals here in
this country. Even so, because the nature of almost all of the cancer
cases that come from the Marshall Islands, everyone knew that it
would not end well. Lôtap was Bomb just like LiBila. I knew by that time
what to expect.
When the surgeon came out to give us the word about Lôtap, he
came over to me. He could tell that I was the one who would have to
tell the family, and Lôtap himself what the exploratory surgery had
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found. He looked over at Lôtap’s wife LiBelok. Then he looked at the
ground. I could see his jaw muscles move and I knew what he was going
to say. He looked up and stared into my eyes for a moment.
“In 14 years of practice as a specialist in lung surgery, I have
never come across anything like this at all. It is called spindle cell
cancer. Each cell is like a wheel, with many spokes going out. Each spoke
starts a new wheel. It’s all over the inside of the chest cavity, and it’s
all over all the other organs too! There is nothing we can do. It is much
too advanced, and all over everything. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
He looked down at the floor again. I tried to keep a very
professional attitude. Without any hesitation, I responded to the news
he had given me.
“I realize that these folks don’t have any money, but if I can get
the money, are you telling me that nothing could be done?”
I wanted to know if the problem was about the money or if there
was simply, nothing that could be done at this point.
“No, its not about the money. Nothing can be done. It has spread
all over the other organs. It’s not just on the lungs. It’s everywhere.
Even the inside of the body cavity is completely covered with it. I have
never seen anything quite like it before.”
“How long does he have to live?”
I guess my voice was normal, but inside I was devastated. I was
trying to be strong so that I could let the family know what the
situation really was.
“He should get back to his children and the rest of his family as
soon as possible. I would doubt that . . .”
He glanced again at the floor and then over to LiBelok and Lôtap’s
sister Aitwôn. Finally he looked back at me.
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“He won’t likely live more than a month or two at most.”
When I told LiBelok and Lôtap’s sister, they were both ready for
it. I guess we all knew that it was going to go that way, but the lack of
hope in them, was painful for me to see. They both argued that Lôtap
should not be told the truth, because it would be too much for him to
handle. I did not agree. I wanted him to know the truth, no matter
what the effect would be.
If it were me, I would want the cold hard truth in plain, simple
terms. That’s exactly what I told Lôtap. I told him that he was going to
die, and that he needed to hurry back home so that he would at least
be able to see his children again. I told him he was going to die right
away.
I was amazed. He basically said that was fine. He said that he was
sure that God knew better than he did, when his time was, and that he
had no business arguing with God. If his time had come, he would just
be ready for it. Lôtap had never been good with pain and suffering. I
had always tried to help him avoid such things. I knew exactly what the
women were talking about when they had said it would be “too much”
for me to just tell Lôtap that he was going to die! Having done it
anyway though, I realized how much I admired his ability to accept the
truth. They were afraid that he would freak out and start yelling or
get mad or whatever, but he was very quiet and calm when I told him.
He asked me to go back with him to the Marshall Islands so that
I could make sure that he didn’t suffer when he died. It was so painful
when I had to tell him I couldn’t do it. I had a job to cover, and
although I could have found someone to help me with that, there was
no way of knowing how long it might take. Sometimes the death came
fast, but sometimes it lingered on for many months.
My father had died the summer before that November, and it
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was going to be the first Christmas for my Mother to be alone. I had
to go back and be with her in about two weeks time. I just couldn’t go
back with him at that time. The surgeon had indicated that he might
not even make it to the new year. Sometimes, however, people last
much longer than expected.
I told him all about these things, and why I couldn’t do it, but I
know that he was disappointed and scared. I told him to hang on and
that I would try to come after the first of the year. We both knew
that wouldn’t happen. I guess we both knew that it would be too late.
I’ll always regret that I didn’t go down to the Marshall Islands to be
with him for the end.
Lôtap died before Christmas, and only got back to Jañ, and his
children, the day before he died. I didn’t find out these facts until
someone told me second hand about two months later. One night, long
before that, I had a dream and in the dream, Lôtap looked young again
like when he was my student. I knew right then that he had died, but I
held out some kind of hope that it would be otherwise until I was
finally told the truth. All of this makes me sad.
I want to remember the better times and what the gentle people
of the Marshall Islands shared with me. Maybe I can explain later why
so many people are dead now. It hurts me to remember that they’re
gone, but I have to remember. I have to remember how it was and what
each of them meant to me. It’s all very important to me personally. I
have to remember them as best I can. For some reason this is all really
important for me to know and remember. This is a way for me to
remember who I am, and who I was back then. Perhaps most of all,
remembering these people is important for me, because this is a way
for me to realize who I can become.
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Figure 7 - At age 19
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Figure 8 - Swaying Fronds mummer the Story
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Chapter 3 - The Story
Sweet Water at Sea is a fireside story about the experience a
young man had when an ancient wave navigator was taken on board a
modern steam vessel and tested to see what he could do. How could the
old man find his way? He didn’t use any instruments. Indeed how could
he find the secret location of the source of sweet drinking water way
out at sea?
How could fresh water come up from the sea floor anyway? The
location was invisible, out of the site of any land, and could only be
found by the wave navigators of old who had the ability to feel the
source with their whole body.
The story was told to me by a wonderful storyteller called
Môttan. He lived in the Marshall Islands and as I tell you the story
that he told to me, you will learn to love Môttan as I do. His stories
always gave me hope for the future. He was a very kind and generous
person, as most of the people of the Marshall Islands are. His wisdom
and loving manner are the basis for the tale I tell , as it was told to me
by him while I served my duty in the Peace Corps. That period of time,
long before now, has had its effects upon my life. It will remain with
me always.
For the folks down there in this little Pacific island nation, their
highest praise of a person, is to proclaim that he or she is truly “Joij”
The word “Joij” means many things, as most of the words of the
Marshallese language do, but you could think of the meaning as being,
generosity and hospitality combined. This hospitality is extended to
you on a very personal basis. It is just for you. If a person is “Joij”, all
that he or she has and all that he or she is, will be shared with others
to the best of their ability.
Oh how fine a world it would be if we could all live up to, and yet
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never exceed this perfect standard of contact. Sharing all that we
have and all that we are with each other to the best of our ability.
When all that you have you intend to share with everyone, the less you
actually have for yourself, the more comfortable you will become. Life
is very different on a tiny island no more than a few feet high. On an
island in the middle of the vast Pacific ocean, things are looked at from
a different perspective.
Join me now, way out there on these hidden little islands floating
on the ocean. From that rare and unique point of view then, I’ll tell you
the story of the Sweet Water at Sea.
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Figure 9 - The Canoe Awaits
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Figure 10 - My last drawing of Môttan
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Chapter 4 - Fishing in the dark
The shore was very far away now, and I wondered just how far we
would go. A good breeze was blowing up and there were more thunder
clouds in the distance. The smell of rain was still in the air from an
earlier shower. Some people claim that the fishing is better when the
rain is off and on all day long. The theory is that the fish get fed up
with the gloom and go kind of stir crazy. This makes them take any
kind of bait at any hour. Some of that can be true at almost any time,
even on sunny days. I don’t, myself, really think that fish are very
predictable.
Like many other overcast days, the fishing in the rain theory hadn’t
held up too well, and there was no mass attack on our hooks. We
waited. By evening we had caught just two fish. I say “we” only in the
sense that it was the two of us fishing, the old man Môttan and me. It
was Môttan who had caught both of the fish. I’m sure that he had
caught a glimpse of my tired face as we sat there for hours waiting for
a bite. Every now and then he would ask me if I had felt any nibbles.
He would ask with such a look on his face that you knew he was thinking
that it was very strange that I had no bites on my line. Over and over,
I had to answer that I hadn’t felt any bites or nibbles or anything.
“And you Môttan, have you?” I would ask back.
“No, I was just asking.” He always replied.
Then he would grin back at me and I knew he would consider it a real
life miracle for me to get a nibble and him not. I was looking out to the
south east at a very beautiful sunset which was happening on the
opposite side of where the sun actually sets. In the west, the growing
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storm was more eminent and you couldn’t even see a trace of the
obscured sun.
Just before that glimpse of the sunset, I had been thinking of
telling Môttan we should probably go ashore. Finally Môttan started
quickly pulling up his line. I thought he finally must have had another
bite after all.
I asked him, “What kind of fish do you think finally took the bait?”
“Nothing!” he replied as he continued to pull up his line. “It’s obvious
that we’re in the wrong place!”
I never could get really mad at Môttan, but there were times when
I’d get quite angry with some of the things he would do. This was one
of those times, and I quickly asked him a question.
“ If it’s so obvious that this is the wrong place, then exactly why
have we been sitting here in the rain for at least three hours?”
“Well, maybe you’re right, but I know just where we can go now.” He
replied.
While I contemplated his answer, I began to laugh at his approach to
the situation. I myself would often go diving for three or four hours
and the island divers who would go with me would complain and get cold
long before I was willing to give up. Sometimes I would just go by
myself because I never seemed to get cold or tired of diving. I loved
being under the sea by myself with all the wild life there to
experience. So it was, when it came to fishing on the bottom of the
lagoon with Môttan Lañgmour. He never gave up and never seemed to
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get tired of waiting for the fish to take his bait. It was an example of
a man in his own medium. He was not disturbed at all for having waited
for three hours for two fish. We moved off into the gloom of the ever
darkening evening. I could tell that it wouldn’t have made any
difference to him whether it was light enough to see or not. He knew
the place so well, that he didn’t even need to be able to see to know
right where he was.
*

*

* *

I loved the story of the ancient Marshallese navigators who were
famous among all the seafaring people who knew of their presence.
They were especially known for their ability to navigate by the feel of
the waves. Perhaps the most famous of all of them, was Lôtap of the
Dri Kwajelein clan from the Railik chain of the Marshall Islands. It was
Lôtap who was a navigator of the old ways. It was Lôtap who had served
many ancient kings to guide their ships through fair weather and storm
alike. The story of ‘Lôtap the Navigator of Old’ was my favorite
stories, and I liked hearing it told over and over.
Môttan loved to tell the tale of how Lôtap, had surprised everyone
when he revealed the secret of a source of fresh water far out in the
middle of the ocean. It is called, “Aibwôj Ilo Meto,” the Sweet Water
at Sea. I suppose it is well known today with all the charts and
locations that oceanographers have, but in the old days when such
things were not so widely known, it must have seemed almost like a
miracle. Lôtap was a simple man yet he knew how to navigate by the
feel of the waves, and he could find fresh water way out at sea!
The story of Lôtap is a chronicle of the experiment which was held
on board the steam ship ‘White Gull’ out of Jaluit. The experiment was
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to test the true ability of the Marshallese Wave Navigator - Lôtap.
Everyone wanted to see if the modern sailors and sea captains could
fool the Wave Navigator.
They had invited Lôtap to come onboard their large steam vessel.
They no doubt figured that it would be easy to prove that Lôtap’s
ability as a navigator was more legend than fact. He had absolutely no
access to their own navigational equipment, to insure that he didn’t get
his baring from them. They had made a specially sealed room for Lôtap
deep down in the cargo hold at the bottom of their ship. No windows
and no instruments. There, Lôtap sat quietly in the dark and listened
to the waves with his whole body.
Surely he would not be able to know where they had moved the ship.
How could anyone be able to know where they were without being able
to see a compass or at least note the position of the stars and take
some kind of baring?
Above him on the bridge of the 200 ft. cargo steamship, a rather
heated argument was going on about just what itinerary and final
destination should be used to test the old man down in the cargo hold
below. All the other islanders on board were being told that they
would have to get off the ship so that they could not give Lôtap any
clues as to where they were.
The captain of the ‘White Gull’, Captain Rainier had refused to
reveal the route that they would take or what the final destination
would be. This of course, didn’t set well with the large crowd of people
who had come to see their famous wave navigator off.
The captain closed his window and pulled the cord on the steam
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whistle. The earth shook and a low “ffuuvv” penetrated the silence of
the early evening calm.
“fuff-ffuuvv” the deep sound of the steam whistle sounded again and
the great ship began to slowly move away from the wharf and head out
of Jaluit lagoon. The pass in the reef at Jaluit atoll is very deep and it
is safe enough even for the largest of ships. There is however,
something very incongruous, about a huge mass of steel and wood, all
moving in a syncopated hurry, passing by the barely moving coconut
trees and the calmly walking people on their tiny little patches of coral
sand. The 29 atolls of the Marshall Islands are like a series of
beautiful coral necklaces, made up of a central lagoon surrounded by as
many as 100 tiny islands. The water is so clear you could tell if it was
heads or tails on a coin tossed over the side of the ship. The water
there is such a beautiful blue color that it takes your breath away.
In the special closed in room at the bottom of the cargo hold, Lôtap
didn’t see any colors. He saw nothing and was already asleep in the bunk
that they had provided him.

*

*

*

*

Môttan threw a large hunk of coral, with a hole in the middle of it,
overboard. This is what was used as an anchor for the canoe. It
quickly sank through the water and landed on the top of a coral head
which was totally invisible to me.
“Here we are.” Said Môttan I think that our luck will change at this
location. “ I only come here when I’m really hard up. It’s my cupboard!”
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Then he gave one of his quiet chuckles. I had to laugh back at
Môttan’s explanation of where we were. I had no idea how he knew
that there would be another coral head right under the canoe. It was
now too dark to really see where we were at all.
“Jab Kôrkôr ion Goro!” said Môttan, which roughly translated to
‘Don’t jazz around above Goro’ (the Marshallese name for ‘Sea Bass’ ).
He must have anticipated my question as to why he had taken so long
to realize that his other favorite spot (the one we had just come from)
seemed to be empty. He usually had an old saying as explanation for
everything he did.
He laughed again at my expression when he had finished his
quotation about the Goro, as he knew that it was my favorite fish of all.
He had already hit bottom with his line while giving me more details
about the Goro and their peculiarities. When his line hit bottom, he
cut his explanations short and stated a fishing phrase.
“Jok im tej!” or “Bang the bottom and test it out.”
I hadn’t even finished putting my bait on and quickened my pace so
that I would also be ready to catch all the fish from his secret fish
cupboard.
While mine was only half way down to the bottom, he started
frantically pulling up his line up. He was making quite a big deal out of
it, by the look on his face. I figured it had to be something good! He
said nothing and I watched as the tight line came up from below. As
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the fish broke the surface of the water it made a “whining” sound and
cut an arc in the air as it came out.
Môttan smiled through his distorted lips which he had used to give
enough body English to smack the fish right down between us for
special effect. Everything was exactly according to plan. He loved to
tease me with every fish he caught regardless of its size or value.
“Guop kuop” the little fish made a kind of barking noise and then laid
still. Because the fish had been holding back as it was pulled through
the water, it must have doubled in velocity when it reached the
surface.
“Jej!” he said. It was the name of the fish.
Jej is a little yellow and white striped fish used to make soup. This
fish has lots of little bones and lots of scales. Jej means a judge, like
a municipal judge. “Jejjej” means bullshit or for example to brag about
something you don’t really know anything about. Take that for what it’s
worth. Jej actually does taste very good when cooked with soy sauce
and green papayas. It made me hungry just to think about it. Môttan
knew that a scoop of fish stew made with Jej would taste great on a
bowl of rice right then and there, and he knew that I was really ready
to eat something too!
“Here we are!” That was all that Môttan said.
During the show of his efforts, I had continued to let my line out
and as I looked to check the depth by seeing how much line was left on
board, I came to realize that my line had been snarled on the coral
head below. After all the rest of the bad luck I had experienced that
day, it didn’t really seem out of place to have that happen too. Here I
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was at “Môttan’s Sea Cupboard” and I was stuck on the bottom. I
unhappily informed Môttan of my situation.
“That’s all right!” he said “We won’t have to stay here very long
anyway.”
With another big grin, he pulled up a beautiful sized Lôjibjib, which
is a much larger fish than a Jej. Lôjibjib is renowned for its
succulence. He handed it to me so that I could take his hook out of
the fish’s mouth, while he tried to get my line free from the bottom.
He tried and tried, using all the tricks he knew, but the line was not
about to come free just now.
After a while, he turned to me and said just one word.
“Lorak!”
It meant the line was stuck. I usually didn’t let this kind of thing
bother me too much. After all there was nothing, I could do. In the
outer islands one never just pulled your line till it snapped, because
there were a very limited number of hooks and line available and each
one counted. I just held onto my line, pulling every now and then to
check if it had somehow come free. Sometimes fish or even crabs can
loosen up a hook caught on the bottom Môttan continued to bring in
more fish. Most of them were average in size, and some were actually
quite big. Things were looking up.
At one point he seemed to sense something about my line which I
was no longer paying any attention to. I had just been holding on to it
having long since grown tired of the up and down procedure.
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“Let’s just use that line as an anchor.” He said, “We’ll tie it off and
let the wind pull on it for a while.”
Môttan laughed a little bit as he said it, and he pulled up the piece
of coral which he had used as an anchor. Now the only thing holding us
in place was my line which was still holding fast to the bottom. It had
become entirely dark by that time and although his voice came to me
clearly, all I could see of his face was a shadow in the night. There
were no stars to be seen, and I wondered if it would start to rain again.

“Did I ever tell you the rest of the story about Lôtap of old?” he
asked me.
“No,” I replied, “You never did, but I was just thinking about that
story while we moved over here because I can’t see the bottom at all.”
In the daylight you could often tell the location of large coral heads
because the water would take on a lighter turquoise hue as you arrived
above the more shallow locations.
“Maybe that’s what reminded me to tell you the rest of the story”
he said “Tonight is a night for such stories, I can’t see a thing. Well,
where did I leave off, do you remember?”
“When you stopped they were just about to take Lôtap out to sea,
but I don’t remember where they were going to go.”
After I told him where we had ended up the last time, I settled
back to enjoy his wonderful storytelling talent.
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*

*

*

*

“Ah yes, that’s because they weren’t telling anyone about that. No!
They wouldn’t tell anybody where they were going, or even when they
planned to come back. They wanted to make sure that Lôtap knew none
of the facts. All of the Jaluit officials agreed to it, but a lot of people
thought it was irresponsible and they didn’t like the idea at all.”

No one was allowed to go with him either, even though he didn’t know
their language at all. The sea captains said that it would be good
enough to have the sailor they called Lôjki onboard, since he had lived
with the local people for a few years and could speak enough of their
language to translate the questions, and whatever answers Lôtap might
have to say.
“So where did they take him?” I asked.
“Oh they took him all over the place, and it seems that nobody
really knew exactly where they were going to go. Captain Rainier didn’t
even reveal his plans to the other sea captains onboard until they left
port. They were being quite careful not to let any information out.”
Môttan began to tell the story and I forgot all about the hook that
was holding us on the bottom. He said that once out to sea, Captain
Rainier and all the other sea captains assembled on the bridge. He
unsealed an envelope which detailed their itinerary and charted out the
headings they would take. There were to be many stops and many
course changes, ending up at different atolls, but always out of sight
from any island. All the sea captains agreed that surely Lôtap would
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not be able to recognize all these different locations without seeing
any stars or instruments. It would be especially difficult with all the
mid course changes and the reverses in direction which they had
planned to make during the very first night!
“Now we will see!” said one of the sea captains. “Yes, yes!” they all
agreed, and they lifted their glasses in a toast to the enjoyable
experiment which had started that night on the high seas under a full
moon.

During the first night of their journey, the ship had made a great
circle and was in fact already on its way back to Jaluit. However, it
was still out of sight of land. Captain Rainier called for Lôtap to be
brought up to the bridge for questioning.
When the sailor woke him, Lôtap sat up right away as if he had not
really been asleep at all.
“The captains are all waiting above on the bridge Lôtap, do you know
where we are?” Lôjki asked.
“Sure.”, The old man answered, “Do you?”
“No!” he answered with a surprised smile, “Only the captains are
allowed on the bridge.”
All of the sea captains were gathered around, and they seemed to be
quite excited indeed. There were two of the captains who had
experienced some personal encounters with wave navigators and they
thought it might be possible that Lôtap would know where they were.
35

They thought he might have been able to tell that they were headed
back toward Jaluit. In fact they were so sure that Lôtap might know
where they were, that they had placed bets of $10.00 each with most
of the other captains on board the ship. They had bet that Lôtap
would actually be able to tell what they had done, and know where he
was. This last minute wager had added 100 percent to their enjoyment
of the experiment. Everyone waited anxiously to see how the old man
would do.
Captain Rainier asked Lôjki to tell Lôtap that some of the other
captains had placed bets on his abilities, and that he should be
reminded not to do any guessing or kidding around, but to answer all
the navigational questions both seriously and honestly!
Captain Rainier began to read the list of the questions they had
prepared. The plan was to ask how the navigator could determine what
direction the ship was heading at any point, and whatever explanations
he could provide as to how he could do it. How could he know distances
traveled, locations out of sight, and so forth? Of course, the last
question was supposed to be (Everyone was waiting anxiously for that
question alone! ) “Do you know where you are right now, Lôtap?”
Captain Rainier fumbled nervously with the paper while Lôjki tried to
convey Captain Rainier’s message to Lôtap. Lôtap understood
everything very quickly and was fast to reply.
Lôtap started to say something to Lôjki, and he started laughing.
Lôtap smiled back, but Captain Rainier wasn’t so happy about the
attitude of kidding around. He broke into their conversation and told
Lôjki to tell him again not to be foolish about the questions.
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“This is serious!” the Captain exclaimed.
After translating this to Lôtap, Lôjki took on a different attitude.
As he began to translate, he even seemed to be afraid to tell what the
old man had said. When Captain Rainier insisted that he translate
exactly what the old man had said, he did his best to accurately give
Lôtap’s reply.
“ He says that he understands very well how it is with sea captains
who enjoy betting, but any of you who would bet against him would be
lost at sea!”
Captain Rainier blanched and then turned red in the face. He turned
to the other sea captains as if to seek their opinion. He hadn’t turned
back to the old man when Lôtap spoke again. Whatever he had said to
Lôjki, he said it quickly and in a rather blunt tone.
“What did he say this time?” Captain Rainier said.
“He says that if you want him to answer questions that’s O.K. with
him, but surely you don’t need any help in knowing that if you keep going
in the same direction that you are traveling right now for a few more
hours, you will be home safe and sound!” Lôjki looked incredulous, and
said.
“Is that true sir?”
Amid the laughter of the two sea captains who had bet on Lôtap’s
ability, and the complaints from those who had bet against him, Captain
Rainier ordered Lôjki not to talk to anyone. He ordered Lôjki to take
Lôtap below to his bunk.
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“Yes sir!” he replied and he started off to take Lôtap below.
Now, Captain Rainier was the Master of the White Gull, and he had
been chosen for that position because of his experience and his
integrity, but all of the sea captains except for the two who had bet on
Lôtap started to complain loudly. They protested that some crew
member must have revealed their position. Captain Rainier stopped
Lôjki at the doorway.
“From now on, Lôjki, you will also remain below with Lôtap. Tell the
quarter master to set up a bunk for you down there with his. And
remember Lôjki, don’t talk about this with anyone. Don’t talk to anyone
at all, except me! When you are called up here to translate the
questions, you will talk only to me.”

Later, with almost theatrical skill, one of the two sea captains who
had bet on Lôtap, let the rumor be started that there had been some
kind of crooked dealings between Lôjki and the other captain who had
bet on Lôtap. Actually the two Sea captains were working together,
but nobody had seen the two of them when they cooked up the story
about crooked dealings in order to gain more heat in the betting.
This way they were able to insure that the betting would go on even
though Lôtap’s excellent performance might have otherwise dampened
the spirit of wager among the sea captains who had bet against Lôtap.
Many heated arguments passed that night, not the least of which was
the phony argument between the two sea captains who had staged the
whole affair. The captain who played the role of the conspirator was
called Jiong, a Chinaman who had lived in Germany since his childhood.
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He denied any collusion with Lôjki at all and his face took on the look of
pure impunity. After all it was actually true that he had made no deals
with the sailor, Lôjki. Leo his buddy was the only one he had any deals
with. Jiong and Leo had made a deal to make it look like Jiong had
helped Lôtap.
Lôjki’s real name was actually Max, but the local Marshallese people
had always called him Lôjki. Over the years he had lived with the
Marshallese they had always called him by that name. Lôjki knew that
there must be a hidden meaning to that name, but never bothered
finding out what it meant. The name stuck, and in the end all of the
other sailors on board the various ships he worked for also called him
by that name.
“Eat some rice Lôjki.” Said Lôtap “Eat up and we can pass the time
with stories if you like.” Lôtap knew Lôjki loved to hear the
“Bwebwenato” or Marshallese fables which the old man was known to
tell. “Don’t be mad that they made you stay down here with me. Just
sit down and we can Bwebwenato.”

*

*

*

*

I had to stop Môttan and ask him what Max’s name meant. I
realized that I had heard the same name mentioned when I overheard
people talking about me. I wondered why everybody always grinned
when Lôjki was mentioned. Môttan explained to me that in the islands
it is considered better to see someone’s good health and fat, than to
see someone who was really skinny. They always called the young
unmarried men who were very skinny ‘Lôjki’.
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“ ‘Lôjki of old’,” he explained, “was a favorite hero of the tales of the
‘Ebebin ko Mokta’ or the ‘generations from before’. Lôjki was a very
skinny man except for his manly parts, which were twice as healthy as
the rest of him. So, you see, when this young German sailor came to us,
he was very skinny from the food onboard the ships at sea. It was only
natural, that in good humor, people called him ‘Lôjki’. As to why the
name stuck, well that is probably another story all together.”
“O.K. Lôjki. I get it.” I said, “Thanks, you can go on with the rest of
the story. They were about to eat some rice and tell stories, right?”
“Yes,” Môttan replied, “but say, why don’t we continue this story
later. All the talk about rice has made me kind of hungry. Shall we
give up for the night?” “Sure!” I said “Yes, I’m ready if you are. But
what do you think I should do with my line? It is really strong test,
and it is going to be quite hard to break.”

“Well, why don’t you untie it from the end of the canoe over there,
while I bring in my line.” He replied, and then he moved to bring in the
rest of his line which seemed to be empty. Môttan and I moved things
around in the canoe so that we could get everything ready to go ashore.
I carefully moved my hands over the line at the end of the canoe so
that I would have a good idea how to untie it. I really couldn’t see
anything at all by this time. I had to work by feel alone.
“Can you get it untied Enti?” he asked me. “I tried to secure it with
one of those knots that comes loose easily. Can you figure it out?”
I realized that it was not as hard to untie as I had anticipated. I
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was trying to learn all about the sailor’s knots from Môttan who knew
all about the ropes and lines associated with canoe making. I told him
that I just about had it. In the process of getting the line free, I had
let my elbow touch in the water. Although I could not see it, I came to
feel that the water was moving past the skin on my arm and asked
Môttan why it felt like that.
“Well, sometimes there is a strong current and it will give you that
feeling.” He answered. “You can also see it, if it is daylight. It looks
like the streaks of a mirror on the water’s surface. It’s really smooth
in contrast to the rest of the wave pattern.”
“Do you think that’s what I’m feeling now?” I asked him. I plunged
my hand into the water as deep as I could to reach way down and get a
good hold on the line so that I could really pull it hard enough to break
it free. As Môttan giggled at my utter surprise, I realized that the
line was no longer stuck on the bottom, although it was very heavy.

What the hell was I pulling in anyway? I wondered if a part of the
coral head had broken off or what. I couldn’t figure it out, because if
it had been a chunk of coral head or some other object on the bottom,
why had it suddenly allowed the canoe to begin drifting. I wondered if
it was because of the tide coming in or going out or what. I also
considered that it could have been a large octopus or even a giant clam
shell which had closed on my leader wire.
“What do you think it is Môttan?” I asked. I was close to the end of
my line and was getting very excited.
“Maybe Goro.” Môttan said.
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Then I remembered the extra facts about the Goro which Môttan
had mentioned as we arrived at his Cupboard.
“Goro,” he had told me, “When they take the bait, they take it all
the way down their throat. When you pull them up, they just puff
themselves up, and hold on by wedging into a coral formation. Their big
fins hold on tight and it feels like you are Lorak!”
The clouds had just parted and the moonlight peaked through a little
bit. For my eyes, however, it seemed like someone had just turned on
the lights. It really made a lot of difference for me. As the weight
came closer to the surface of the water, I could see the cloud of
phosphorescence which followed it up. They looked like underwater
sparklers, pale blue-green and white. From the size of the cloud of
sparkles, I could tell that this was something big. Right away I thought
of “Beko,” shark, and almost stopped pulling it in to get the machete
ready. Then I decided not to bother, because it was not moving all
around like the sharks do when they get caught. When you hook a
shark, it feels like someone has tied a motorcycle to the end of your
line. It moves all around, real crazy like.
As it broke the surface, I raised up just a little to make sure what it
was before I put it into the canoe with all of the other fish that
Môttan had caught.
“Yep, it’s a Goro all right!” exclaimed Môttan.
His voice seemed to ring out with glee that he had guessed right. I
could barely see the fish, but the blotches of brown and white which
Goro make when they are in a defensive mode, was enough for me to
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tell what kind of fish I had finally caught. It was my favorite fish! I
was elated to realize that I had finally caught a fish after all. I
couldn’t help but wonder how long Môttan had already known I had a
fish on my line.
“That will be good enough to show your respect to Iroij Murjel,
Enti!” Môttan shared a particular pleasure with me, in that we both
liked to bring the largest fish to show respect to Iroij Murjel on
Saturday night so that he would have plenty of fish on Sunday when
fishing was prohibited. This time there would be no doubt who would
bring him the largest fish. The Goro was more than two and a half feet
long and was by far the largest fish we caught that night. We were
both very happy, and I realized that the wait had been worth it after
all.
As soon as Môttan had seen it was a Goro and saw that it was
securely placed inside the canoe, he started paddling toward shore. I
supposed at least that we were headed for shore, for the moon had
once again become obscured by the clouds and I couldn’t see anything
at all. I grabbed the small pump made from a section of pipe which
emptied the accumulated water in the bottom of the canoe. All
Marshallese canoes leak quite a bit. They are made from large tree
trunks tied together in pieces. As I emptied the canoe of the water,
it’s passage through the waves speeded up.

Suddenly like going from a paved road to a dirt road, our passage
toward shore became rather rough.
“I hope we have enough time to get to shore before the rain hits
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us!”, Môttan said, and he increased the speed of the canoe through the
wave turbulence. As soon as he said it, however, the rain drops began
to fall and right away we were drenched with a heavy rain. Once the
rain came down the waves smoothed out again, and we glided over the
water’s surface, while the heavy drops smacked against our skin. I
couldn’t tell how he knew that the rain was coming, and hoped that we
would get to shore soon. I was already cold.
The rain came down in sheets and we both laughed at it, but Môttan
kept right on moving the canoe through the water with a gentle but an
even stroke of the paddle. Occasionally he would direct me to change
sides up front where I was also paddling, but without any realization in
which direction the canoe was going. The canoe could be completely
steered from the back, by simply placing the paddle in an upright
position next to the hull on the side that you wanted to turn to. But of
course, you did have to know where you wanted to go, and only Môttan
knew that. Finally I asked Môttan where we were.
“Jañ!” he replied.
“I know that much” I said, “but where along the shoreline are we
headed for and how close are we to coming to the ‘mejje’ (coral pass)?”

Jañ had three Mejje, which were left, from what was at one time,
many more. They were places where the people had broken away the
coral formations so that a canoe or longboat could come ashore without
running aground. If you missed the Mejje, you could count on cutting
your feet while you most likely damaged the canoe getting it up to the
shoreline.
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Of the three Mejje on Jañ, there was only one that was deep all the
way to shore. It was the easy one to use, but was a long way from
where we lived, and would mean that we would be required to move
both the canoe and the fish over to our area in the morning. I just
wanted to know which Mejje we were headed for.
“We’re headed for ‘Kwalañ’, where we will ‘Jinre Jato’.”
“Kwalañ” was the name of Môttan’s “Wåto” or property. Each
property was a slice of the island, going from the lagoon side of the
island to the ocean side facing the open sea. “Jinre Jato” means that
the women would be awakened to cook the fish (in this case Jato or
Red Snapper ) as soon as we arrived so that we could recover from the
long fishing excursion. Of course the women loved to eat the fish late
at night, and tomorrow they could sleep late on Sunday morning as well.
“Don’t worry about running aground, because it’s very high tide
anyway.”
I was always amazed that anywhere on the surface of the ocean,
Môttan knew where he was and what stage of the tide it was. All this
information he knew and could tell you without actually seeing anything.
Like the navigators of old, he seemed to be able to tell such things by
the feel of the waves on the canoe and how he perceived the motion
within his own body. It was really amazing.
Suddenly the sound of the shore came very close, and I could begin
to see the white of the beach. The dull scrape on the bottom of the
canoe meant that we had reached water that was shallow enough to
touch bottom. I jumped out and began to bail out the blood and water
mixture from the bottom of the canoe. The ocean was much warmer
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than the rain and it felt great to experience the silky smoothness and
warmth of the nighttime sea. I reached down and started to lay out all
the fish that Môttan had caught on the top of the canoe. Life was
good.
When we had eliminated most of the water from inside the canoe,
we picked it up by the beams that went from the canoe body to the
outrigger, and walked it the rest of the way ashore. We continued on
past the high tide mark with it’s accumulated debris so that the next
tide would not take the canoe away. I lifted up the outrigger and
Môttan placed glass balls under each end as another added precaution.
This was also done to level the surface of the canoe. Then we walked
together toward the house having placed all the fish in a woven basket
except the large Goro which was too heavy to carry with the other
fish, and had to be taken by itself. I was given the proud pleasure of
bringing that fish ashore myself.
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Figure 11 - Moonlight on the Lagoon
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Figure 12 - Mama Rosa ready for Jinre
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Chapter 5 - Jinre Jato
Môttan opened the door and the weak light of the kerosene lantern,
which was turned down low, glowed from within. One of the kids
stirred, but there was no other sound.
“This basket is overflowing with fish. Is there any rice?”
I realized that we had been fishing for a long time and that both of us
were tired, but it never failed to surprise me how the Marshallese
never seemed to show any concern at all about waking up someone who
was sleeping peacefully. Môttan’s voice was easily loud enough that it
would have normally awakened anyone in the whole house.
Only Rosa answered.
“Uwakôk! ( For heaven’s sake! ) It certainly is late at night for the two
of you to be coming back.”
“Is there any rice?” Môttan asked again. “Don’t you want to ‘Jinre’?
Come on Rosa, get up and start a fire. We’re cold too you know. It’s
been raining.”
Rosa was rubbing her arms from the cold and trying to wake up so that
she could start the fire and get the fish cooked. She knew that
everyone would want to eat fish tomorrow, but there was never cooking
on Sundays so she already knew that she was in for an all-night cooking
session. She pulled herself into a sitting position and turned up the
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lamp. First she rubbed her eyes and then she rubbed her arms again.
“Elap Bio!” ( It’s really cold! )
Finally she looked out at us like she just wanted to have a look at who
had disturbed her sleep, but she already knew who it was.
“Oh boy, the two of you sure are wet! Is it still raining?”
Môttan had already gone off to take the fish to the cook house, and
would probably start the fire for Rosa before he took his cold water
shower from a bucket. Even though we had been in the rain for hours,
we would both take a quick shower to insure that we got all the blood
and guts off of us before we got into dry clothes and waited for the
fish to be cooked. I took the big Goro and whatever fish wouldn’t fit
into the basket to the cook house before I headed off to take my
shower at the young men’s house down the road at Mônlôñ.
Mônlôñ was the name of Queen Neiwan’s property where some of the
young men and I shared sleeping space. Usually it was bright enough to
follow the path by looking up now and then to get your bearings from
the gap of starlight, between the coconut trees. On this night there
wasn’t any difference anywhere you looked. It was all darkness. I had
long since learned to walk slowly, and I knew the path well. I even knew
the various roots of the breadfruit trees which crossed all the way
across the ten foot wide path, and I just walked on and over them as if
I could see.
It took longer than normal, going slow, but at last I arrived at Mônlôñ.
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I could see the dim light of another kerosene lantern. I walked quietly
up to the enclosed porch and past the three young boys who were all
asleep on the floor without any particular pattern. I opened the door
to the back room which I shared with my blood brother Lôtap. That’s
the ‘Lôtap of now-a-days’, who was named after the famous navigator
himself. I pondered for a moment considering how sad it was that the
people of today were rapidly losing the skills of the ancient navigators
of old. I knew that this Lôtap was much more interested in girls,
smoking cigarettes, and radios than anything like wave navigation. All
their money and the labor to earn that money was spent on batteries,
cigarettes, and matches. Oh well, progress pushes custom out of the
way. He was sound asleep, but the kerosene lantern was turned up full.
I wondered how these people had learned how to sleep with such bright
light. I gathered up my towel and a bucket and went back out into the
darkness to the well. When I got there, I couldn’t find the Kekup, the
Kekup is a coffee can on a line to pull the water up from the well. The
well itself, consisted of four or five empty kerosene drums stacked one
on top of the other to provide a sort of a tube down to the water level
12 to 15 feet below. I didn’t know where the last person to use the
Kekup had left it. Finally I came across it next to the top of the well
which was about half a drum higher than the ground surface. There was
a short staff to keep the can on, but the kids never remembered to
replace it when they were finished using it. I grabbed the rope which
was tied to the coffee can and began filling my bucket one can at a
time.
At Mônlôñ, there was no longer a shower house, so as usual, I took the
bucket of water that I had filled at the well and went to the fallen
breadfruit tree where I kept my soap under another coffee can. The
more fancy households had small phone booth sized shower houses
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where all the necessities for taking their bucket showers were kept
behind the privacy of thatch walls. For young men however, you just
waited until darkness provided privacy and showered wherever it was
convenient. Small white stones from the ocean side of the island were
always spread around each household to provide a clean area for
walking and they were also spread behind the fallen breadfruit tree at
our household for our shower area.
It took a long time for my feet to toughen up, but in the end I got used
to walking on the stones, and at least they allowed for clean feet. My
shower didn’t take me long, because I was more hungry than cold
anyway. In truth I still like the feeling of taking a shower naked
outside under the stars, but of course I don’t have much opportunity to
do that now days.
The well water was always cold, and sometimes it wouldn’t smell very
good either. It depended on how often it had been cleaned up and
where the tide cycle was. At low tide, it often had a dank earthy smell
to it, so I was glad that it was high tide and the water was really fresh
and clean. Placing my soap back under the can on the tree trunk, I went
back to the house to put on some dry clothes and woke Lôtap up.
“Hey Lôtap, don’t you want to ‘Jinre’? Hey Lôtap, wake up! Aren’t you
hungry?”
Lôtap was slow to wake up, but somehow the word “Jinre” seemed to
unlock his slumber. Sometimes you couldn’t wake people up with a tenpiece band. I was as amazed at their ability to sleep through the bright
lights and noise, as I was their willingness to wake people up for almost
any reason. I guess the two worked together in some way.
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“Er-ahh!” “What kind of fish?” he said wiping his eyes with his hands to
wake up. “What kind of fish did you guys get? How late is it?”
“Let’s go. There’s lots of fish. I’m hungry” I replied.
Lôtap picked up his flashlight ( it must have used eight batteries - a
real status symbol ) and off we went down the path to Kwalañ in search
of “Jinre.”
When we got to the cook house, Rosa and Môttan had already started
the fire, and the sky had begun to clear. The rain had just about
stopped. The moon had already set, however, and the only light was
from the fire in the cook house. Môttan had separated the fish into
two piles. There was the kind that had to be cleaned first, and the kind
that could be cooked whole and cleaned after cooking. Some kinds of
fish become dry and tasteless if they are gutted before cooking. That
kind of fish is roasted directly on the coals and the cook will carefully
remove the gut after it is cooked. The others would have to be cleaned
first and cooked with their belly opened to the fire bed.
“You guys sit down over there and eat some rice. And just look at you
Lôtap! You’re all ready to Jinre with us, but you didn’t go fishing
yourself. How come you didn’t try your line down at the ‘Tur’ anyway? (
The Tur is the sand spit at the end of the island. ) Sometimes I’ve
caught really big fish down there.”
Môttan indicated is disapproval with his tone, but Lôtap was quick to
answer right back.
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“Yea, and sometimes, Môttan, you go down there and spend the whole
night and get nothing!”
Môttan laughed and replied, “All you know how to do is to walk up and
down the path to turn your flashlight on and off and on and off again.
Batteries aren’t free you know!”
“And he knows how to have wild fantasies about all the young girls he
shines his flashlight at too!” Rosa made her wonderful belly laugh to
mock Lôtap, and then returned to tending the fire still giggling. Lôtap
frowned, turned on his flash light, and shot the beam over to Rosa’s
face. She loved that and laughed all the more.
She had a wonderful two-toned voice. Most of the time it was kind of
high pitched and squeaky, but then she also had a very bass voice she
would use for emphasis. Her laugh was just like the stage cackle used
to indicate the wicked old witch from the movies. I loved to hear her
make fun of someone. I knew from experience how mocking her
laughter could be. She knew it too and enjoyed it more than anyone.
Lôtap turned to me, and said in a sarcastic tone, “Aren’t these two a
pair.”
“Humph!” said Môttan as he dished up a pile of rice on the plate at his
side.
“You and Mama are always talking without knowing what you’re talking
about!” said Lôtap. “I set out a whole bunch of bait and in a little while
we will have all kinds of coconut crabs to eat!”
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I never could get used to the banter between Môttan and Rosa and
their kids. Lôtap was especially caustic when talking to his parents, but
in general it seemed like most kids who were at least teenagers just
said about anything they wanted to say to their parents. In the end I
was always amazed that they turned out to be pleasant and wellmannered adults. It seemed like their lack of respect, and being almost
universally spoiled as children, never made them unpleasant or ill
mannered when they grew up. I never could quite understand it.
“Well just when, were you going to go out and catch them?” Môttan
replied.
I could tell that Môttan wasn’t sure that he altogether believed Lôtap
anyway.
“I thought I would Jinre first, and then I’ll go and get them.” Lôtap
replied with a completely deadpan face.
“Oh sure, if they haven’t already taken the bait and gone back under
cover!”
Môttan shook his head as he said it. This time even Lôtap grinned,
knowing that it was completely true. Then he had the audacity to say
something back to him.
“Well, if that’s the case, then it’s your fault! I never knew anyone to
take so long fishing as you do!”
He could hardly finish saying it before he burst out laughing. Even
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Môttan grinned with his last tooth showing. We all enjoyed the humor.
Môttan handed over the plate of rice and Rosa scooted over a woven
palm frond with two squirrel fish on it. Môttan said grace, and we
began to eat. He just sat there watching us until Rosa at last gave him
the little Jej fish. Rosa’s eyes had a gleam of tease in them as she
glanced over to make sure that I would catch Môttan’s expression.
“What?! There sure are a lot of fish here for you to find it necessary
to give me very smallest one of all!”
Rosa laughed so hard that she had to roll over on one side to clear
herself of it. When she had recovered, she reached over to the fire
and picked out a Jato ( red snapper ). “There, you see,” as she handed
Môttan the most succulent fish of all, “Jinre Jato!” To Jinre a
succulent Jato, was always everyone’s favorite.
We all ate in silence, including Rosa who had taken back the little Jej
for herself. Lôtap was the first to break the quiet of the meal.
“Well you know what they say, when there’s no talking, everyone must
have been hungry”
We all laughed and enjoyed the warmth of the cooking fire and the
sweet smell of the smoke from the fire pit. It was by then very late in
the middle of the night.
“Jinre Jato!” Eating the freshly caught fish in the middle of the night
when they are first brought to shore. What a pleasure!
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Figure 13 - Nothing left for the cat but bones.

57

Figure 14 - Coconut Crabs can move very quickly.

58

Chapter 6 - A Coconut Crab Hunt
We left Môttan and Rosa cooking the fish and went into the jungle
growth in the center of the island. Lôtap took the lead with the flash
light and we didn’t take long to get to the first place where he had put
out the bait. The bait was simply a split coconut still in the husk,
staked to the ground or nailed onto a tree with a wooden stake. Lôtap
was really sure that we would find a big crab here at his first stop,
because he had found a lot of debris and opened coconuts all around.
We walked very quietly because sometimes the crabs can hear you
coming and scurry back up to the top of the coconut tree where they
hide in the old fronds hanging down from the top. They were very quick
and it was almost impossible to get to them up in the tree. In the dark
it was often just too hard to catch them in time. This night, however,
everything was on our side.
I could see Lôtap stop ahead of me. He turned around and motioned for
me to hurry up and join him at the first bait location. There were two
enormous crabs eating at the bait. The smaller one suddenly heard us
and started back up the trunk of the tree. “Grab the big one!” he said,
and handed me the light. We both ran to the tree. Without hesitation I
reached over and grabbed the big one, holding on to his back and
keeping him at arm’s length. I held the light on the crab going up the
tree, which was at least ten feet high already, and moving fast. He was
rapidly making his way up to the tip of a hanging frond. If he could
make it up to hide under the collection of fronds at the top, there
would be little chance of catching him tonight.
“Look out down there!” Lôtap had quickly scaled the ten feet up to
where the frond hung down. Reaching as high as he could, he pulled
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down hard on the end of it. With a tearing sound the old frond came
free and plummeted to the ground with the crab still attached. The
frond hit the curved part of the base of the trunk, causing it to careen
wildly, narrowly missing me as it came to rest on the ground. I flashed
the light around to look for the crab as Lôtap descended to the base
of the tree in the dark. I found the big crab scurrying away under the
fallen frond.
Seeing that it could be my only chance to catch it, I quickly went over
and carefully placed my foot on the back of the crab to hold it down.
Then I flashed the light back to where Lôtap was coming down the tree
as fast as he could. He stopped for a minute and wiped the back of his
neck and brushed at his hair.
“Damn ants! These old trees always have ants under the old fronds at
the top.”
Lôtap and I continued to find more crabs, although we found quite a
few locations with empty baits too. Most of the rest of our catch,
however were relatively small compared to the two we had first caught.
In a hole under a fallen tree we did find one more really big crab. When
I say big, perhaps I should explain that these coconut crabs can get to
be two or three feet across, measured from the tip of their largest
claws to the back of their “Rau” ( “The Bag” or the food sack is where
the crabs store masticated coconut meat for times of scant supply.
When this substance is cooked, it becomes an unbelievably delicious dip
for baked breadfruit!). They were almost as large as Alaskan King
crabs, but their claws were both sweeter and much bigger around.
To get that last one, I had to reach in the back door of the hole, as it
were, while Lôtap prodded the crab from the entrance. With these
60

coconut crabs, there is no fooling around. Their pincers are strong
enough to pulverize rocks and even chunks of cement. I know this to be
true, because I have demonstrated the feat to people who didn’t
believe me when I told them about it.
The coconut crab’s structure was always a mystery to me. If you take a
knife, the sharp tip of another crab’s claw, or even a sharp stick and
poke it inside the second joint on any leg, the crab’s whole leg will just
break off on it’s own very cleanly at the base. This has to be done if
you’re carrying more than one of them in a burlap bag, or else they will
pinch each other to death in the bag. Like lobster, they are only good
to eat if they are cooked alive. The legs and large claws which are thus
separated, however, can be cooked without any loss of taste or
texture. I guess it’s a good trade off, and if you only break off an
occasional claw from one of these crabs, then they will just regenerate
a new claw to replace it and live to be around for another day.
Sometimes people would remove all but the smallest claws and feed the
remaining crab with grated coconuts to fatten them up for the future.
I’m sure it all seems quite barbaric, but you know how it is, “When in
Rome do like the Romans!” . . . That would most likely be the procedure
with our catch on that night, because our catch would be used for the
funeral which wouldn’t happen until Saturday. Without refrigeration to
keep food fresh, you always had to plan ahead. Food is always a part of
funeral services, and when someone dies, there is at least a five-day
waiting period while people prepare everything for the event. We fed
our crabs grated coconuts until the funeral feast was cooked.
“Do you want to Jinre a claw or two, Lôtap?” I asked.
“Wow, you are really something, do you actually want to Jinre again?”
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he replied.
I told him that I had gotten very hungry while out fishing with Môttan,
but he reminded me that it is wrong to eat both crabs and fish at one
time, because it would make you prone to getting cold.
“You don’t want to become ‘Bioio’ do you?” Lôtap said.
I agreed with him, and reluctantly put all the crabs and legs into the
bag which I was carrying. This was often used as an insider joke to play
on the Americans. It was common to find people offering both fish and
crabs at the same meal to people from the outside world. I was glad to
know about it, and realized that it would not be very prudent on a night
when I was already cold.
“Well, I’m sleepy anyway and I guess I don’t need it right now.”
“Good!” Lôtap agreed, “We’ll eat crab as ‘Teaak’ ( the provisions for a
canoe voyage ) tomorrow when we go to Bojlap.”
“Bojlap? Really?! Are we going there tomorrow? Have you ever been to
Bojlap before?”
I had only heard about the legendary island in the middle of the lagoon.
It was associated with a story about LeTao the Marshallese trickster
God of the “Ebebin Ko Mokta”, the Generations from Before.
“No.” Lôtap replied, “I’ve never been there either, but we will be there
tomorrow. It only takes a few hours to sail there if you travel with
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someone who knows the way. Papa knows how to get there and Uriel
said all of the young sailors who haven’t been there before can go. You
should go too, because the fishing at Bojlap is very good and we will
catch a lot of fish for “Bubu’s” ( Grandma’s) funeral on Saturday!”
We wasted no time in getting back to the cook house with our bag of
crabs and crab legs. When we got there, the light had been turned out
and everyone had gone to bed. The fish were no doubt still in the
ground oven cooking. Lôtap found the matches and lit the lantern. He
brought it outside with two big woven baskets.
“Here, put the bag of crabs in this one and I’ll put the claws and legs in
here.” He handed me the basket and then added, “We’ll find a place for
them in the morning. They’ll be all right here until then.”
He placed the loop handles of both baskets over the brass hook
hanging down from the ceiling and hoisted them up with a slow tug of
the rope. With everything securely hanging in the baskets from the
rafters of the cook house, we turned out the lantern again and went
off toward Mônlôñ. I could see the stars now and the rainy night and
darkness had at last given way to the beautifully clear nighttime sky.
Lôtap shined his flashlight down the path, but I could still see the deep
blue of the star filled tropical sky as I looked up between the trees
above us.
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Figure 15 - Ready to go!

64

Chapter 7 - Journey to Bojlap
The six o’clock fishing trip to Bojlap had turned into the eight
o’clock trip and already it was a quarter to ten and we were only now
getting away. I was sure that Môttan had intended it to be that way,
however, because the tide was again very high and it was easy for us to
get through the coral reef, even with all fourteen of us on Uriel’s
canoe. Uriel’s canoe was 27 feet long and the largest canoe on
Maloelap Atoll. Laki was the only other old guy on board and all the
young punks were razzing him about whatever they could think of to
bother him with. He looked over and laughed it off.

Uriel held the “Iep” ( the line that pulled in the great triangular
lateen sail of the canoe ), but he only pulled it in or let it out as Môttan
directed. On a sailing canoe there is always an interplay between the
Iep, the rudder, and the sail. These determined the shape and position
of the sail, as well as the direction and speed of the canoe through the
water. It was not that different from the regular western sailing
vessels, except that when it came time to come about, the sail was
physically lifted up and carried to the opposite end of the canoe. In
rough seas this procedure could be quite an acrobatic event.
“Do you know the legend of Bojlap Enti?”

Uriel was very proud of his canoe which boasted some of the fastest
trips of any canoe at Maloelap Atoll.
“This place Bojlap, is so small an island, that it gets almost
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completely covered by water at high tide. It is where Tarawa used to
be, until LeTao kicked that island way over to where its located today.”
Le Tao got mad at the women on Tarawa one morning, because they
were always so slow to get breakfast ready. Since he was a magic man,
Maloelap Atoll changed shape completely when he kicked Tarawa.
Before that time it was long and skinny like Ailinglaplap and you could
sail from one end of the atoll to the other without ever having to come
about or change your heading to keep the wind in your sails. Today, as
you know it is always difficult to go to Tarawa from either the north or
the south end of the atoll. You can only go a short way before you have
to come about and sail back to the edge of the lagoon. That is why he
figured breakfast would at least be ready by the time anyone arrived
to visit with him.
It made sailing in the atoll very difficult, and it also made Maloelap
Atoll over thirty miles wide. Maloelap is the second largest atoll in the
world ( only Kwajelein being larger. I guess that showed the women how
mad Le Tao could get when he always had to wait for the breakfast to
be cooked. In the generations from before, the women were always up
before dawn to start the fires and insure that the food was cooked by
daybreak.”
Today, of course, women have it a little bit easier than before.
When they get up before daybreak, they can just light up the kerosene
stove to make sure that the breakfast is made by daybreak. Of
course, after their work started, they would not stop working again
until late at night.
Running a household never stops, and sometimes I would just be
amazed at how they just kept to it until the work was done. “Women’s
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Work”, men would say. In reality, it was all the work except fishing and
occasional help with making copra. The men would hang around the cook
house telling stories and drinking coffee until mid-day, when the sun
overhead made everything hot. Then they would march off to go to
work at husking the coconuts. Very soon afterwards, they would return
all covered in sweat with whatever amount of coconuts they had husked
and opened. It doesn’t take long to sweat in the tropical mid-day sun.
They would ceremoniously open their bag of split coconuts, and
claiming nearness to heat stroke, they would then wander off to map in
the shade where a cool breeze helped them to drift off. The women,
of course kept right on working in the shade where they sensibly set up
their wash tubs to do the laundry.
I have never been on a fishing trip that seemed very much like
work, and I’ve never been on a fishing trip with any women on board.
The only fishing that includes women, is when they would join in on the
“Alele Mere” or “fence in the parrot fish”. The kind of parrot fish that
live on the many reefs between and surrounding the outer ocean side of
the atoll’s islands, sometimes form enormous schools made up of
thousands of fish, perhaps a half a mile long.
Long fences are woven from palm fronds and finally all the men and
women of the island make a large circle with the fronds. At the same
time, all the young boys, and even the young girls run down the reef to
scare the fish up into the palm frond circle. The older girls only
watched from shore. As the ends of the fence come together, the
center is full of splashing fish.
Watching the excitement of the women in their long dresses wading
out to move the fronds around the fish with the men is really a rare
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event. Everyone has a good time, and lots of fish can be gathered for
making salted fish for the future. But, that’s another story
altogether.
I heard Uriel say that the width of the lagoon, was why the waves at
the middle are almost as big as open ocean.
“Did you know that today, the only part of Tarawa that is still where
it used to be is Bojlap. There is a great rock there which is the only
part of Bojlap that remains above water even at the highest of tides.
It has a cavity on the top which catches rain water. They say it is the
“Dret eo an LeTao”, or LeTao’s asshole. Many times it has served those
who knew of it, when they needed fresh water for drink. Of course
you have to drink it from LeTao’s asshole.”
All the boys on the canoe loved that part and whooped and hollered
with glee at the idea. I had heard the legend before, but it was always
good to hear someone new tell it again.
“Another thing you might not know, is that most of the people of
this lagoon have never even been there, because it is so hard to find.
And no American has ever seen it!”
“That’s not true!” said Laki, “Peace Corps Dan saw it and the navy
map surveyors too.”
“Well, I guess you’re right Laki, but they only looked at it from their
boats, and they never went ashore like we are going to do today!”
Uriel was in a great mood to have thought up this wonderful journey
to such an unusual place. This was a disappearing island in the middle
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of a lagoon.
“We’ll all go ashore, and you Enti, you can be the first American to
set foot on Bojlap!” Uriel grinned at me and Laki had nothing left to
say.
“You better pull in on that sail, or none of us will even get there.”
Môttan spoke from the back of the canoe where he handled the rudder
to keep the canoe on course and to keep the waves from spraying all
over the deck.
“Isn’t Môttan something,” said Uriel, “ I just don’t know how he does
it. It’s not that easy to find you know. I have tried by myself, with a
compass and charts and everything. I’ve tried by speed boat and even
in this canoe before. I was never even able to see it in the distance,
unless Môttan was at the rudder. Many times I would even get all the
way to the other side of the lagoon and turn back to see if I could find
it that way.”
I knew how he could do it. He was using the same kind of wave
navigation that the Lôtap of old had used in the story he had been
telling me the night before while he moved all around in the total
darkness. He felt the waves and knew where he was. It was something
that you only learned after being on the ocean for many years.
“Come on Môttan, tell us how it’s done. Everyone wants to know.” I
said.
Of course, that wasn’t really true. I wanted to know and I think
that Uriel wanted to know too, but Laki was already asleep and all of
the young boys were trying to get a cigarette lit in the wind and
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couldn’t care less. As a matter of fact, I think that most of them
assumed we would miss Bojlap and have to come back to it from the
other side of the lagoon, which many good sailors could sometimes do
at low tide when Bojlap could be seen from a longer distance away.
When you reached all the way to the other side of the lagoon, you
could line up three smaller islands which formed sort of an arrow which
pointed out the way toward the island. I knew that even navigators
with less skill than Môttan could do that.
I had always heard stories about Bojlap and the great fishing there.
They said that there were endless schools of rainbow runner tunas
which circled the island feeding on the smaller fish which swam round
and round in the shallows close to Bojlap. I knew that there was
supposed to be a place where wonderful shells could be found (The
elusive golden cowry had been found there more than once. “ perfect
museum quality “live” find was said to bring several thousand dollars! )
There were also pieces of the giant clam shells which were used in the
ancient times to make the mallet which softened the pandanus leaves
for weaving mats. I had a lot of women ask me to bring them pieces of
the giant clam shells, even though there were only a couple of old men
left who knew how to work the pieces into mallets. These were a very
special prize, because there were almost no mallets left in these
present times. Today the giant clams are nothing like as big as they
used to be. So many things are changing in these times.
Môttan didn’t say anything, but just kept on steering the canoe
toward the center of the atoll. He was wearing very dark glasses and,
as I was the one sitting just in front of him at the back of the canoe, I
could see that he was off and on sleeping as we went. We all had our
doubts. It seemed to me that he would only wake up now and then to
give Uriel a few instructions as to how to adjust the sail.
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“Môttan, will you at least tell me the rest of the story about Lôtap?”
I really wanted to hear the whole story.
Hearing his name, the present day Lôtap looked up to listen to what
was being said about him. “Not you Lôtap! The great navigator of old
that you were named after. Have you ever heard the story of the
secret fresh water source way out in the middle of the ocean?”
Lôtap looked back at his father and spoke with puffed up authority
“ Papa tells all kinds of stories. I probably have heard that one, but
I don’t remember it. Listen, you better not get Môttan talking,
because he is a man of many words ( a Marshallese slur) and if you get
him going, we’ll never reach Bojlap at all. Remember now, ‘Don’t talk to
the driver’!”
I wondered how Lôtap knew to say that particular English phrase,
since he had never been in a car, let alone on a bus. The strangest
parts of the modern culture found their way into the Bwebwenato of
these island people.
“Don’t worry about my stories Lôtap. We will get there and not very
long from now either! I doubt that I would have time to finish the
story because we’re coming up on Bojlap. Why don’t you go to the other
end of the canoe and check it out Enti, you’re the tallest.”
I could tell from the way Môttan said it, that I wouldn’t be
disappointed. With that said, I carefully placed my steps in between
those who were sleeping and those who were fishing. All the men and
boys who were awake were anxious to see the tiny island. We were all
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hot and tired under the relentless heat of the blazing sun’s fire.
As I got to the front of the canoe I stepped out around the sail and
stood on the tip of the canoe steadying myself with the sail’s rigging.
There was nothing in sight at all, just water everywhere in every
direction. We must be in the dead center of the lagoon I thought. I
leaned up against the sail and held my hands to my face looking through
the slightly open space between my horizontal fingers. It worked like
snow glasses to cut the glare. With this protection against the light I
could see somewhat better, and damned if I didn’t see something on
the horizon after all! It was no bigger than some small white object
like a bird in flight. The only thing was, unlike a bird it didn’t move at
all. All it did was kind of go on and off as if it were disappearing.
I wasn’t sure of what I was seeing, but I realized it could actually be
the tiny island. I turned around and looked backwards at the wake
from the canoe on the water. I can actually say that the line of our
travel was so straight and lined up with the island, that I felt like I
could actually feel our compass heading. There at the other end of the
canoe, seated and completely unable to see what I was looking at was
Môttan. He had taken off his dark glasses and was smirking at me as if
it was unnecessary for him to even ask if I had seen the island! He
knew I would have to be blind not to see it.
I just grinned back at Môttan.
“Well, what do you see?” asked Bôkôl who had stood up to see if there
was any thing in the direction we were headed. “Can you see it?”
Bôkôl had been trolling for tuna and I could tell he was only
interested in Bojlap now.
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“We’re headed right for it,” I said in a loud voice, “It keeps
disappearing as the waves block it out, but yes you can see it!” My
statement was like magic, and instantly everyone on the canoe was
standing up and trying to see where the tiny little island was. Môttan’s
course never changed a bit. He just kept steering right for the island.
I made eye contact with Uriel, who had also taken off his sunglasses
and was grinning from ear to ear. He knew that this time he would go
ashore at Bojlap. He was elated.
As I moved back to my place with Môttan, he spoke briefly to Uriel.
“Look over there! There is a coral head coming up where some of
the tunas from Bojlap go to at low tide. Everybody should get ready.
We will be catching a lot of fish now! It’s only a little out of the way
should we give it a try?”
“Sure, let’s give it a try.”
As Uriel replied, they changed the direction of the canoe and by
that time Bojlap itself was revealed from behind the sail at the front
of the canoe. Everybody could see the tiny speck of white now. They
were all getting very excited. Uriel, with the help of Lebon, who was
seated next to him, pulled in the great sail. The canoe sped up
considerably. Almost right away, as the canoe changed direction, the
first line went tight. Bôkôl whooped and started to pull in the first
tuna. Soon we found ourselves in the cloud of birds that flock above
feeding tuna. Within a few seconds every line onboard had hooked a
tuna. We all began to realize the size of the schools of fish which were
feeding round and round the coral head just a few feet below us. It
was awesome! There were more fish than you would ever see anywhere
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else. All of the fish were moving round and round together.
Traveling more sideways to the wind, our speed increased to where
we zipped through the water like a speed boat. Already two more
fishing lines had been played out and various Roro, or fishing chants,
filled the air with loud excitement. No more sleeping canoe slowly
cutting its way toward Bojlap. We had become a sleek fast fishing
machine.

Jowoj Kijôm mwor
Kair tok im bôki
Môkej tok im Kwojik

Tossing you your bait
Hurry up and take it
Hurry up & get hooked

Karelepi
Eñjake
Im Kaneki lok

Swallow it
Feel it
And pull on it

Bwebwe
Bwebwe
Bwebwe
Bwebwe

Yellow Fin of the ocean
Yellow Fin crap
Yellow Fin all crappy
Crappy old Yellow Fin

Lojit
Kôbwe
Kôbwebwe
Kôbwe

The chant is meant to make fun of the King of fish, the Yellow Fin
Tuna. When you say the chant, you make your voice very haughty and
full of mockery for the fish swimming below us. All the fish wants is
that shinny metal and feather bait. Singing out the part about crappy
Yellow Fin, is to make the fish believe we don’t really want them. We
can catch them off guard that way, so they swallow the hook.
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Everyone on board was intent on what was happening. Only Môttan
remained calm and I could see him finally take a look at the white spot
on the horizon which was now quite clearly visible. Birds, fish, and the
canoe full of excited bodies, everything was moving very fast. I tried
to stay calm like Môttan, but it was too much for me, and I let out a
holler of glee at the wonderful energy of the moment. We had found
Bojlap!
“Bring your lines in short, we don’t want to lose any hooks on that
coral head, because this is just the beginning. Wait till we get to
Bojlap. You’ll see!” Uriel was trying his best to keep the younger
members of our group from going completely crazy. After all this
would be a very bad time for an accident. We were moving very fast.
He was always careful about his canoe and his fishing gear too.
Especially important were the fishing lures. He had spent hours tying
the best of his cock feathers on the shell or metal heads which hid the
shining stainless steel hooks. He always claimed that his roosters had
the best tail feathers you could find anywhere. That seemed to be
proving true as almost every one of them in the water was being pulled
in with another tuna in tow. What a day this was turning out to be.
Suddenly we were right over another part of the coral head. The
beautiful hues were very vivid, ranging from a pure turquoise and
purple to bright red and white. Where the coral itself almost reached
the surface you could actually see the wide variety of shapes, including
the massive brain corals which were alive and teaming with small
colorful fish all purple with gold trim. The size of the groupers and sea
bass moving between the formations was much larger than those we
would normally catch even at extreme depth.
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It was very clear that man seldom entered this sanctuary. One of
the younger boys had hooked a really large tuna and was unable to pull
it in by himself. As the mono-filament line cut the back of his fist, he
could only hold on tight until someone came to help him pull it in. The
cut would scar his hand forever. Red blood began to flow in a clean
straight line when his hand came free. Most men who were avid
fishermen had multiple lines across the back of their fist where over
the years they had caught large tuna. It was a sign of a lucky
fisherman and something to be proud of, but it did hurt while it was
happening. A glistening came to his eyes, but that was the only sign he
gave of the burning pain which it caused him. He had stopped pulling in
the line and one of the other boys near him came to his aid.
Having curved again in the direction of Bojlap, our speed dwindled
and Uriel let the sail out to catch the wind which was now at our backs.
Having tied off the Iep so that the sail was secure, Uriel grabbed one
of the rainbow runners and made diagonal slices down the length of it.
He dipped it into the sea water to give it a little saltiness.
“One for us and two for bait!”
He was grinning with anticipation as he held the fish under water.
The raw fish was very nourishing and everyone loved to take a slice,
because it meant that there were so many fish we could afford to
“Ukword” (eating raw fish right after it is caught).
Laki seemed to be the only one who wasn’t really excited with the
catch and was moving Kanover off of his water tight can (these water
tight containers were some kind of canister for artillery shells left
over from world war II). You could tell that Kanover’s hand still hurt
and he asked Laki what was so important in his can.
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“Well, since you guys seem to be so unprepared, I figured it was left
up to me!”
Uriel was about to take offence at the suggestion he was unprepared
for anything.
“Here’s what I mean!”
Laki smiled a wide toothless grin as he pulled out a bottle of soy
sauce which he handed over to Uriel. Uriel no longer took offense, and
he also began grinning as he turned over the hatch of the canoe’s cargo
hold, and liberally doused the gleaming slashes on the rainbow runner
with soy. There was a mass movement to get some rice and a slice of
the fresh fish. Wow! It tasted great. Everyone was enjoying the
treat, except for Môttan, who didn’t have any teeth left and couldn’t
really partake in the raw fish very well. As I remember it, he did take
a small piece of the fish anyway to at least get some of the flavor and
soy sauce on his portion of rice.
We had barely had enough time to eat when we arrived at Bojlap.
The entire trip I had been watching the sea and the shape of the
waves as carefully as I could. I knew that the island navigators used
waves as signposts to where they were headed. It was almost low tide
when we arrived and it was easy to tie off the canoe on a large coral
head very close to the tiny piece of sand and crushed coral rock which
made up the bulk of Bojlap. Some of our gang wanted to try to get
ashore without getting totally wet, but that took very careful balance
and a lot of luck stepping from one coral head to another. I had
already donned my diving gear and was overboard and into the water
before anyone else.
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“Do you see any sharks?” someone asked as I came up for air. They
had given me the line to tie off the canoe and I was carefully making
sure it was secure. I shook my head to let them know that there were
no troublesome sharks that I saw in the immediate area. Under water
I could see that there was the most dense population of fish I had
ever seen anywhere. Here was a place which was usually thought of as
having no use at all to anyone, but the coral heads we were looking at
were much bigger and more beautiful than anywhere else on the atoll.
The whole island seemed to give off a special magic air in its
unbelievable cleanness and untouched purity.
Our trip to the island had taken only about four hours, so we still
had quite a long time before the tide would come in again. All on board
the canoe had gone ashore except Laki who had a bad foot injury and
didn’t want to get it completely underwater. I had speared and passed
to the younger boys with me many fish and most of the other men had
done at least as good as I had. We had in fact filled to halfway a full
sized copra bag. ( 3 ft. in diameter and 4 ft. long ) I had also heard
that the former peace corps had found large lobsters on the island. I
wondered just how Dan had done that without bothering to come
ashore.
I admitted to myself that I was probably not the first American on
Bojlap! Uriel like most Marshallese wouldn’t let the facts stand in the
way of a good Bwebwenato in the making. There is always the truth,
but sometimes there was simply a little bit better truth too. It was
still very exciting to be there for this special trip. I felt that we had
caught enough fish diving, and now it was time to look for those tasty
lobsters and perhaps a rare shell or two would by nice.
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Uriel was standing in shallow water, and when I got in close to the
beach, I had to take off my flippers to walk between the coral heads
near the shoreline. He had already found two large pieces of the giant
clam shells which were big enough to make the pandanus thatch
pounding stones used to make sleeping mats.
“Boy! Has this place ever changed, since the last time I was here.
The typhoon has knocked over LeTao’s asshole. There used to be much
more area of sand over there to the south west too. This island really
sustained lots of damage during that storm.”
The storm he mentioned was a typhoon in 1968 which had occurred
the year before I became a Peace Corps Volunteer on Maloelap Atoll. I
came to realize that Bojlap had actually been reduced to little more
than a large heap of broken pieces of the giant clam shells. This was
rather unbelievable since there were hardly any giant clams living in
the waters around the island today. Certainly none of the present day
giant clams were anywhere near as large as the pieces we found on
Bojlap. Some of them were four or five feet thick!
With all the fanfare that he could come up with, Uriel took me over
to see where LeTao’s slightly tilted asshole remained standing.
Without a doubt that was indeed the first thing that you see when you
approach Bojlap. It looks like a big white bum pointing up in the air. It
was about six feet high, and even though it was knocked off center by
the typhoon, it continued to collect a little pool of rain water in a cavity
at the top. The whole thing reminded me of those historic monuments,
commonly located at national parks back in America. I could almost
imagine the story of LeTao being placed on a brass plate at the base of
the massive white stone monolith. The huge white stone like formation
was actually very much like the rest of the island. It was made up of
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the remnants from the giant clams from before, and was piled up with
debris all about the base.
There is an algae which grows over the broken shells and coral gluing
them together, and making them in the end, as hard as concrete.
(Cement itself, on the other hand, seems to be a favorite food for a
rare kind of mollusk which is known to eat away the standard concrete
geodetic markers. Modern surveyors have to mix some kind of polymer
in with the concrete to make them less tasty and protect them from
being eaten by the snails. It was indeed a wonder how this tall pile of
white coral stuff had formed, but it didn’t seem to be man made at all).
“Did you taste it Enti?” Uriel’s face was a picture of pride and I
knew that he must have already tasted the water in the little pool atop
the formation. I gathered up a handful of the water, careful not to
stir up and coral sand while doing so. There was also some algae
growing at the bottom of the pool. The water was clear and had the
clean taste of spring water! No doubt it was indeed rain water that
had gathered there and would conceivably provide a sailor in need, a
chance to slake his thirst.
“Have you found Dan’s cupboard of lobsters yet? He was so excited
to find them that he wouldn’t even come ashore you know.”
Uriel grinned over at me, and I again wondered if maybe I was
actually the first American to come ashore at Bojlap after all.
“No.” I said, “ I didn’t find any lobster yet, but I wanted to make
sure that I came over here to drink from LeTao’s asshole. I already
know what lobster taste like, but this rare drink is completely new to
me.”
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We both laughed at the image of drinking from the Marshallese
Trickster God’s asshole and all the boys whooped it up big time. Each
one of them went to the top of the formation in turn to take a little sip
themselves. It was great fun and actually it did feel good to drink a
little bit of fresh water. The sun was blazing hot that day and the salt
from the ocean water soon dried on our skin, making it like sandpaper.
I was sure to be badly sunburned by the end of this day. I might even
get the dreaded Kworen! Kworen is where the insides of your thighs
get too salty and after rubbing together for a while, they make a
terrible rash. It is most painful and you have to coat the inside of your
legs with coconut oil and walk like a crab for a few days. Wow!
“Have you checked over there on the leeward side of the island?
That’s where I think Dan said there was a special location just made
for lobsters.” I told Uriel that I had gone all the way around the
island, but only where the water was between 10 or 20 feet deep. I
would have to return to the location he indicated, which was quiet
shallow right now, due to the low tide. I decided to go back to where I
had heard a strange booming sound to investigate its source. It
seemed to be in the general area which he had mentioned.
As always, there were a limited number of diving masks, so some of
the boys were willing to come along just to string up the fish we might
spear on the Melowe, which was coconut frond ropes we had made from
the center rib of the fronds, for that purpose before we left. We also
had Kwalin Ni ( baby coconuts about the size of golf balls ) which we
used to clean our diving masks with, so that they wouldn’t fog up. It
worked much better than the stuff they sell in the dive shops in
modern countries. They are free and plentiful wherever coconut trees
grow. Walking out to deeper water, I plunged right in.
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As soon as I was again underwater, I could hear it. A rhythmic boom
or pounding sound. It seemed to be marking out the rhythm of the
waves as they came ashore. Boom! Boom! Boom! I followed the sound
until I could tell it was quite close, but I still wasn’t able to tell where
it was coming from. There was nothing unusual about the area at all. I
wondered if it might have been some relic of World War II banging
around under the waves somewhere. There was junk from the Japanese
occupation of Maloelap all over the atoll. The sound was very
distracting, but eventually I tired of looking for what was causing it
and went back to looking for those lobsters I had heard about.
I came upon a large brain coral which seemed to have a hollow place
underneath it. It was as big as a large mountain boulder and reminded
me of a coral head in Airôk to the south end of Maloelap which was
always full of Mwok. (A kind of surgeon fish) When you dive all the
time, you learn which coral heads have communities of what kind of
fish, because most fish are very territorial. This was important if you
wanted to get a particular kind of fish when you went diving. The
abundance of fish in the Marshall Islands has the effect of a
double-edged sword. There are so many fish that unless you choose
which ones you are going to go for during your dive, you might not get
any fish at all because of the confusion of choices. Only if you
selected a particular kind of fish and focused on that variety
exclusively could you do well. This was a hard lesson to learn for the
beginner. When I started to go diving with my Marshallese brother
Josebôt, I would have a hard time deciding which fish to spear. Later
I realized why Josebôt always did so well. He focused on only one kind
of fish at a time, which narrowed his viewpoint and aided his success
rate. It was a good lesson to learn. My focus right then was the
lobster, and I didn’t look for anything else at that point.
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As I placed my hand on the giant chunk of brain coral, I realized
that it was dead because it lacked the slimy ooze which you could
always feel on the living brain coral. The ooze turned your hand purple
by the end of the day and could sometimes cause your skin to itch. The
dead coral was also moving. I could instantly tell that it was moving at
the exact same rhythm as the noise which was very loud at that point.
Looking carefully as I swam around it, I found where the balance point
was and eventually I came upon the source of the pounding boom. One
end of the dead brain coral was being lifted by each incoming wave. I
held onto it and pulled myself down so that my face was at the level of
the sand on the bottom. As each successive wave pushed in toward
shore, the whole thing would lift up. With each successive return of
the wave it would rock back producing the booming noise as it hit the
base from which it had broken off. I couldn’t believe how much noise it
made, but no doubt is was due to its immense weight.
I became so fascinated with the formation that I lost my focus
entirely. I was watching the sea lift and drop the huge formation,
when I caught a glimpse of several waving antennae which indicated
that hidden from view were the lobsters we were seeking. I came up
for air and alerted everyone to be ready. Once frightened, lobsters
move very fast through the water and you can lose sight of them or
they can find holes underneath the coral where you’ll never be able to
get them out.
I took a great breath of air and moved over to the other side of the
cavity underneath the coral and readied myself for the final grab of
the lobster’s body. They have sharp pointy spines all over their bodies.
(That’s why they are called spiny rock lobsters.) Just like the coconut
crabs, it’s all in knowing how to handle them. Because they always tried
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to move away from you, the spines were all pointed forward. If you
grabbed them before they could move very far, you seldom got stuck
with the barbs. You have to quickly pull them free from the cavity
where they hide, or else they are able to press their legs into the
crevices and you can’t get them free. It’s all timing and readiness. You
can’t just spear them and pull them out, because they have to be alive
and well in order to cook them. Otherwise they lose their flavor and
the lobster meat will become soft and mealy ruining the texture they
are know for.
The one I was after, however, was not quite fast enough to get away
from me or poke me with his spines either. I grabbed him and pulled
him free from the hole he was in with a single quick movement. Bingo, I
surfaced with his legs waving around in the air. His tail must have been
10 inches long. It was so big that the tail slapping against the lobster’s
body made a noise like a seal clapping its flippers. That kind of lobster
in a restaurant today, would cost a small fortune. We were all very
happy to see a lobster this size. “Bokwôj Bidbid”, or “bring you the
reef”, is what this size of lobster is called in the islands. It was a huge
lobster with legs even longer than the tail, and it would feed a whole
family with ease.
Quickly I called to Lôtap to take the lobster and down I went again
for the other one I had seen even further underneath the rocking
boulder. I have learned from experience that you have to pay
attention to what you are doing when you are diving, but if you only do
that, you’ll miss many other things which you have to see from the side
of your vision so to speak. I had to reach in as far as I could to get to
the second lobster, and to do that I needed to push myself underneath
the boulder. My snorkel wouldn’t fit and I had to turn my head
sideways to get in far enough. I couldn’t seem to get it to come free!
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With my final seconds of breath left, I gave a last chance jerk on
the center of the lobster’s body which I already had a hold of. I knew
that this would inflict many wounds on my hand, but that was the price
I had to pay for it, because if I let go of it the lobster would only move
further back into the narrow cavity it hid in. There would be no other
chance to get it out after that. I already knew from experience that
you can’t pull them out by the two long antennae. If you pulled on them
too hard, they would just break off, allowing the lobster to get away.
So with absolute urgency, I came bursting out of the water gasping for
air! In my hand was the second lobster, which, if anything, was even
bigger than the first.

I caught my breath for a minute and gave the lobster to Lôtap.
Then I went right back under again. I had seen with my side sight
something which had drawn my interest. Again underneath the rocking
boulder, I found a whole colony of beautiful globe cowries. I pulled two
or three of the biggest ones free, and took them up to the surface to
examine them. I showed them to Lôtap who said they were just like
the ones which Dan had found when he had visited this spot years
before. We had found Dan’s lobster cupboard.
Later I learned that the shells would bring $10 or $12 each if sold
to the collectors, but of course, they were worth much more than that
to me as a remembrance of the day at Bojlap. I still have them today
sitting next to my bathroom mirror where I see them all the time.
With this find, I decided that I had done all the underwater
exploration that I wanted to do. Telling the others that I was ready to
quit, we all headed back to the canoe where many lines were already
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hanging over the edge being pulled up quite frequently. The tide was
coming in, and as it did the bottom fishing was obviously very good. I
looked forward to this less strenuous form of gathering fish for the
funeral.
I could not help realize the more or less enjoyable party nature of
all on hand. The trip to Bojlap, even if its mission was to gather fish
for a funeral, was a rare and welcome event. The islanders always had
an easy approach to death. They had ample supply of things to say in
explaining their loss of a loved one. If the person who had died was a
very old woman, as in this case, they might say something like:
Ledrik ro an Rainin, rejnaj erum im Jinan Armij ro ilo Iliju im Ran ko
rej itok, im renaj ilo Ien en Ekkôr, bar ilok non air Bok Kakije ilo
Jomlok en.
“The little girls of today will be the mothers of tomorrow and they
too in their turn will take their rest in the end”

Often the people would be compared to the many trunks of the
coconut trees. Older trunks would collapse and decay, but the new
sprouts always filled in the empty space. Most of the island philosophy
can be related to their almost sacred coconut trees. They would
always say “Elon bar Kan.” (There are always more tree trunks.)
because without special care, each tree will reproduce so many seedling
trees underneath the mother tree that it would be crowded unless
some of them were removed as food or spread out to populate other
areas. In this way an emphasis on the living will automatically produce
new coconut groves for the future.
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As always after diving, I was very sleepy and was far from being as
alert as most of the fishermen on the canoe. Even so, there were so
many fish at Bojlap that I couldn’t really go to sleep because of the
constant tug at my line. One fish after another assailed my hook.
Again I was sitting next to Môttan and I asked him if he would tell me
more about wave navigation. His performance in finding Bojlap had
really impressed me as much as it had the other sailors on board.
Before I gave him a chance to talk, however, I told him about the
rocking boulder with the booming noise caused by the lifting force of
the waves coming ashore.
“You see how it is Enti. I don’t need to tell you a thing! All there is
to know about wave navigation is explained by the movement of that
chunk of coral. That is just how we navigate by the waves. That’s
exactly how we do it!”
“You’ll have to explain what you mean to me. I’m afraid I don’t really
understand.” I told him.
“Well, all right, I’ll tell you the rest of the story of Lôtap of old, but
keep that rocking boulder in your mind. O.K.?”
“That’s fine.” I replied “Where were we in the story when you
stopped the other night?”
Môttan cleared his throat and smiled. You could tell that he loved to
tell this story about his ancient grandfather.
“Lôjki and Lôtap were just about to settle down to eat some rice,
and could you just pass me the basket of rice over there, please? I
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always get hungry when I tell stories.”
I passed Môttan the basket of our “Teak” ( the food prepared for a
sea voyage ) which was almost gone. I leaned against the canvas sail
which was bound around the “Rojak Eman and Rojak Kore” (the two
poles on which the sail is held are called the Man Rojak and the Woman
Rojak). I made myself a kind of chair back out of the gathered part of
the sail to make myself comfortable. Môttan finished off what was
left of the rice and then he started to talk wiping his mouth as he
began.

*

*

*

*

Lôjki began to eat the rice which Lôtap had offered him, and
became a little more comfortable knowing that all he really had to do
was to translate what the old navigator would say to the sea captains
gathered up on the bridge of the ship. He knew that none of the
captains were really interested in how the old man could do his
navigation. On the contrary, most of them continued to believe that he
wouldn’t be able to tell them where the ship had traveled to.
“Tell me Lôtap, do you really think that you will be able to outsmart
all of the moves that the captains have planned for you. I mean, after
all, they brought me down here to keep you isolated so that you
couldn’t have any chance to tell where they are heading to.”
“Lôjki,” he said “Even if I were in my own canoe and I had been
caught in a storm, lost my sail, and left drifting in the dark empty
ocean, I would know where I was. You worry about what those German
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sea captains can do to confuse me, but if I was set adrift at sea with
no sight of land and had to face all the things that God himself could
do to disable my vessel, I would never let myself be confused. You and
I would make it! You would make it because you would be with me, and
I would make it because I would be one with the sea.”
Lôtap laughed and rolled his ball of rice round and round in the plate
of grated coconut meat in front of him. Then he placed it in his mouth
with a smile of satisfaction.
“ Do you see? Can you see how it would be Lôjki? When you know the
surface of the ocean as you know the surface of your own face, you
cannot be lost at all!”
“Do you mean that you memorize all of the patterns of the ocean
surrounding all of these islands out here?” Lôjki asked.
“No, of course not.” He replied. “One man cannot remember all of
the places where the ocean reveals your location. After all wherever
you are, the ocean can tell you your location if you know what to look
and feel for. I can see that you don’t understand at all.”
At first you will need to remember some things, and there are places
where these things can be memorized. In the end, however, nothing at
all needs to be memorized, because the method of navigation is a way
of feeling, not memorizing anything. What I mean is that you have to
practice. When somebody learns anything, they may try to memorize
things at first, but after they do it for a long time, it just comes
naturally for them. They gain a certain way of getting what they need
from inside. There are many people who couldn’t tell you how they do
the task they are best at. I don’t know if I can tell you, or the
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captains up there, how I navigate by the waves. That won’t change the
fact that I can do it! All their questions have very little to do with me.
I just do it. I don’t need to know how it’s done, because I have
practiced it until it comes naturally to me. It’s like breathing. Do you
even know how you do that?”
“Are you saying that it is something that everyone can do?” Lôjki
asked with a frown on his face.
“Well, yes and no! Everyone can do it, but not everyone could do it
really well.”
Lôjki looked a bit confused and there was a pause of silence while he
tried to work it out in his mind.
“Can a wave navigator who is really good, do it even if he’s blind?”
“Yes, now you’re getting it.” Lôtap smiled and repeated “Yes” as he
nodded his head.

“So, Lôtap, do you know where we are right now. Will you know where
we will be going no matter where they take us?”
“Yes.” He said and kept nodding his head in agreement.
“How can you do that?” Lôjki asked.
“Because I have learned to do it, and now I have unlearned it too!
Now I am one of those kind of people, who can do, what not just
everyone can do.”
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They both ate in silence until all the rice on the two plates was gone.
Then Lôtap seemed to be concentrating on something because he
leaned back and closed his eyes.
“I’m trying to think of a good way to tell you about the method I use.
That way, whenever you sail about, you will be learning what I just
might be able to teach you. You seem interested. Are you really
interested about all this stuff Lôjki? I could tell you many other
stories you know.”
“No, please go on. I mean yes. I’m really interested in how you do
it.”
Lôjki was very obvious in his interest in learning.
“That’s not what I asked you. I feel like you don’t really want to
know how I do it. I think that you want to be able to actually do it
yourself. Am I right about that?”
Lôtap had taken on a very serious face.
“Well, I guess you’re right, I suppose I do want that. But why can’t
you tell me how you do it?”
Lôtap laughed and looked over at Lôjki.
“Because you’re not me! Everyone is different. I tell you one thing,
but when you try it for yourself, it is something else altogether. The
funny part of it is that if I can tell you about it, and you understand,
then nobody has to tell you what to do. You’ll just be able to do it for
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yourself your own way.”
“O.K. At least for now, could you just tell me about it and what it
feels like to you. How does it work? What will you tell the captains
upstairs? You know, the captains who use another way of knowing
where they are. What will you tell them?”
Lôtap looked a little bit angry or disgusted, and replied with a snort.
“For them up there, I will only answer their questions, but for you . .
. For you Lôjki, I will tell a story.”

*

*

*

*

“Say Môttan! Before you tell me the story that Lôtap told Lôjki, tell
me your four words for navigation. I always like to reduce a subject
into just four words. Those four words give me a framework to
understand things and to relate to them. Can you think of which four
words would centralize the ideas behind wave navigation?”
“Well, I don’t know Enti. That’s kind of a strange question. It’s very
hard to tell someone about wave navigation, and it will be even harder
to find only four words that tell all about it.”
I quickly responded.
“I don’t mean that you can explain everything with just four words,
but if you had to choose four words to represent the whole thing,
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that’s what I want. After all we choose just one president,
vice-president, secretary, and treasurer to represent us at Nitijele
(the Marshallese congress).”
“Well, that’s certainly not the same at all, but I guess I see what you
mean. Just four words, right?”
“Yes! That’s right just choose four words that represent the ideas
behind wave navigation.”
“Let’s see, I'll have to choose the word island, because you’re like an
island when you are alone out at sea. I would also have to say wind
would be a choice, because the wind and your paddle are what you use
to move around.”
“Those are great choices, Môttan. Don’t feel rushed about it take
your time to choose the other two. Môttan seemed to struggle with his
thoughts while he tried to discover what the other two words would
be.”
“Water!” he said with a smile “Water in the sense of the ocean or
lake or whatever you are sailing on. And naturally the last word would
be wave. There you are, four words.”

He looked up with a smile and said them all.
“Enni Kôto Meto No”
“Island -Wind -Water - Wave Is that your choice of words?” I
asked with a big grin on my face.
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He looked over at me and grinned back. “I don’t really know for
sure what you were wanting, but those are the ones that I would
choose. You are like an Island when you sail with the Wind across the
Water and over the Waves, but the islands themselves make a much
deeper pattern. The patterns of these islands affects all the waves
here, and can even change the wind as well.”
My mind was going a hundred miles an hour. I was running all these
words over and over in my head and thinking about just how they would
relate to me, this trip, and Bojlap, when Môttan spoke to me again.
“What did you say?”, I said.
“I said, Enti, that you had better check your line before a shark
checks it for you!”
I saw that my line had gone taught without my noticing it so I began
pulling it in. I didn’t have more than half the line to the surface when I
could see a light gray movement through the water. With all the speed
that I could muster, I pulled up the line as fast as I could. Just before
the fish broke the surface, I watched as the shark with no apparent
difficulty caught up and overtook the fish on my line taking the tail
half and leaving before I could hardly even feel it! I realized that I
wasn’t the only one with this problem. Laki was in the same situation as
me and he was trying very hard to pull in a large sea bass before the
sharks got their cut.

“Well! Will you look at that! It ruins the attitude, that’s what it
does!”
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Laki stood there on the deck of the canoe with only the head of his
fine catch. As he threw it into the hold of the canoe, I saw other fish
with various bites and missing parts cut out of them, always cut with
the clean curve that mimicked the shape of the sharks mouth outlined
in blood. One cannot think about what a human being would look like
with one of these wounds on their legs or their stomach. Of course,
you can’t really not think about that either!
“Well,” Uriel said as he pulled in a line cut clear off by the sharks,
“maybe we would be better off to head back home with what we have
now. I think we’ve done pretty good for one day.”
“It’s the best we can do.” Môttan held up another fish head which
had been de-bodied by the sharks. “Might as well pull anchor.” With
that decision made, one of the younger boys at the front of the canoe
began to pull in the anchor line. When the canoe was right above it,
however, he seemed to be unable to get it free. Manwell went to his
aid and began to tug fiercely at the anchor line with all his might. He
was very strong and he kept pulling, but it wasn’t coming up. You could
see the bow of the canoe dip low into the water, but the anchor was
definitely stuck on the bottom.
“It must be stuck on the coral head down there.” He said with
exasperation. “We may have to dive for it.” He looked all around the
canoe with the polished facial expressions of an actor, but when he
stopped, he was looking at me with a big grin on his face.
“Kelok!” (Jump!) As he said it his smile turned into a full free belly
laugh and he didn’t say another word but he was still looking at me. I
pulled on my fins and put on my mask and slipped over the side.
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Everyone on board knew that I wasn’t afraid of sharks, and I followed
the anchor rope down through the water to see what held the anchor
fast. It was the rope itself not the anchor which had formed a loop
and caught on a coral head which was sticking out from the base of the
same place I had originally anchored the canoe.
The tide was well on its way in, and the big waves from the center of
the lagoon made charging movements with anything which was not tied
down. That certainly included me as I shifted with the current first
left and then right about four feet in each direction. I looked around
as always to keep in touch with where all the sharks were, and then
headed back up to the surface. On the surface, you have to be
particularly careful that you don’t move about and splash too much. If
you make a lot of noise on the surface, you will really attract the
sharks. The Australian crawl, the common way that Americans are
taught to swim, is like pulling a fire alarm made to be heard only by
sharks. That is a very dangerous way to swim in the ocean anywhere.
“You’ll have to bring the canoe over this coral head and give me some
slack, the rope is caught!” I yelled up, “But the anchor is free. Hurry
up and give me some slack there are sharks everywhere.”
I put the snorkel back into my mouth, and after clearing it and
taking another big breath I slowly spun around in place to check on the
sharks, then I went back down to untie the anchor rope. There were
four smaller sharks about 4ft. long which were keeping their distance,
but there was also one about as long as me which kept circling round
and round getting a little bit closer with each circle. I watched him
closely as I untangled the heavy line from where it was caught in the
stump of a dead tree coral trunk. Some kinds of coral are smooth, but
most are sharp and jagged with knobby shapes which are very rough.
96

The one that the rope was tangled in was unfortunately that kind. I
was sure to cut my hands unless I was careful. Finally I had to go up
for air.
“It’s O.K., just one more time!” I slipped back into the water after
one last large breath of air.
The larger shark passed between me and the canoe, and almost
instantly, I could see several masks lowered to the surface of the
water. The others on the canoe were watching me, ready to jump over
if I ran into trouble. They wouldn’t want to do it, because the cold
water felt even colder than it really was to a sunburned skin. I knew
they would do it in a minute if the shark got aggressive. Sharks are
very careful, and don’t like to mess with anything that isn’t dead. They
usually go only after injured fish and trash objects floating in the
water or, hooked fish like we experienced above. The fish pulling on a
line makes some kind of noise as you bring them up to the surface
which signals the sharks that they are floundering and in some kind of
a bad way. That’s why it is important to remain calm when you are
actually in the water with sharks. Splashing about calls them out!
With the rope free, I quickly swam back up to the surface and up
onto the deck of the canoe in one smooth continuous movement. Swim
fins give a man an almost fish like mobility. Under water, only my
flippers had made any movement. Now, as I pulled them off, I watched
the big shark pass under the canoe. I don’t know if he felt cheated or
not, by being left with an empty plate instead of feasting on me. For
all I know, he might have just as easily felt glad to have the large
unknown intruder out of his area.
We moved the canoe out to deeper water in the lea of Bojlap, which
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was almost under water now and proceeded to reverse the lateen sail
from one end of the canoe to the other. On Uriel’s canoe, the sail was
originally from King Namondrik’s canoe which was a somewhat smaller
canoe and the sail was actually a little bit too small for the best fit to
Uriel’s canoe. That smallness made it quite light and easy to use.
Uriel’s canoe was actually very fast as a result, and when the winds
were heavy as they were right then, the canoe would fly through the
water! Outrigger canoes are incredibly fast, but the whole procedure
of taking the large triangular sail from one end of the canoe all the way
to the other to come about is very awkward when the waves are so
large. Nowhere in Maloelap are the waves as rough as they are at
Bojlap due to its unprotected location at the center of the lagoon.
Everyone agrees, however, that the lateen sail’s speed makes up for
any inconvenience.
As the flying jib lines were released, Uriel picked up the corner of
the sail and walked half way to where Manwell received it and walked to
the other end and tied it down. Môttan pulled the surgical tubing
springs which held the rudder in place and passed it in the opposite
direction to Herbôt, so that the bow became the stern and vice versa.
We were ready to go again, and we hadn’t drifted very far from where
we started. Uriel gave the command to pull in on the Iep and the sail
became tight. With the wind filling it out we slipped away leaving Bojlap
behind.
This time Herbôt was at the rudder of the canoe, which everyone
liked because he always had a new song to sing. He knew the rudder
very well and Manwell held tight on the line connected with the sail
which was wrapped around the mast to give it more resistance from
pulling out of his hands. The wind had shifted and was coming straight
from Tarawa, giving us wonderful cross wind speed. Herbôt is dead
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today, having drunk a whole bottle of Vodka at one time. He just went
to sleep and never woke up again. Civilization!
Herbôt’s songs are still sung today, and one of my favorites was a
song that he made to the famous Beatles tune “Op La Di Op La Da”.
Soon everyone on board was asleep except for Herbôt, Manwell,
Môttan, and me. Having followed Môttan’s instructions to head south
of Jañ on our way back. The wind slacked off, and our movement
through the smooth and even water was a little bit slower. With that
heading, we wouldn’t have to change the sail again all the way home to
Jañ.
With everything settled down, Môttan began again to tell the story
which Lôtap had told to Lôjki in the hold of the German steamer.

*

*

*

*

“Lôjki, do you know very much about our way of navigation?” “No.”
He replied as he shook his head.
“Well, the way that we tell the location and direction of the distant
islands is through our feeling the waves in our body. If you were to put
a fish in a glass jar filled with water and turned the jar slowly end over
end, the fish would always remain upright. If there was a jar big
enough to put a man in, and it was slowly turned end over end, the man
would not know which way was up. He would turn over with the water
and come upright only when the jar was held still again. If the man was
one who knew wave navigation, however, he would also remain upright
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throughout the entire procedure, just like the fish. He would be one
with the water, not the jar.”
“What does this really have to do with you, Lôtap? How do you know
where we are down here in this dark hold! Without windows or any way
of knowing where this ship is going, how do you know where we are?”
“I do it like the little fish does when it knows which way is up. Fish
have little bitty brains, and I have more than they do. So I should be
able to imitate their knowledge, don’t you think?”
“O.K.,” Lôjki replied, “I understand the way you compared the fish
and the man in the jar, but how do I relate this to actually being out on
the open ocean?”
With that Lôtap picked up the empty jar which we were using to
drink from, and filled it most of the way up with tea. Then he took a
piece of sea biscuit and dropped it in, urging Lôjki to have a look.
“Do you see with the round jar the waves made by dropping the piece
of biscuit in the tea? All the waves are circular. Do you see that?”
“Yes, I see what you mean. They’re all round.”
“If you look at waves long enough, you would know that they do not
affect each other, except where they come in contact.”
Lôjki asked him to explain that one a little bit further, because he
didn’t fully understand. With one hand held out in front of him making
little circles, Lôtap began to explain.
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“If the movement of my right hand and arm here are the same as
the repetition of a wave pattern, then sometimes there are other
waves which intersect with that pattern.”
With that, he made a startling maneuver with his left hand moving it
like the matching right hand, so that the idea of opposing wave
patterns was clearly visible to Lôjki. In a way, he felt like he
understood what Lôtap was describing.
“When this one,” he raised his left hand, “is going across the other
wave, the place where they come together is the same as if you added
the two together! Over somewhere else, however, they go back to
being just like they were before they met each other. That’s simple
enough. Do you understand that?”
“Maybe,” Lôjki said, “I’m not too sure.”
“Look, if the area of the ocean where you are has a standard wave
pattern which is like hills or swells on the surface of the sea, those can
be your reference waves. As you approach an island, the standard wave
pattern and the reflection set of waves from the island come together.
The wave pattern from the island is just like the one from our
imaginary island, except this one is sinking!”
He laughed and pointed to the sea biscuit as he held up the jar of
tea. With a swift move he retrieved the bit of biscuit and ate it
before it had time to sink. “You see, I ate the island, but there are still
waves! Look.”
Lôjki looked carefully at the jar of tea, and could see it still had all
kinds of waves in it now, and no longer had just the perfectly circular
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wave patterns. He wondered what would happen when they went up to
answer questions for the sea captains on the bridge. He no longer had
any doubt that Lôtap would know where they were, but he wondered
just what that would do to set off the wrath of the angry captains who
had bet against Lôtap. Lôtap turned down the lantern between them,
and soon they were both sound asleep.
*

*

*

*

With that, Môttan looked around the canoe and only the four of us
were awake, so he stopped telling the story and said that he thought
he’d lay back and rest for a while. Joining him and those in the story,
everyone slept except Herbôt. Even Manwell dosed off and on as he
held tight to the line pulling in the sail. I still had a line in the water as
did Uriel, but we hadn’t had a strike for quite some time.
Herbôt began to sing softly from the back of the canoe and leaning
on one arm, he watched the wake of the canoe as we swiftly cut across
the lagoon.
Mun lok Mun tok ko Am rej
Nåmåmik lok wôt Wåwin
Am jikitok ilo Buruô
Lkun kun Kwe wôt ilo ña
Ilo ña

* Your movements back and forth they call
* Call out the essence of the way
* The way you strike home & to my heart
* True truly you only inside of me
* Inside of me

Enaj kijikan bwe in ikar ilen
Jo im mwon lok iben lok

*
*

Elañe ij roñ anikien
Am môjen lok - O
I ba wôt kwôj åñen iô
Kwôj åñen iô

* If I hear the sounds
* Of your moving about – Oh
* I feel that you are calling me to you
* You’re calling me to you

How can I find myself a way
To loose myself & join with her as one
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Herbôt had told me about the song when I first learned it. It
seems that during the time of the Japanese occupation of World War
II, a man called Rantak used to get drunk on his Coconut toddy while up
in the top of the tree making it. You’d have to drink a lot of the hard
cider like liquor to make you falling down drunk, but under it’s influence
at the top of a tree, he happened to look down. Below him, he saw his
lover gently passing by, and quickly composed the song to express his
emotion.
The waves seemed less violent, and already I could catch glimpses of
some of the small islands in the distance. It occurred to me that it
surely was too soon to be seeing land, and I looked up to the frigate
bird feathers tied to the top of the mast to see what direction the
wind was blowing.
The frigate bird feathers were always tied to the top of the mast
and at the end of the trailing edge of the sail to let you know what
direction the wind was blowing regardless what direction you were
moving through the water. I wondered if we weren’t headed much
more cross wise to the wind than the direction that Môttan had
indicated would take us home without having to change the sail.
I looked behind us again at the wake of the canoe’s path and then
again at the feathers at the top of the mast. I knew that we had
changed directions, and we were again going much faster than before.
I made several jerking motions with my line, to see if I could stir up a
strike before I too laid down.
“Don’t look behind you L’Enty! That’ll scare off any fish.” Manwell
grinned as he said it and then he began to pull in a strike. Within
seconds I too had a strike and laughing I turned facing forwards and
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pulled my line in over my shoulder. “What have you got there?” asked
Manwell.
“I’m not sure, but I think it’s only a mackerel.”
“Mackerel’s not bad if you slice them and put some salt on the slices
before you cook them on the coals. Mumm . . . “
Herbôt was no doubt hungry, and his description made my mouth
water with anticipation of just that flavor he spoke of. I had to agree
with him completely. As I continued to pull my strike in closer, I
realized that it was too heavy for just a mackerel. I turned around and
began to hand over hand drag in the line. Manwell was grinning even
wider now, and I knew that he must have also had something bigger
than just Ikabwe (Mackerel).
Manwell finished pulling in his line first, and it turned out to be a
Tolokbwôd. That was the name for a rock bass which was usually a kind
of fish caught when bottom fishing, we must have passed close to
another submerged coral formation. It was bright purple with
turquoise spots. Even at some distance we could tell what kind of fish
it was.
“I think that must have been the coral head that Môttan used to
take King Namu to!” Herbôt was trying to get his bearings so that he
could remember where this place in the center of the lagoon was. No
doubt it would be good fishing there.
“Queen Newan and Aloujin used to lend their speed boat to Namu so
that he could get Môttan to guide him out to his favorite coral head
way out from Tar.”
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He looked from side to side and finally he looked again behind him at
the wake of the canoe.
“I’ll never be able to find this place again, because there’s no point
of reference to go by out here so far from the reef.”
“You just have to find it by looking for the Lai (slick mirror like
streaks on the surface of the ocean without waves). The Lai there
points to the direction of Tar”

Môttan sat up again, and wasn’t looking at where we were going, but
looking at us instead.
“Right there” he said, don’t you see it?” He pointed over his left
shoulder.
We all looked and sure enough you could see a shiny place on the
surface of the water which more or less pointed to a tiny speck of
white on the horizon.
“Of course that would only work on a day when the wind is just like it
is today!”
He pointed up at the strand of feathers on the top of the mast and
laughed softly. He didn’t even bother looking up, but the three of us
did for sure. Herbôt also laughed and Manwell and I just looked at
each other with an expression of resignation.
“You better let out the Iep and go down wind a little bit more, or
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we’ll have to come about again.”
“If we slow down though, we won’t catch as many fish!”
Manwell no doubt wanted to make salt fish from the day’s catch, as
we already had more than enough for each household on the island to
participate in their share of LiKakwi’s funeral.
“If you mean the Tolokbwôd and the Lôjibjib which you guys just
caught, we can catch those right offshore from Jañ.” Môttan said with
sarcasm.
Manwell, like many of the men on Jañ, believed that it was no longer
productive to fish offshore on Jañ any more since the ‘Crown of
Thorns’ starfish had made such an invasion that it now affected even
the fishing. The starfish had decimated the coral heads on Jañ which
used to be known as a really good fishing area.
“Maybe you can do O.K. Môttan, but I sure can’t catch many fish on
Jañ anymore.”
Manwell was still smiling, but you could also see his frustration.
“Don’t worry Manwell,” said Môttan, “when you go slow, you get Jilo!”
Miss-pronouncing Jilu (Dog mouth tuna - a local favorite) Môttan
matched his miss-pronunciation of the English word slow.
“Jhilow bwe en walok Jilo” “Slow so that Dog mouth tuna will show
up”
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“Especially toward evening like this, we’ll have some more good luck
yet. You’ll see.”
So in the end Manwell let out the line holding the sail and Herbôt
adjusted the rudder. The canoe moved to a more down wind direction
and its speed decreased. The men fishing let out a little more line to
insure that they would ride low in the water to go for Jilu.
Since Môttan was now up and awake again, he started to continue his
story about Lôtap and Lôjki. I handed off my line to the present day
Lôtap who had awakened and wanted to do some fishing too. Uriel let
out another very heavy line with a large Oceanside shiny metal bait
with an extra large hook. It was plain to see that when Môttan made a
suggestion, Uriel always acted upon it right away. He knew who was
aware of what was going on. After all Môttan had said that they were
clear of any more coral heads for the rest of the journey.

*

*

*

*

“Let’s see, I guess that I had just started telling you our story when I
got sleepy, but that’s because the people in our story had gone to sleep
down in the hold of the steamer. Lôjki was a very good sailor, but
after all his work answering questions with the big brass on the bridge,
he figured that he might at least get some free shut eye for his
troubles. He had zonked out quickly, and was dreaming right away
after falling asleep. Lôtap was also asleep and they were not asked to
go up to the bridge again until the wee hours of the following morning.”
While they were restfully sleeping below, the sea captains were
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really having a heated discussion above trying to determine where they
would travel through the night, and just how they would conduct the
next test for Lôtap. To add confusion to the movements of the ship,
they had let it drift without any forward movement at all for a couple
of hours.
Lôtap woke up at about three o’clock in the morning and knew that
they were no longer drifting. Actually, he had been awakened a few
minutes earlier when the ship began to steam ahead in the new
direction that they were still heading for now. He quietly sat in his
bunk and once again felt the waves beating on the hull of the large
steam ship. Like a computer with today’s high technology, his brain was
able to make these wave movements into a map within himself of where
he was now and in what direction he was headed.
Soon afterward, they brought more food and tea for the two
navigators, the smell of which woke Lôjki from his deep sleep. The
only thing that he enjoyed more than sleeping, was eating.
“Who brought the food?” Lôjki asked as he rubbed the sleep out of
his eyes. “I can’t believe that I didn’t even wake up when they brought
in the food.”
Lôtap laughed and said, “I can’t believe it either the way you put
that food away. For a skinny guy, you sure know how to eat! It must
have been one of your friends Lôjki, because when he realized that you
were still asleep, he just handed me all the food and the tea, and then
he left again without saying a word.”
“I guess it was lucky for me,” said Lôjki, “ since they might not have
enjoyed seeing a fellow sailor asleep on the job. I don’t really have to
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worry though, because I’m the only one who knows your language
anyway. I don’t know how they can accuse anyone on the crew of
helping you since they can’t even talk to you!”
Lôtap looked up at Lôjki, “I don’t need any help. You know that now,
don’t you Lôjki?”
“Yes I know that, but they don’t. Where are we anyway?”

*

*

* *

“Jilu!” As Uriel said it, the line around his fist went tight and the skin
turned white. For quite a while all he could do was to hold on. There
was no pulling it in until the fish tired out a little bit. We could see the
strain and excitement on his face. This was a big one! Suddenly
Manwell had one too, but it pulled the line out of his hand and began to
play out more line as it kicked the “Kurjib” around between the sleepy
young sailors until someone was able to grab it. The “Kurjib” is a small
hand made wood or plywood spool which holds the fishing line until it
was released with the hook and bait. Manwell was finally able to hold
on to the line, and everyone was becoming much more alert. The whole
canoe was active now and we all waited to see what would happen next.
The Jilu were not only as long as regular tuna, but they were very big
around and could pull like a ton of bricks. Everyone watched as the two
men used all their strength to pull in the enormous pair of fish.
In the islands, the head of the fish is always reserved for the King,
but I was often accorded the same honor because I was the island’s
teacher. It was quite common for me to be facing a great big head of a
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tuna on my plate at the various community feasts. Everyone would love
it when I would just dig in and go for it with the eye of a Jilu as big as
a tea cup. I learned that the muscles of the fish’s eyes had a
particularly sweet flavor and I grew very fond of the taste. The
cheeks were really good too. I could no longer even remember when
eating such a delicacy was an unexpected responsibility. Everyone knew
that I loved the head. Later when I became the secretary of the
Acupuncture Association of Hawaii, all the Chinese doctors would save
the head of any fish served just for me. I still love the special variety
of tastes that can only come from the fish’s head.
As they pulled in the two Jilu, everyone was happy, because Jilu
made the very best salted fish. It would first be salted with lots of
regular Morton table salt and then washed off after a day or two and
dried in the sun. The dried fish was like pure energy and when you ate
it with rice, you were ready to go to work. It seemed to give you the
same power that these remarkable fish had. The name “Dog Mouth”
tuna came from the fact that they actually did have teeth that looked
very much like the teeth of a small dog. They were very aggressive
predators and ruled the seas that they traveled through. No other
fish messed with them at all, not even the sharks would attack Jilu.
They were much faster than sharks anyway. When eaten as Ukword
(raw fish), it is so succulent that most people don’t bother using soy
sauce or dipping it into the salty ocean water or anything. It’s
delicious, all on its own!
As Uriel held the giant Jilu on the “Abit” (the four to six curved
struts that hold an outrigger to a canoe) Lebon hit the fish on its head
with a wooden mallet to knock it out so that the hook could be removed
and the fish lowered into the hold. Our canoe was rapidly filling up
with all the fish caught that day. The canoe would be very heavy when
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we finally got back to Jañ, so the fact that the tide was coming, in was
very good luck. We would still have to empty the canoe of all the fish
before it would be light enough to take ashore. When Manwell got his
catch up on the “Rong” (the overhanging platform on the opposite side
of the canoe from the outrigger) I went through the same procedure
before I lowered it into the hold as well. I couldn’t find enough room
to make it fit, so Laki just tied it to the deck along with the other
items which had been tied down before we started the return journey
home.
Quickly the lines were again played out for one last try before we
got too close to the shoreline of Jañ to keep fishing. There would be
no more fish caught after those two, but they were so big that nobody
seemed to care. With the heavy wind and high tide, the rest of the
ride home was very exciting, and the outrigger seldom even touched
the water. It was wonderful to be used as ballast and get the pleasure
of sitting on the outrigger holding on to the guy wires that held the
mast in place. When you traveled like that it felt like you were a
“Jojo” or Flyingfish.
The Jojo come out of the ocean and spread their fins straight out.
If the sea is a bit heavy, they pop out of the side of the wave and skim
for long flights over the waves before piercing the water again. When
the wind pulls the sail of the canoe, you come flying out of the water
rocking forwards and backwards lightly as the outrigger stabilizes.
The only bad part was when the wind died down a bit. You would
come swooping down to the water again, receiving a great cold splash
when you did. Sometimes when I would ride the outrigger, the sailor at
the rudder would do it on purpose just to douse you and get your
attention. Herbôt loved to do it. He’d give me a completely innocent
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grin as if he had nothing to do with it, and then just go into hysterics
and do it again. Everybody would laugh and have great fun at my
expense, but really it was a small price to pay for flying over the water
like that. I always loved it. For me to be the one to ride the outrigger,
it really had to be a strong wind and a skillful helmsman. By this time
almost everyone was wet again, but that didn’t matter because we all
needed a little reviving after the long ride home from Bojlap.
When we got back to the pass at Laki’s house on Jañ, Herbôt guided
the canoe as far up on the beach as possible before we all jumped off
to unload everything and then bring the great canoe ashore. Once
everything was unloaded, everybody gathered under the support struts
to the outrigger and heaving together, we worked the canoe up a long
series of roller logs which had been placed in the sand to make our
path all the way up to the high tide mark. It was not lost on me that
what I was doing with the other men was basically the same procedure
that had been done since the “Ebebin Ko Mokta” (the generations past)
when history was only recorded with stories and chants. The chant for
bringing a canoe ashore was always something that the children on
shore were allowed to participate in, even if they weren’t really able to
help very much. In unison everyone chanted together as loud as we
could.
Kadredelok bwe en Drede!
E Drede!

Get it ready so it’s ready!
It’s ready!

Kadredelok bwe en Drede!
E Drede!

Get it ready so it’s ready!
It’s ready!

Kadredelok bwe en Drede!
E Drede!

Get it ready so it’s ready!
It’s ready!
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On the last “Kadredelok bwe en Drede!” the person who is leading
the chant makes his voice go falsetto for the first vowel and then
everyone shoves together with all their might as they utter the
response “E Drede!”. The ease or difficulty of performing this task
depends on how high or low the tide is, and how steep the current bank
of sand has become where the canoe is taken ashore. All these
variables make it a different task each time. Another variable is the
ability of the chant leader to get everyone really working together.
Herbôt, of course almost made a song of it and everyone loved to
hear him lead the chant. The kids just loved to chant along with the
sailors even if they didn’t actually add very much horsepower to the
effort. The number of repetitions of the three rounds of the chant
depended on how far the canoe was from the mark of the highest tide.
When you brought it in at an extreme high tide, it was perfect and only
a few rounds was required. Everyone knew that with Môttan on board,
we had arrived at exactly the most efficient time to perform the task.
The knowledge of the navigator was involved with every aspect of the
journey.
As soon as the canoe had hit bottom coming in, of course, all of the
fish were removed and the bilge pumped out to make the canoe’s
weight as small as possible. The entire catch of fish was taken to one
single pile where they would be selected and separated out for each
family by the “Iroij” (King) or any other “Alap” (Noble elder) who was
available. Most of the time it was someone who had not actually been
on the fishing trip at all. His share would be called the “Kij eo an Kuj”,
or the “Cats Share”. This name implied that if someone was too lazy to
go fishing, all he had to do was be there when the others came home.
They would surly at least give him a share for separating the fish
among the households.
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Using this way of sharing, each household would have something to
bring in their offering basket to the funeral tomorrow. Because the
funeral was to be held at our house, they would actually give us a little
bit extra to insure that we would have enough for all the people who
gathered at the funeral feast, even if some people decided to make
salt fish, which everyone knew some people would indeed do. Since it
was Uriel’s canoe, he would also get some preferential treatment as
well. I carried away the two lobsters and the shells and left the boys
to bring the fish with them when they came. As soon as the big tunas
came ashore, the kids would have a regular riot to take their share of
the tuna hearts, which they would eat raw to give themselves the
power of the tuna whenever they entered the sea.
Rather quickly, everyone vanished with their shares, and only Uriel
and his son Jembar were left to wash down the canoe and make sure
that there was no blood or other fish leftovers anywhere onboard. If
you neglected to do that, the crabs would come in the night and eat
right through the ropes and rigging and cause lots of damage to the
canoe. It had to be cleaned up very well each time we used it. This
was a tiring task at the end of a very long day. The rosy glow of sunset
faded fast as the sun slipped below the horizon.
It’s well known that if you watch carefully, when the sun makes its
final dip into the sea, you can view the mysterious green flash for an
instant. The light appears, just as the sun crosses the horizon line. A
wave on the other side of the lagoon can work like a prism to produce
the bright green flash. I loved to watch the flash and saw it so many
times that I had already lost count by that time. After so long a day
of fishing, however, I was too tired to bother watching for it. So
were all the other sailors that day. I’m sure that it must have a deep
114

meaning to the wave navigators, but on that day, our trip to Bojlap was
already over before any green flash occurred.

Figure 16 - The wave acts like a lens.
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Figure 17 - Lagoon Sunset

116

Chapter 8 - LiKakwi’s Funeral
It had become my habit when I lived on Tarawa, to wake up just
before sunrise, and go off to the strip of sand between Eonbiji and
Tarawa. I would sit in silence and watch the birth of a different unique
sunrise each day. On Jañ I did this at the little sand spit at the end of
the island, the area called the Tur.
When the tide is high, the water of the vast ocean reflects the
sunrise into my eyes, the lights are multiplied a million fold and
embedded in my memory. These lights, in a dazzling dance of mystery,
move across the water. When the tide is low, the water is further out,
and my gaze moves to the wet sand where the rising sun is mirrored
with a single soft reflection of the solar glow. Our personal
individuality is not made up of a single unit of that individuality. It is
the reflection of our multiplicity! Each of us is a whole cast of
characters, just like the one sun can make a myriad reflections on all
the sandy beaches of every shore all over the world at the same time.
On Jañ, because the nature of the island is different, I preferred
to go to the northern Tur to watch sunrise Sometimes the tide and
time of year would combine, and it became easier to actually go all the
way around to the ocean side of the island to watch the sunrise. I
always watched for the green light at these times too!
Over the years, I have seen the green light both at dusk and at
dawn. When the sun’s disk cuts across the wave on the other side of
the lagoon, the wave prism sends a flash of green light right into your
eyes! It just affects me like an explosion of spiritual energy. I love to
experience it.
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The sun is dedicated to the “Beauty of Life”. All living things
secretly realize a renewal of their existence at sunrise. This is also
the time when you can tell what weather will arrive for each day. If
you are very good at telling the weather, you can also tell when there
will be a big storm coming several days before there are any visible
signs of trouble in the weather that others might see.
For the Marshallese people, knowing the weather and when to sail, is
always very important, because they travel on a lagoon. The shelter of
the necklace of islands that make up Maloelap Atoll encloses a vast
lagoon, where the waves are smaller and water travel by canoe is easier
than on the open ocean. However, you must know the weather to
navigate even within the shelter of the lagoon.
The movement of people within an atoll is the basis of the extended
relationships within the community. In the past, when people could
trust the knowledge of weather and the waves to the ancient weather
tellers and navigators, they sailed their canoes across great distances
in complete assurance and overall safety. Today people travel
according to a calendar and a watch. The normal mode of
transportation is no longer sailing canoes, and usually involves a gas or
diesel motor. Something like that usually turns out to be the only mode
of transportation available. In turn, that situation can causes almost
every journey you take, to become a matter of life and death. On a
small boat, with an outboard engine, a traveler today faces an endless
series of problems, each one of which can become insurmountable due
to the remoteness of the lagoon.
Because of these things, and the change from sailing canoe to
powered motor craft, there was really no other way for anyone to get
to Jañ for LiKakwi’s funeral. Naton’s canoe was being refitted where it
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needed repair, and to attach a new outrigger. So, no one could make it
from Kaven. Nobody could come from Airôk either, because they were
still in the process of making a new sail for Jolie’s canoe. Only Minor’s
canoe would come from Ollet, and it would end up being the only canoe
to make it. Of course everyone from Tar would walk the distance over
the reef to come to the funeral. Altogether, those would be the only
people from off island that came.
In any case, we did not use up any fish for making salted fish with,
but instead, cooked them all for the funeral feast. Of course, when we
returned from Bojlap, everyone on the island ate wonderful fresh
Bojlap fish. There were, however, still some people who were eating
crab legs instead. Rosa and I and a few others ate the lobsters. Late
into the night we ate and gazed at the glowing white chunks of the
giant clam shells from the “Ebebin ko Mokta”.
When you looked at the grooves on the outer side of the shells and,
especially when you looked at a broken section cutting right through
the shell, you could imagine what the size of the whole ancient clam
shell must have been. They looked like they came from another world.
There are giant clam shells today at Kwajalein atoll, which they claim
are a dozen feet across! Even those would be smaller than the shells
which the broken pieces we were looking at came from. When these
marvelous pearl like shells were alive they would have been about 20ft.
across. Each heavy piece brought back would be slowly worked down
and become a “Dreke in Nin” (The Pounding Stone for making pandanus
sleeping mats). This process was very slow, and it would take Laki many
months to complete.
These days most Dreke in Nin used to make the mats, which almost
all the people still sleep on, are over 100 years old and were handed
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down from generation to generation. Each mother would seek to have a
pounding stone to insure that she would be able to make the sleeping
mats for her household. Today plastic tatami floor mats used in many
kitchens in the modern life are the latest replacement of the ancient
art of weaving which lays behind each pandanus sleeping mat. It’s a
shame to see the loss of this kind of beauty and art. I was glad that
Laki went on the trip with us. His paramount purpose was to get some
of the giant clam shells. He honored the past in his own quiet way.
When everyone had eaten just about as much as they could, Môttan
began to finish telling the story of Lôtap of Old and Lôjki.

*

*

*

*

“Again” Môttan said in his slow rhythmic voice, “they were going to have
to go up on the bridge and answer all the questions that the Sea
captains wanted to ask.”
Things got quiet as he began to tell his story. Lôjki it seemed had
just asked where they were. . .
“Do you remember Lôjki, when I showed you the wave patterns in
the cup of tea?”, the old navigator said with a smile.
“Yes!” Lôjki replied, “they were all round waves.”
“Well we are in a very similar situation here where we are right now.
Ahead of us lies the crossing point between the Ratak and Railik chains
of these islands.”
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Lôtap pointed out into the dark room where they were sitting. It
was almost like he didn’t see the ship or the walls of the room. He
pointed directly to where he was talking about.
“Behind us we leave another alignment of the atolls, between the two
chains. You see the island chains themselves have a wave pattern
reflection too. So for where we are now, instead of being inside a
circular wave pattern, we are inside a square wave pattern.”
“Can you tell which direction we are moving?” Lôjki had a confident
look on his face as he asked the old man his question.
“Sure Lôjki! You’ll have to learn that first thing. When you don’t
know which way you’re going, then you’re much more lost than just ‘lost
at sea’. If you know which way you’re going, then even if you are indeed
lost, you will at least know where you have been.”

“How do you do it Lôtap?”
“You learn to feel the rhythm of the great swells which represent
the desire of the natural ocean at peace. It is from them that you can
determine your direction of movement overall. You simply acquire a
way of feeling out any additional wave shape that changes the natural
ocean pattern. That is what you have to look for and feel with your
whole body.
Every thing in the water: like the islands chains, the atolls, and the
islands themselves, each produce their own wave signature which is
added to the basic wave pattern. The only other thing to realize in
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these feelings you get from the waves, is the weather. The weather
changes all the wave patterns with the pattern of each storm which
pushes down on the surface of the sea from on top.”
“Can you really feel all those things even without seeing the waves
Lôtap”?
“Indeed, some navigators can. It’s really true! Others, with less
experience, would have to look outside to do the part about the
weather. Most people cannot feel the weather like you feel the waves.
Instead they just watch it Not everyone has combined the knowledge
of weather telling with their knowledge of the sea. As for me, we’ll
just have to wait and see if I can do it or not.”
Lôtap laughed, and brief smile crossed his face revealing his
confidence.
“I know an old man” he continued, “who cannot travel any more. But
from his Jekki (sleeping mat) where he sleeps and spends his days,
unable to walk without help, he can close his eyes and listen to the
murmur of the waves on the beach in front of his home. With that
alone he can tell you the weather. He sleeps only a stone’s throw from
the shore line, and from there he can forecast the weather for as
much as two weeks in advance. He can tell you how many times a Lôt (a
half coconut shell) will be filled with rain water for a storm that won’t
show up for many days. It’s amazing.”
“What about you Lôtap, can you tell the weather for the next two
weeks too?”
“Perhaps” he replied.
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“Well what do you think about right now?”
“ The weather is good for now, but I can feel a great storm that
should arrive some time later on after sunset. Of course, that would
depend on weather we continue to move in the same direction and
speed as right now.”
“Did you know what today’s weather would be like when we were up
on the bridge answering questions last night Lôtap?”
“Yes. When you look to where the sun goes down, everything on the
horizon to the left of that point, and moving left, shows you about
tonight. The cloud patterns to the left of sunset tell you everything
from this night and towards tomorrow morning as you move to the left.
In the same way, when you look to the right of where the sunset cut
across the horizon, you can see the patterns which reveal what the
weather will be like tomorrow. The weather for the time of tomorrow’s
sunrise is indicated at the point of the sunset. Moving to the right,
the shape of the clouds show us what the weather will bring tomorrow
and further toward the future, as you move to the right.
Like so many things that the people from before knew, the weather
tellers of old could look only at the ball of the sun as it is setting, and
they would know the weather for months in advance. Their experience
allowed them to read the sunset with much more accuracy than we can
today. They could tell many things that a person might need to know
about tomorrow and the days that follow.”
Lôjki waited as he could tell the old man was going to say something
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else.
“I think that later on this evening, a part of the sky will be red and
gold. It will be free of clouds and appear to the right side of the
sunset. In that area, we will see the clouds which point to where the
winds will come from tomorrow. How much they shoot up or down will
tell us how strong they will be and how fast they will blow up.
When long clouds are level, they indicate light winds. After a storm
passes by, the clouds will point down at sunset if the winds are going to
slow down and become more calm.
When the clouds point upwards it indicates an increase in the wind.
A large hand in the sky can mean that a great storm will come in 4 days.
That cloud is called ‘Ber in Be’ or ‘To be in the hand’.” Lôtap looked over
at Lôjki to see if he could tell if he understood what he was telling him.
“Tell me again what you think will happen today and tonight Lôtap.”
“ Well, it seems like we will have a very calm day today, but there
will be a storm later on tonight. It will be very strong, and there will
still be high winds from the east after it passes us by. We’ll have to
see what happens then. Things may calm down after that”
The old navigator and Lôjki waited all day down in the dark hold of
the ship. The course that they took wandered all around the map, but
at last at about six-thirty in the afternoon, they were called up to the
bridge. Actually the sailor at their door, only opened the hatch, and
two of the sea captains themselves had come down to escort Lôtap up
to the bridge. They had been waiting just outside the hatch door, and
never said a word all the way to the bridge where the other captains
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waited for them.
Once on the bridge, the sunset was clearly visible even though the
sun itself, had already gone down. As they stood there among the group
of sea captains, Lôjki looked over at Lôtap to see what he was
watching.
“Did you look at the sunset Lôjki?” Lôtap was still looking at Lôjki
when he asked the question.
Immediately, Captain Rainier asked Lôjki what the old man had asked
him.
“What exactly did he say sailor?”
“He asked me, sir, if I had noticed the sunset?” “Write that down!”
the Captain told his aid, “Anything else?”
Lôjki explained to Lôtap that he had been so engrossed in looking at
all the top brass, that he didn’t remember to look at the sunset.
“This is for them.” Lôtap said. . .

“This is for you.” Lôjki translated, as carefully as he could. All the
things that the old navigator said he repeated for the Captain in
English.
Lôtap, the wave navigator, began to speak.
“Sunset, for those who sail by the waves, is the time when a
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beginner can sometimes learn to see the patterns. I realize you might
not think that you need to know about the sunset, but for a man alone
in a canoe or on the deck of a great steam ship like this one, once you
are on the open ocean everything changes. The weather becomes as
important to you as your very breath. The sunset is indeed important
too!
The sun has gone down now, and the shadows play tricks with your
eyes. If you search for the patterns which I can see, you might learn
to see them too. These are the patterns which I feel with my whole
body and no longer need to see. If I hope, to explain them to others
however, we’ll need pictures to describe the patterns for you.
Before it gets too dark, let us go outside and gaze upon the shining
waters. The patterns there form hollow shadows in the darkness. They
reveal themselves like the secrets of deep thought. Long ago the same
patterns formed many times before. Right here in this same place! Only
those patterns came, in the time of the Ebebin ko Mokta. Let’s go
look!”
He said it to Captain Rainier as he looked at the opening to the deck
outside the wheel house.
Amazed by the way the old man had seemed to open up, Captain
Rainier hurried all of them out onto the open portion of the flying
bridge of the ship on the sunset side. Everyone went to the rail and
looked down on the water and wondered what Lôtap could see there.
People forgot themselves in the sunset’s exceptional beauty. On that
evening, the ocean water was a riot of colors. Deep purples and reds
cut with dark ocean blue and glimmering golds from the waning
reflections of the sun itself.
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The night before, while they had slept down in the hold, the ship had
been bathed in the light of a full moon. While the engines were turned
off, it had drifted in the quiet stillness like a dream. The most
remarkable turquoise color is visible below the surface of a completely
still ocean on a night like that, under such intense moonlight. The sea
became calm like the air before a storm. The effect gave everything a
mystical look, like being placed on the surface of a mighty crystal in a
ship very tiny and insignificant. How could the navigator know his
position where everything was so still and calm.
Now for this special night on board the White Gull with all the Sea
Captains, the beauty of the sunset was tempered with the color of
drying blood. The ocean had a kind of un-ease to it’s movement. To the
left of where the sun had set the colors did not bode well for the
evening Lôjki and the navigator would spend down below after the Sea
Captains had finished with their questions. Darkness and silence
waited for them down there.
Looking off to the right however, and stretching far to the north,
the red and gold ribs of an immense dragon or snake appeared in an
unusual robin egg blue colored portion of open sky. The image changed
rapidly, but the long pointing ribs of cloud remained. They were all
inclined toward the southeast. It was getting dark and with a smile on
his face Lôtap looked up at Lôjki and turned to go back inside.

With a shuffling movement the whole group of people all moved back
inside. Lôtap hadn’t said a word. Lôjki was the last one to come back
inside, for there was a great deal of new and wonderful things that he
saw as he looked out over the ocean in the growing darkness.
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“Is it time for your questions now?”
Lôjki translated as Lôtap broke the silence.
“Yes, indeed! It’s a perfect time for that. Please be so kind as to
ask Lôtap to have a seat and be comfortable.”
Being comfortable, however, seemed to be rather difficult for
Captain Rainier himself. Finally he got up to see why the lights that he
had requested had not been turned up.
All the other sea captains were gathered around a large table that
had been placed at the back of the bridge. Lôjki was looking again at
all of the captains and he wondered what they might ask the old
navigator, especially after the mysterious show of sunset colors he had
asked them to witness. Most mysterious of all, was why Captain Rainier
had actually invited everyone outside to see the last of the sunset.
Lôjki was a bit confused because he thought that they wanted to keep
such things a secret from Lôtap.
At last, the lights in the room were turned up to full and the
brightness made everyone squint with it’s intensity. The bridge is
usually a rather darkened place where only the face of the compass and
the charts are lit. The sudden bright whiteness of the whole room
was very different from normal. The Captain appeared again, and sat
next to Lôtap. The questioning was ready to begin, and so was the
Captain.
“So Lôtap, do you claim to be a special kind of person, with
extra-ordinary powers which you have because of your bloodline
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relationship with other wave navigators?”
“That’s a complicated question, Mr. Captain, but I can answer it for
you. I am not a special person! Anyone can navigate by using the waves
to know where they are. I have a knowledge which is unusual for you.
It was taught to me by an old man who was not a blood relative of
mine. My own relatives who were also navigators passed their
knowledge on to others but did not teach me. My grandfather did not
think that I was a serious person and he didn’t want the knowledge to
be lost, so he taught my older brother. Later my brother was lost at
sea in a storm. His knowledge was not able to help him.”
The Captain was silent for a long moment as he gazed into the eyes
of Lôtap. Then he again started to ask his questions.
“Do you believe that what you do to navigate is a mental ability that
only a man can do, or do you think that a machine could be made to
interpret the waves as you do?”
“I can only speak for myself, because each and every navigator uses
a slightly different method to suit his own needs. For myself, I once
thought that it was my memory that made it possible for me to
navigate. That would be something you could perhaps make a machine
do. Later, when I thought more about it, I realized that memory was
not how I do the navigation. I was wrong. Now I know that memory
alone is not how it’s done. You have to fight against your thinking and
your memory, so that you can let your body’s natural balance guide you.
You have to let go.
I don’t know how you can make a machine do that. I know that you
make lots of machines, and I can see that no one has to make a
129

compass work. So maybe you actually can let a machine go free, and I
guess it’s possible you could make something that would help you know
what I know. But, I’m sure it wouldn’t be done the way I do it.”
Instinctively Captain Rainier shot a glance over to where the large
ship’s compass was carefully covered so that it would be completely
impossible for Lôtap to see it.
“Yes, I see.” Looking down at his list of questions, he continued.
“Well, the next question deals with when you learned this method of
yours. Can you tell us about how long you need to study it to learn this
ability, if it’s true that anyone can do it?”
“Well, you can’t really say just anyone can learn to do it, because
some people will never break away from the strength of their thinking.
Some people are just not able to do that. They can’t let go! They
might not be able to learn wave navigation. However, most of the
people who really want to learn how to do it will succeed. A lot of
people already know it inside themselves, and just need to remember
what comes naturally to them anyway. It is their reliance on more
modern methods that prevents them from easily referring back to
their own natural abilities. Everyone learns wave navigation when they
are put on the ocean’s surface, but some people get sea sick!”
Lôtap seemed to enjoy putting it that way and had a good laugh when
he finished saying it. The Captain still wanted to ask more questions.
“Well, when did you learn in a formal way about wave navigation?”
“I’m still learning Mr. Captain. I will always continue to learn. It was
in my early years as a young sailor that I first began learning about it.
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I started to ask questions of the old navigator who taught me most of
what I know today. Some things I had to learn for myself. He could
not teach me everything. That cannot be done. Each man who is to be a
wave navigator . . . well, each person who wants that must learn some
of it by himself.”
“How long does it take to learn Lôtap?”
“When you can navigate for yourself, that is one thing, but when you
are asked to navigate for others, then it is much more important that
you really know what you’re doing. It takes a long time to know enough
for that!”
“Where did your instruction take place?”, said the Captain looking up
from his notes.
“It took place right here in these islands.”
“Yes, I’m sure that’s true Lôtap, but did your teacher take you out
to the open ocean, or did you learn inside the lagoon for example? Just
what was the way you learned?”
“I learned many different things, and all of them I learned at
different places. When I was very young however, a different old man
than my teacher took me to the sand spit at the end of the island
where I was living. At that special location a beginner can learn about
Island patterns. You need to do that exercise at sunrise, when you can
easily see the wave patterns on the surface of the water. It’s just like
seeing the patterns we were looking at outside, only it’s cold in the
morning.” He laughed again as he said it.
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The Captain seemed determined to get more concrete information
from Lôtap, and the questioning continued.
“But, Lôtap, did your instructors ever take you out upon the waters
to sail and learn at the same time?”
Captain Rainier was trying very hard to get some kind of information
about what it was that the old man was actually doing when he used the
wave navigation techniques.
“Did you have training like that when you were very young?”
“We were all good sailors in those days because each household had
at least one canoe. There was a time when a man’s wealth was visible in
how many sails he had, but today it’s not how many sails you have, but if
you even have one! Back then, all young boys were sailing around the
atoll to collect our normal food supplies which came directly from
these islands. It took less work than making copra all day, and with
planning, things were easy to harvest and bring out of the sea. We
never had times of hunger, because we could count on the land to feed
us, and in hard times like drought we always had preserved foods to
help us make it through to better times.
Each of us spent our early years onboard the great canoes of those
days as nothing more than useless baggage. We knew nothing about
sailing, but even so, we were already gathering experiences when we
went sailing from place to place with the navigators who did know about
the wave navigation techniques. Before long, however, we would get our
own sailing experience just by helping out on the long fishing trips with
more experience sailors. We also imitated the actions of the adult
sailors when we used our small fishing canoes which operate in much
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the same way, using smaller sails.
This advantage should be something you consider when you evaluate
my knowledge. Even without that experience, however, a person could
still learn about wave navigation, because it works everywhere. Once
you understand how it works, it does not really matter if you are
experienced with a particular area of the ocean, or a particular kind of
boat. You could even use wave navigation to sail around a large lake like
you have back where you came from.”
One of the other Sea captains who was sitting at the table appeared
to enjoy asking Captain Rainier in German if the old man thought that
he would be able to sail his damn canoe up the Danube into the heart of
Europe. Lôjki hesitated only a moment before he translated the
German question to Lôtap. German was his childhood language and he
understood the question completely.
When Lôjki saw the cold stare on the face of Captain Rainier, he
realized the Captain had disapproved of him having translated the
other man’s question.
Lôtap seemed to enjoy the question and he answered the other
Captain directly while he smiled broadly at his astonished look.
“Please assure the Captain that indeed I could easily navigate his
river. Perhaps a better question would have been, could he navigate it
himself, with his eyes bound as I know I could. Wave navigation does
not even require being able to see where you are to know where you are
going and where you have been. Those rivers are very special from
what people tell me, and they always have someone familiar with the
area to help the Captains find their way. They do that even when they
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are watching where they are going in full daylight.”
Then he gave a loud belly laugh and the German Captain turned red in
the face.
The response from Lôtap was no doubt true, but the German Captain
took it very personally when such an insult was laid upon him. After all,
he had spent most of his career moving ships up and down the inland
waterways of northern Europe. That was the area of his most
experience and to have it spoken of in such a way hurt his feelings. He
stood up to say something, but he couldn’t seem to catch his breath.
Before he uttered a word, Lôtap said something else back to him. Lôjki
translated what he had said almost at the same time as he said it.
They were almost like one person talking.
“I can see that this Captain is insulted by my answer, but he should
not forget who asked the question. I only meant to make it clear that
with our wave navigation technique, we cross open ocean and then
carefully select an adequate pass into the inside of lagoons that are
most difficult to enter. We can then cross the lagoon to the final
island of our choice - all in the dark of the darkest stormy night.
I have never really even looked at a river, but are they really so
much more difficult than the passage that I have just described?”
The Captain, who had finally caught his breath, exploded his reply
with great volume.
“Yes! You tell him, yes they do have many difficulties which he
doesn’t know about. You tell him that he doesn’t know!”
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“Don’t translate that sailor!” Captain Rainier retook command of the
questioning and requested that the other Captain be seated and remain
quiet as well. That was the plan that all the Captains had agreed upon
and he was not going to allow anyone to disrupt the process they had
determined should be followed.
“Remember that only I will ask the questions!”
By this time, it had become completely dark outside and no moon
could be seen if it had already come up.
“Please let us continue the questioning. We will want to now question
Lôtap about our present position and the direction of our movement.
Can you tell us right now in what direction we are headed, and which
atoll we will come to at what time and so forth?”
After Lôjki translated the words that the Captain had said, Lôtap
replied.
“As I told my friend Lôjki when he asked me that down in the
quarters you have provided us below, we drifted last night until we
were far south of here. Since the time when you started the engines,
we have been moving mostly Northwest on a line between the Ratak and
the Railik chains, but always out of sight of land. However, the waves
make my whole body my eyes, and I can still see the atolls where they
are.
They may be distant and out of sight, but my body can still see them
because their wave patterns show me where they are.
I also know that as the sunset turned to darkness and everything
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became invisible, this ship has changed course to make a great and
gentle circle. Perhaps you thought that I would not notice what you
were doing while I answered questions about rivers that I have never
seen before.”
With a full and hearty laugh, he stood up and pointed out at the
completely dark night. There was not a single star visible.

“There ahead of us now, is Ailinglaplap. Behind us is Majuro.” He
indicated the position with his thumb over his right shoulder. “Over
there is where Arno lies, followed by Aur, Maloelap, Wôtje, and the
rest of the Ratak chain further north.”
Everyone wondered if what he had indicated was correct. With a
scurry of quick movements at the chart table well beyond where he
could see, the ship’s navigator looked back with a big grin on his face.
No doubt, he was one of the men onboard who was betting on the old
man’s navigational ability. His thumbs up signal, indicated that each of
the positions Lôtap had pointed out were perfect. Turning to the
Southeast, he added “And of course, Mili is down south of here in that
direction.”
At this point, no one even looked back at the ship’s navigator who
was trying to hold back his laughter. Several of the Sea captains were
also trying hard to hold back their enjoyment with the way things were
proceeding. Even though there was supposed to be a ban on any
further betting, you could see the glee in their eyes.
Captain Rainier shuffled his papers gathering them together before
he said,
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“I think that has been enough questions for one evening.”
Only after the questioning was over did Lôjki realize that the ship’s
main wheel had been partially dismantled so that Lôtap would not be
able to observe the change in the direction that the ship was moving.
They took Lôtap and Lôjki back down into the darkness of the silent
hold where they were to spend the rest of the night.

*

*

*

*

At that point since almost everyone else was already asleep, Môttan
said that he would finish up the story later and we all went off to
sleep. The story of Lôtap the Navigator of Old, would have to wait
until we were more wide awake to listen. I made my way back to
Mônlôñ and fell asleep quickly.
When I returned to the cookhouse in the morning, Rosa was already
awake. She and the other women of the household, Rote, Emilyn,
Aitwôn, and Likjin, had been up cooking the fish and baking bread
almost all night long. Now they were making many small woven palm
frond baskets. Some of them were for all the food to be placed in, and
even smaller ones were used for gathering white stones from the ocean
side of the island to make the grave look clean and neat.
Soon all the children and otherwise unoccupied members of the
family would take these little baskets to the ocean side of the island.
Going around to the ocean side was a kind of break from the rest of
the preparations for the funeral. There was a very subtle feeling of
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ease and joy as the hot sun mixed with the brisk salt spray from the
open ocean.
The ocean breeze would cool the skin where the perspiration
formed, and it made you feel somehow light. These times of collecting
baskets of small white coral stones to adorn the grave site seemed like
Easter egg hunts where kids have to find the hidden Easter eggs. It
was an emotional rest period as much as it was a physical effort. Both
aspects helped to keep you from thinking about the death of the
wonderful old woman who’s funeral was about to happen.
As carefully as you can, you walk along with all the others, to select
out the pure white pieces of coral which make up about two percent of
the piles of broken coral washed up at the top of the high tide line.
This collection of small white stones happens on the ocean side of
every island in the lagoon’s circular shape. These little baskets of pure
sun bleached white coral are placed beside the grave of the dead
person and will be spread over the grave itself by the people who
attend the funeral. It is difficult to keep children from going wild and
making the gathering of these little stones a competitive game.
When the funeral itself happens, the kids love to empty all the
baskets as fast as they possibly can. Adults of course conduct the
ceremony and give it a more solemn nature. As a matter of fact, older
people often grieve openly as they empty their basket of stones or
afterward when they might sit down near the head stone to weep. The
whole process is quite lengthy if there are a lot of people involved.
This was especially true if the death was of a prominent person like a
King or a Queen, which could take many days. Each person’s grief at a
common person’s funeral is usually expressed rather briefly however,
and kept to a minimum as much as it was possible so that the whole
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island could “Ilo Mij” (to view the death) all in one evening.
What followed after the spreading of the stones at the grave site,
was a feast attended by most if not all of the people of the island.
There were usually more people who would come from distant locations
on the atoll by canoe or by walking the reef from the islands that were
near. A pig would be slaughtered to add to the other parts of each
family’s basket.
Sometimes the food would simply be placed around on palm frond
mats, but most funerals had food baskets for each family on the island.
These “Kilôk” baskets could be very large and often required two
people to lift! The Kilôk baskets are normally made only by the women,
but it was just another skill that I learned Môttan knew how to do. I
wanted to learn how to make one too.
I watched Môttan and Rosa closely because they were the only two
people who knew how to weave the large “Kilôk” baskets at our
household. I hoped that I would be able to pick it up quickly and at
least be able to make a basket big enough and strong enough to hold
something. I was excited at learning this new kind of basket making,
but because they wove their baskets much faster than I could weave, I
had to ask them questions about certain procedures which I missed
while I was watching them weave. I tried to watch what they were
doing, while I was struggling to finish the basket that Aitwôn and I
were working on.
Aitwôn was getting the hang of it, but we laughed at how lousy our
basket looked in comparison to the one Môttan and Rosa were making.
I could tell that she was proud that she was able to weave the new kind
of basket. I think she took pride in learning another skill that would
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allow her to carry on the traditional knowledge. She might just need
that knowledge in the future some day.
Such a basket would be useful for this funeral feast, but the same
kind of basket can be used to gather fire wood or coconut shells for
keeping the cooking hearth going. Such items are required when
families go to the little tiny islands, not much larger than a mall parking
lot. On these little islands, the families make extra copra during the
summer months when the kids are not in school. This way every kid
helps pay for school expenses.
Today was the day of LiKakwi’s funeral, but the drinking coconuts
still had to be collected and husked. I took a small army of young and
agile boys to go off and collect the coconuts. Môttan had come along
to point out which coconuts had good drinking water. Nothing was more
unpleasant than to get a basket of husked coconuts and find out that
they were all “Måñbun” (older effervescent coconuts - not really suited
for drinking). That’s why it was important to have someone who could
look up from the ground and tell which cluster of coconuts were at the
perfect stage of ripeness.
If the coconuts were too young, they would split as they hit the
ground, but if they were too old they would be Måñbun and only good
for using as a laxative! For drinking purposes the difference is like
night an day.
Môttan knew which trees were the sweetest, and on each tree, he
knew which clusters to choose. He always made sure that the young
tree climber at the top of the coconut tree knocked down just one
coconut first, for us to try husking. That way we didn’t waste a whole
cluster that was either too old or so young that you couldn’t husk them
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without tearing them apart. It is quite a process to get the perfect
basket of drinking coconuts. Once husked, however, the evaporation of
the moisture of the inner husk makes them quite cool and they are
actually more thirst quenching than water when you drink them that
way. It’s just wonderful to have plenty of coconuts and it adds to
everybody’s enjoyment of the day.
All and all, we had collected three large baskets of husked coconuts.
They were all cleaned off and ready to pop open with a machete, or as
is most popular, opened up by way of the little hole which naturally
occurs at the top. When opened this way you must nurse the coconut,
sucking out the sweet water from the small hole. Of course we had a
good time drinking all the ones that were cracked open during the
husking, and would no longer hold their water. Overall they are far
superior to soft drinks like root beer, cola, or iced tea. The sugar in
the modern drinks only makes you more thirsty, while the fresh
coconut water is only mildly sweet and very satisfying.
Môttan also had a special “Ni Drord”, (a putting down coconut tree).
These trees produced a large cluster of coconuts which although small
in size, are very numerous. They are almost like a cluster of grapes.
The climber has to take a long rope with him as he climbs up the tree.
From the top the entire cluster can be carefully lowered to the ground
and carried off to make a supply of coconuts which will last for a few
days or even a week. This is the best way to take coconuts on long
sailing trips or a steamship voyage.
The coconut meat inside these drinking coconuts is also a special
treat, which is eaten with a spoon made from a fresh green coconut
husk. When the coconut meat is only half way ripe, it is soft and called
Medi or “island ice-cream” by the island kids. All the kids love Medi.
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The Aolôtlôt (green coconut husk spoon ) will scrape out the meat
without getting too close to the shell. You can also take the soft meat
out with your thumbnail, but a regular metal spoon will scrape the
inside of the coconut shell rendering the tasty treat bitter and no
good. I learned these things from my own experience with use of the
modern implements. The old ways were much more appropriate and I
still make an Aolôtlôt to eat coconut meat even today.
We were going to make a large urn of Hawaiian Punch too. I call it
Hawaiian Punch, because that was the only color and flavoring that
went into the urn of water, except for the sugar which was added to
taste at the last minute. White sugar was another symbol of the
funeral feast. White flower cooked as bread or pancakes and white
sugar in the form of weak tea or pale Hawaiian Punch were always used
at the important events like funerals, meetings, and of course the first
birthday parties.
Everyone in the Marshall Islands gets a party when they have
reached one year old, and everyone gets a funeral when they have died.
There are no other events in the Islander’s life that have such special
days reserved to observe them. So in effect you got one birthday
before you knew what was going on and the next party to commemorate
your age would be held 5 days after you were dead. Both could be
delayed for any number of reasons, and for both of these events, most
if not all of a family’s livestock of chickens and pigs would be killed.
This was added to the large numbers of fish, coconut crabs, and any
other special kind of food that could be made. When money entered
the society, corned beef and canned tuna became acceptable
substitutes, especially for people who didn’t have a lot of kids around
to help with the gathering of all the local foodstuffs.
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It was common for people to express how close to death they had
come during an accident or a sailing mishap, by saying “ We nearly ate
biscuits and drank Hawaiian Punch” The other acceptable food to bring
to one of these funeral feasts, was packaged sea biscuits. They are
the thick crackers also called Saloon Pilot biscuits.
There is always a lot of Bwebwenato at funerals. A lot of times this
talk can lead to very familiar superstitious traditions. Most often when
the person has died in the evening, they will be buried not the next
day, but the following one. In the case of an early morning death,
especially if the person was very sick or weak, they could require burial
late in the evening on the same day. The tropical heat made these
accepted forms of conduct almost a necessity. The only exception to
this rule, was the death of royalty or someone who’s relative was close
enough to wait until they had arrived for a last visage of the body. Of
course the people who lived in the district center could have their body
embalmed and then the timing could stretch out longer.

In the days of the Ebebin ko Mokta, they would construct a special
canoe into which the Chieftain, Queen, or King would be placed. Then
they would set the canoe adrift with the Iep tied off to sail to distant
seas. With the aid of wind and the sharks, they became profoundly
bio-degrade-able. Because of heavy populations in these times, certain
areas are hard pressed to have even enough space for normal
interment. Today increasingly large areas of these tiny islands have to
be used for grave sites, so everyone is looking for alternatives.
When I built the school house on Airôk, we found some remnants of
ancient grave sites all pointing to the north star. The direction was
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associated with a long forgotten Deity, Amen Amon. Very little is
known of the religious beliefs of the people who made these graves
which always pointed to the north. Only the name remain in the
legends of old. After several generations, the stone markers would
grow dark with mold and decay, and they were respectfully forgotten.
Today with everyone using concrete cement head stones and sometimes
a whole slab of concrete to mark the entire grave site, space for the
future dead is getting harder and harder to find. I always preferred
the wooden cross or marker which was left to find it’s way back into
the earth just like the body below it.
The older island way to mark the site of a grave, was a simple stake
on which all the empty baskets were placed. These were the baskets,
which were used to gather and bring the white stones to the site. At
first it would look like there was a large green post at the head of the
grave, but in time the baskets would grow dull and finally decay until at
some point in the future they would become almost invisible. After
the passage of time even the stake would decay and fall back to the
earth. This was a more fitting way for nature to absorb the Ebebin ko
Mokta.
Before my experiencing these funerals in the Marshall Islands, I
would not have imagined that a funeral could really be a pleasant affair.
I learned that in the islands it was a difficult time for only a few close
relatives, but everyone else actually enjoyed the gathering of family
and friends almost like a reunion. I saw how the relatives renewed
their ties with each other at each event, often making up from quarrels
or problems that hadn’t otherwise had a chance to heal.
LiKakwi had been waiting to die for quite a long while. One day she
had either been unable to get up or perhaps she just didn’t want to try
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any more. She became no longer mobile and had to be cared for. She
was very active right up to the end when she laid down to die. I didn’t
think it was right for her to just stop like that, and I always gave her a
hearty “good morning” (these two words are used by most Marshallese
as a greeting any time of the day before late afternoon). Every day I
passed her low window in the house where she laid waiting for her end
to come. She always had lots of energy when she greeted me back. I
thought her health was holding on if not even getting a bit better.
Later I learned from Rosa and her sister Rote, who cared for her in
the end, that her health was slipping away very fast.
I had found it necessary to leave Jañ to go on a copra collecting
round up of the lagoon for the Co-operative. Laki and I went to several
of the smaller islands of the atoll on the Saturday before her death. I
wondered what she looked like on the last few mornings when I was not
there to share my morning greeting with her. I couldn’t help but
wondering about that on the day of her funeral. Would she have lived
longer if I had just been there to greet her every morning?
Anyway, she finally “Bok an Kakije” (took her rest) and slipped the
bonds of this reality. She had died very early Tuesday morning. Late
Wednesday, Laki and I returned from the copra run we had made,
having gathered several tons of copra for the Co-op. LiKakwi had
already been buried. I was deeply saddened to hear of her passing.
The following day was Thursday when I went fishing with Môttan in his
small fishing canoe, and of course, the trip to Bojlap on Friday I have
already spoken of. On the fifth day from the day of her death, the
funeral would be held at sunset in hopes that everything would be
ready by that time, and that we might avoid most of the flies in the
darkness.
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Finally around Four-Thirty in the afternoon or so, when it began to
cool off a bit, a few people started to show up. Each of them would
bring some food or drink or something else to show their respect.
Sometimes a bar of hand soap or thread and needles would be left at
the head of the grave site. These things would be given to members of
the LiKakwi’s family and were meant to ease the suffering of her loss.
Indeed they did seem like special presents from an unexpected source.
I got soap which was nice, and made me think of LiKakwi each time I
used it.
For the death of King Andrew down at Airôk, I had received a very
nice towel and a whole tin of sea biscuits. Everyone was involved in
gathering the food for the feast, and when the food was all combined
together, the elders of the bereaved family would then divide the
entire amount, doling out an equal share to all the different households
on the island. Like a giant pot luck dinner, everyone got a little bit of
everything brought to the funeral, “Kandrikrik kin Yokwe”, which
means, dividing what you have up among all who are there with love.
Almost always, you never went home with any of the same food that
you brought. It made for a wonderful time to share food together, and
still have more food to take home and eat over the next few days too.
At LiKakwi’s funeral, like I said, I got several bars of soap and some
laundry detergent as well. You see the food was shared by everybody,
but the other items left at the grave site were only for the bereaved
family members. Hair combs were a favorite item which were given to
the hard working women who orchestrated the entire event. Everyone
was very tired on the day after we held LiKakwi’s funereal and we all
slept most of the afternoon.
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Sometimes people who were wealthy enough would lay out long bolts
of beautiful cotton material as table cloths where the divided food was
organized according to each family. If you wanted the cloth itself to
take home and make shirts and dresses for your family, you just had to
wait it out and take it for yourself when all the food had been
removed.
For LiKakwi’s funeral we only used palm fronds for the table,
because we didn’t happen to have any bolts of material to adorn the
tables with. There was a lot of food though, because it was breadfruit
season, and the baked breadfruit and fresh fish made a wonderful
combination. All the coconuts were quickly used up while there were
many people around, so in the end we had eaten our share of the food
with the weak Hawaiian Punch sugar water. Môttan knew how much I
disliked the mixture, and when I sat down to eat the portion that was
set out for me and the few boys living at Newan’s household, at Mônlôñ,
he added one large drinking coconut with a smile. He knew how much I
loved fresh green coconuts. No doubt he knew which tree the coconut
came from too, because it was as sweet as Seven-Up.
Each arriving person or family would go over to LiKakwi’s grave site
to “Ilo Mij” (to view the death). This was a final way of showing their
respect to the long life LiKakwi had lived and to give a way of closure
to the grieving process. Before the feast would begin, but after
almost everyone on the island was present, the island’s preacher or
church elder would say a few words. For those of us who were working
on the cross or clearing off the area around the grave site, Ilo Mij was
not necessary, but for anyone else on the island they would stop to “Ilo
Mij” whenever they happened to pass by her grave site for the first
time.
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For those arriving by canoe from another island, going to the grave
site for Ilo Mij was the first order of business when they came ashore.
They would even do this before they showered up and changed their
clothes. To do anything else first, would be considered disrespectful.
After the preacher gave a prayer, the words spoken by the eldest
family member would be given. Then all the little baskets of white
stones from the ocean side of the island would be spread out on the
surface of the grave site. Usually these little white stones would give
a very beautiful brightness to the otherwise dark soil where the body
had been buried. The neatly stacked bright green baskets looked
almost like a decoration when everything was done.
When all the visitors talking had become quiet, Môttan with a
gesture of his hand, indicated that the time had come for the service
to start. Because Môttan was a deacon, he was going to give the
prayer. There was no preacher on Jañ at the time. We had painted
the cross with the dark blue paint used on the underside of Uriel’s
canoe, mixed with white paint to give it a bright blue color. Her name
was painted across the width of the cross spelling out LiKakwi and the
date of her death. I had painted some flowers underneath her name.

Asbestos water pipe from the dismantled radioactively contaminated
buildings on Eniwetok were used to form an edge to hold back the white
stones and give the grave itself a raised look. These pipes were
probably still radioactive from the days of the nuclear testing, but
they were only used as upright pillars in a few out buildings and more
commonly as markers in the graveyard. I never learned how they
showed up on the outer islands.
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When he gave the signal, everyone started to move slowly around
the grave itself, dumping their little basket of white coral as they
moved forward in a long processional line. In the pink of the sunset,
the coral took on a glowing radiance that added to the mystical aura of
the scene. Quietly everyone moved slowly and some even stopped to
remember the days of LiKakwi’s life as they emptied their basket. As
this process proceeded, Môttan and I went back to the cook house and
finished dividing up the portions of baked pig which were being
distributed by a team of young men handling the large baskets
carefully. The palm frond table was beginning to look very full of food.
“Is everything ready Enti?” Môttan asked me. I stood there looking
everything over to make sure we hadn’t forgotten anything. I looked
back at Môttan and watched him survey the divided portions of food.
Both he and I still had hands glistening with grease from having just
divided up the portions of baked pig that had been cooking all night and
all that morning in the ground oven. Rosa and Aitwôn were covered
with charcoal dust from scraping the blackened skins of the breadfruit
which had been baked on a separate hearth of hot coals.
Rosa had used almost entirely dried pandanus keys which burn very
slowly and evenly. Breadfruit baked this way and scraped smooth has
an almost cracker like crust. It’s called Kwanjin and is a very popular
food. Unfortunately, because it requires more labor than most people
are willing to give to it’s preparation, you don’t always see charcoal
baked breadfruit these days. Its much more common to see breadfruit
cooked like French Fries, with lots of oil and salt.
Rosa took the center rib of a leaf from the coconut frond and used
it as a skewer to poke inside the hot breadfruit to release some steam
and to test how fully cooked it was. Breadfruit is sometimes larger
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than a basket ball on some islands, and even a single breadfruit is
enough to feed a whole family. On Jañ, almost all of the breadfruit
trees were blown down in the Typhoon of 1969, but they seemed to be
able to produce nearly as much delicious and plentiful fruit laying down
as they had before the Typhoon when they were still standing.
Finally, looking at Môttan I said, “It looks ready to me, what do you
think?”
“I think I need to wash my hands before I give the prayer!” he said
with a wry smile.
“We need to clean up too!” said Aitwôn as she finished up on the last
breadfruit to be scraped. When she was finished, she put down the
broken piece of glass from the glass balls that float ashore. That’s
what she had been using to clean off the charred crust of the
breadfruit. She placed the finished product on the top of a large
basket of breadfruit on the palm frond table in front of her.
“O.K.” said Môttan adding, “You should clean up quickly though. We
are just about ready to start!”
We all moved about, cleaning up everything which was not part of
the feast table itself. The large empty expanse of palm fronds had
the 14 or so piles and baskets of food spaced out over the length of
the feast table. One basket and one pile of extra food for each
household on the island. The shape of the table was made in a large U
so that as we gathered we could see everyone else present.
When everyone had settled down at the table, Môttan spoke in a
quiet reserved tone.
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“Let us pray. Oh heavenly father we thank you and praise you for
this good and heart lifting gathering of people who have come together
here to share the passing of this woman, our mother, LiKakwi. It is
indeed fortunate for us all to have been able to gather here to pay our
last respects. We ask that you lend us your guidance and wisdom so
that we might lift our burden of grief and grace this feast in her
memory. In the name of Jesus Christ our savior, Amen.”
Then Môttan read a few quotations from the Bible. Finally he
suggested a hymn from the blue songbook, which Rosa started with her
high soprano voice.
The entire group gathered together to join in and sang the hymn in 4
part harmony. These were the songs that were sung every Sunday at
most of the Christian Church services. The songs are the same
regardless of the particular Church group or religion. You see nearly all
Marshallese people know all of the songs in that hymn book. They are
the same old hymns that are sung in many of the Christian Churches in
America. It makes it much easier at times like this when people of
different religious groups gather together for a service to
commemorate the passing of a member of our community. Everybody
at least knows all the songs to sing.
Afterward, everyone began to look over his or her portion of the
food. Most people eat the best part first, but some people ate only a
little bit of their division of the food right there and others simply
thanked everyone, and gathered up their food to walk home before it
got too dark.
There was food enough for several days for each family on the
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island. Too bad however, for those who did not attend the funeral
feast itself, because some of the best food would never make it back
home.
“Family stand back!” is the main rule for the members of the family
of the person who had died, but after all other guests were taken care
of, we also began to eat and separate out the parts we wanted to save
from the parts we wanted to eat right away on the first night. Most of
the people who eat too much pig, get diarrhea, so I usually refrained
from eating any of that. The fish on the other hand were totally great.
At LiKakwi’s funeral, one of her daughters had brought me a special
treat. LiMaggi was well know as the best octopus hunter of them all.
She had made a coconut milk octopus gravy. It was made by pounding
the octopus until it was as soft as baked chicken (a skill that I learned
from LiKakwi herself), and then putting the cooked and sliced octopus
into the coconut milk until everything gets pink and thick. When you
take the baked breadfruit and soak up the gravy, you can lose yourself
in the food. As a matter of fact, everyone eats much more than normal
at these kinds of feasts. When they are finished, it is easy to sleep
and forget the grief about the passing of our mutual grandmother.
LiMaggi herself is also gone now. Some say she died of cancer, while
others say she was killed by magic. I played my flute and the kalimba
outside her window on the night that she died. She was coherent until
the very end, and she spoke to her husband and children only minutes
before she passed. She died on Ollet a few years after LiKakwi and
her death at a fairly young age seemed much more sad than LiKakwi’s
passing.
I remember that when she became very ill, her Great Uncle who was
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a man as old as LiKakwi called Thomas, was there to help her. He
seemed so troubled because all of his knowledge of massage and herbs
seemed to do nothing for the cancer that ate her up. There were very
few illnesses that Thomas could not help to cure. No doubt he had
hoped to cure her like he had done for so many other people. Some
folks suggested that she had been cursed, but in my heart, I felt sure
that the curse was radioactive in nature. Anyway it made Thomas so
sad that he also died in the same year himself, not long after LiMaggi
did.
Lanterns were being lit to help people find the last of their baskets
of food, and the glow of sunset echoed into the gloom of a dark night.
On this night, there would be talk among the children about the spirits
and even the adults would quietly discuss the superstitions that
accompany every witness to the event of death. Everything became
very quiet.
More difficult than any other facet of our existence is the individual
reaction to the loss of a friend or relative. In the islands, tradition
tells us that on the night of the fifth day after someone dies, their
spirit-form will get up from where they died and walk down to the
lagoon to cleanse themselves of their earthly body where the sea
meets the shore.
LiKakwi’s funeral was over.
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Figure 18 - Lagoon Sunset

154

Chapter 9 - After LiKakwi’s Funeral
Môttan poured out the hot tea which I took and began to drink slowly.
With the funeral over and all the people gone, our family sifted itself
back to it’s normal order.
“Why don’t you tell some more of you story about Lôtap of Old. What
did they do next to try and confuse them?” I asked
“Well,” Môttan began again to relate the long story as if we had
stopped telling it only minutes before, “the Sea captains didn’t question
them again that night, but Lôjki had a few questions of his own for
Lôtap. They once again sat together drinking tea just like we are doing
now, only they were down in the darkness at the bottom of the steam
ship on a stormy night!”

*

*

*

*

“Tell me Lôtap,” said Lôjki, “how do you know when someone
understands what you are trying to explain to them?”
“I don’t have to know weather or not they understand. If someone
asks me a question, I answer that question. What more is there to it
than that?”
“What I mean Lôtap, is that surely there are times when you think
that it is important to explain something to someone! Don’t you ever
want people to understand what you’re talking about?”
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“Yes, it is very pleasant when someone understands what you are
saying. Your desire to have them understand, however, will not help
them to understand it at all. The most it can do is to help you to say
what you mean. That’s all. Whether or not they understand is
completely another matter. Don’t confuse the two!”
“But can’t you tell when someone understands what you’re telling
them?”
“No. Not really, although perhaps some people can. One man sees his
life go by, and then another sees his. On and on it continues, with each
one of us as different as all the stars. That is easy to see, and easy to
understand. What’s more difficult to realize, is that when people look
at each other, what they see is also unique and different. Even when
you are looking at just one person, there are many images of different
individual people within that single person. If ten different people
looked at you, there would be ten different individual images. What’s
more, each one of them would be completely real and correct. What
point of view? How much visual acuity? Which memory? No two images
would be the same, but they would all be you!”
“Lôtap, I don’t see how they could all be different and all be correct
at the same time. There must be some kind of truth which would be
right for all of them all of the time. There must be a kind of
foundation reality.”
“People are confusing, let’s go back to talking about canoes. I can
explain this thing about reality much easier that way.”
“O.K. Go right ahead.” said Lôjki
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“There are four canoes. One is sailing north, one east, one west, and
the fourth one is sailing south. Are they sailing in the same direction?”
“What do you mean, Lôtap? You just said that they were all going in
different directions.”
“Ah yes! You see, you didn’t understand me. They are all sailing
towards Majuro. The one from the south was sailing north and so on
around the four directions. Do you see what I mean? They were all
sailing toward Majuro! How did you miss my meaning Lôjki?”
“I thought you were talking about which direction of the compass
they were traveling.” Lôjki seemed to feel cheated by the example.
“You, Lôjki, you thought one thing. Me, Lôtap, I thought something
else. What do I know about a compass? The question and the answer
didn’t require a full explanation, but without it, there could easily be a
misunderstanding. For that reason, you can never really be sure that
you fully understand anybody, and in the same way, you can’t really
know if someone has understood you!”
“How can we get along that way Lôtap? You act like nobody
understands anybody ever!”
“That’s not what I said at all. I said that you could not be sure that
you understood the meaning that others intended. If you explain what
you want to tell them, and ask them about it after you have, you might
be able to find out if they understand you. Who knows?”
“Do you mean that you just go around telling people what you think
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they want to hear?”
“Not at all. I say what I mean, and I mean what I say, but when
someone asks me a question for example, there are ways to balance
things. I can get the questioner to ask me the question in several ways
so that I can find a way of answering their question. I can please
myself and the one asking the question too. When I just answer a
question with what I think of as a truthful answer, it will not mean the
same thing to anyone else anyway. To push it in my terms away from
me and towards the one asking the question won’t help at all. Unless I
release the question from my own reality, so that it can harmonize and
balance with the understanding that someone else has realized,
understanding itself can’t happen. After all the understanding that
someone else has is outside of my own reality. Do you see what I am
telling you?
The four canoes sail in different directions, but all are going to the
same spot. When they return, they will all going home, but traveling in
different directions again. The ones who sailed against the wind
coming, will sail with the wind on the return. There are opposites, and
there are things that are similar, but we can never understand all the
parameters.”
“So, Lôtap, your four canoes explain everything?”
“They explained nothing at all which you didn’t already know, did
they?” Lôtap had to hold his cup with two hands he was laughing so
hard.
At that point, Lôjki drained his cup and the old navigator turned
down the kerosene lantern. Dizzy because of all that he had tried to
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understand from the old navigator’s explanations, Lôjki fell asleep very
quickly.

*

*

*

*

I walked back to Mônlôñ, along the dark and narrow path avoiding
obstacles by memory. Môttan’s story seemed to have triggered a lot
in me, but the experience left me feeling confused, and I couldn’t
exactly follow what I was thinking about. I found that I was mumbling
to myself in my head, and that seemed somehow worse than mumbling
to myself out loud.
Arriving at the porch of the house, I walked carefully over my young
brothers and opened the closed door to the back room. With both the
lamp turned up high and the radio turned on, Lôtap was sleeping
soundly. I turned down the lamp and turned off the radio before I
went out to shower. It had been a long day, and although I liked
listening to the stories that Môttan would tell, it often lead us deep
into the night. Perhaps it made for restful sleep. I wondered about
this night’s sleep. Returning from taking my shower, I found Lôtap
awake, the radio back on, and the lamp once again turned up full.
“Did you and Môttan eat all the rest of the food?”
“No, he was just telling me some more of the story of your great
grandfather Lôtap whom you were named after.”
“Papa has many stories, but I can tell you that there ain’t much
similarity between me and some old man I never even saw.”
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“That’s very true. Actually he was Môttan’s great grandfather, so I
guess he is even more distant from you.”
“Môttan makes believe a lot Enti. You’re just gullible!”
“Do you think that you will ever be able to navigate by the waves
Lôtap?”
“Someday everybody will go everywhere in speed boats. Why do you
worry so much about wave navigation?”
“It’s something that can be lost! You should care as much as
anybody, because you were named after a great wave navigator.”
“How do you know that they were thinking of him when they named
me? I saw a movie star in a book who’s name was Tab! Maybe that’s
who I was named after.”
“Tab Hunter isn’t pronounced like Lôtap, and if you take the island
way of saying your name, it sounds more like the “Tab” (washing tub)
that they wash clothes in.”
“What do you mean, are you trying to do make fun of my name? “En
Ti” means that you should make tea. Perhaps that would help your
color. The girls you know, they all think you white guys in the Peace
Corps look like “Drebnôt” (uncooked dough)!”
He then laughed his special make fun of you laugh. I laughed too.
We both knew that it wasn’t true. What is in a name anyway.
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“You know, you should really learn to navigate by the waves from
Môttan so that you preserve your past. It will be very valuable for you
to know even with modern ships. Look at Emmi! He’s a captain for
Adjerik on the Evangeline, and he’s still able to use his wave navigation
even though it’s a regular merchant steamer.”
“Boy, I wouldn’t go with him if they took away the compass!”
“Don’t lie, you know that he knows wave navigation.”
“Well, so what if he does, he still has a compass anyway. If that
Emmi had no compass, what he would need most is something other
than himself to feed the sharks!”
With that Lôtap turned the radio off as the station had gone off
the air. It was then he started to ask me some questions about what I
believed in and if I had ever seen a ghost.
“I’d like to see a ghost. I never have seen one, or a demon, a strange
light, or a UFO either. Have you?”
“You shouldn’t say shit like that! This is Jibbu’s (Grandmother’s)
night.”
“You mean that you really think that LiKakwi will get up from the
grave and go down to wash off in the lagoon?”
“Sure she will. It doesn’t matter if you believe it or not either.”
“Are you afraid of ghosts?”
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“No. I’m fixed for that. They did magic on me when I was a baby.”
“What does the magic do?”
“It wards off evil and protects me.”
“So if you were to see a demon or LiKakwi, you wouldn’t be afraid?”
“Now cut that out! I told you not to talk about my grandmother.”
“So you are afraid?”
“Everybody’s afraid of demons. If you have a person who isn’t afraid
of demons, then they will learn magic and go around causing harm for
everyone.”
“You mean like the people who made the magic on the Peace Corps on
Lungar?”
“Yea! Just like that guy. They killed him with evil magic!”
“Actually you know, I knew Donald McErny, and he had cancer of the
lymph system. He died of a fever Lôtap.”
“I know that’s what they say, but it isn’t true. It could have been
the girls from the University of Love though. It’s well known that
when you make love to one of the girls from the school at Lungar, you
have to remain very still. If you move around at all, they can break you,
and it will kill you in the end.”
“I’ve heard all the stories about the University of Love where they
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train the young women to make the magic love. I heard about how they
send the girls on special obstacle courses where they push glass balls
all around with their private parts. Someone even told me about the
helicopter move that they specialize in. It all makes a great story, but
he died of lymph cancer.”
“Sure, sure. You can believe that if you want to Enti. Anyway lets go
to sleep, but don’t turn off the lamp. O.K.?”
“All right, I won’t turn off the lamp. But do you really think that if I
went out late at night tonight, I could see LiKakwi?”

“Probably not. They don’t show up to everybody. I do watch Papa
when we go sailing, and I will be able to navigate by the waves someday.
I doubt that you will ever know though”
“You’ll have to teach me.”
“Sure!”
Lôtap went right to sleep and his last sarcastic remark left me
wondering if he really thought he would know how to navigate by the
waves, or if he was just making fun of my interest. I finally decided
that it was both. I’m sure he actually believed he would one day know,
and there was no doubt that he was making fun of my interest. That
didn’t matter, because Lôtap was my blood brother.
Although I always tried to give my young blood brother whatever he
wanted, Lôtap usually didn’t abuse my generosity, except for
cigarettes.
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I’ve never made that connection in my mind before until right now.
Lôtap died soon after he left Honolulu and his exploratory surgery that
found the spindle cell cancer. Yes, I paid for a lot of his smokes, and I
even taught him how to grow good marijuana buds for himself so that
he would be able to grow smoke for free.
Now the seeds of the herb they grow down there, after the nuclear
testing affected the soils, all have an extra curly cue at the base of
the seed husk. They are probably all some kind of dangerous mutant
due to the radioactivity. I feel guilty for all those things since Lôtap is
dead. I still can’t shake that feeling of being somehow responsible.
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Figure 19 Relaxing in a pandanus tree
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Figure 20 - The light danced in the leaves
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Chapter 10 - Sunday Service
On Sunday in the islands, nobody is supposed to work at all, because of
the left over fundamentalist missionary rules. I suppose that it would
be only fair to say that the islanders were more than willing to have a
day off. Nowadays people generally set aside Sundays for taking a walk
around the island to see what the tides have brought ashore. Beach
combing can produce many special treasures. If you did any other
unnecessary work on Sunday it was frowned upon. Most people slept a
lot on Sundays.
Of course this extra laid back day in a laid back land, was very
suitable for Bwebwenato, and I figured that Môttan might finish the
story of Lôtap of Old since he would virtually have the whole day to
spend just telling the end.
After church in the morning, there was nothing to do but to eat out
of the baskets of food left from LiKakwi’s funeral and listen to Môttan
tell his story.
“Let’s see now, where were we when I last stopped?”
“The last that I can remember was where Lôtap was telling Lôjki
about how difficult it really is for us to be sure that what we mean and
say to people is what they hear and think we mean.”
“Yes, then the old Navigator told Lôjki about the four canoes sailing
to one place and returning to where they came from. Do you
remember?” Môttan was recalling the point where we had left off.
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“Yes, Môttan, I remember. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I
really understood completely, but that does seem to be where we left
off.”
“Well said Môttan, Lôjki didn’t fully understand either.”

*

*

*

*

“Do you understand what I was trying to explain with the example of
the four canoes, Lôjki?”
“Well, I listened to what you said, but I don’t think that I could
really say I understand completely.”
Lôjki went over to the bed they had made up for him down in the
cargo hold. He just couldn’t put all these things together. The effect
that his conversations with the old navigator were having on him was
disturbing to say the least. The special beauty of the sunset they had
seen, and the feeling he had inside while looking at the hidden shadows
caused him to wonder if he himself could ever be a wave navigator. His
head felt light as if he were caught in a memory of dizziness.
“Is there anything magic about the wave navigation Lôtap?”
“Is there anything magic about magic itself?”
Lôtap’s question wasn’t helping him to understand.
“What do you mean? You’re only making it worse. I’m more confused
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than ever!”
“No you’re not. You just wish you were more confused. You’re afraid
you’d get sea sick if you knew about wave navigation.”
Lôjki fell back into his bunk, rolled his head from side to side, trying
to clear his thinking. He could hear Lôtap chuckle in the background,
but the main noise was a hissing roar like the sound of wild surf. The
storm was getting worse.
“Don’t say that Lôtap, I don’t feel so good. You really are making me
sea sick.”
“Not me Lôjki, I’m not the one who makes you sea sick. I don’t
suppose you ride down here in the bottom of the cargo hold very often.
There is already a change in the nature of this ocean. We will have a
really wild ride tonight if the captains above do not realize that the
coming storm is going to cause heavy seas. Can you already feel it?”
“I have to tell you that I couldn’t be more glad to hear it. I was
afraid that you were performing magic on me and that I was just
imagining it.”
“Well, Lôjki, it does seem a bit strange that a sailor should get sea
sick.”
“I’m not sea sick, I was just dizzy from all the things that you are
telling me and all the things that have happened today. I have to admit
though, I really did start to feel sea sick a minute ago. Are you sure
that you didn’t do something to me?”
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“You are always thinking of magic. You wonder if I have done
something to you, when actually if anything has been done to you, don’t
you think it was you yourself who did it?”
Lôjki was truly perplexed. He trusted the old man, but even after
all his years in the islands, he never could hide the reality that this was
a very different place where very different rules of reality might just
overwhelm his own ideas.
“I don’t know what to think, except that I feel like your talking is
always going round and round in circles. Each circle seems to have a
direct effect on me.”
“Well, so even by your own understanding, it is the circles which are
having an effect on you, not me!”
“Can you tell what kind of storm this will be Lôtap?”
“Oh, I guess that I could make a prediction, but that’s all one can do.
Each storm is like an individual. It has it’s own way of dealing with
things, and perhaps most effective of all is it’s way of fooling
everybody as to how things will come out.”
“Well, your guess would be a lot better than mine. What do you
think it will be like? How bad is this storm going to get?”
“It’s like I said before, how bad it’s going to be for us down here
depends on how the Captain up there at the wheel deals with it. Which
captain is actually in charge of steering this ship?”
“This is Captain Rainier’s ship, and I’m sure that his word alone will
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determine the future of our journey. He was the one who was doing
the questioning.”
“All right, that’s good, because he is the one I would have chosen if I
had to guess who was able to see something in the waves when we went
out to look at the sunset.”
“What do you think that he saw?”
“I think he saw a reflection of a thousand years ago when one time in
the past a sunset and wave pattern already happened that was exactly
like the one we saw this evening.”
Lôjki felt moved at the idea, and as before, he was strangely
emotional and perhaps even a little sea sick. He wanted to feel better
instead of this uncomfortable confusion.
“Sleep Lôjki. Sleep and you will learn a great deal about this storm.
You might even learn something about yourself as well.”
Without looking up, Lôjki drifted off into a troubled sleep as the
steamer fought it’s way into the stormy night.

*

*

*

*

Môttan picked up the teapot to pour out some fresh hot tea, when he
stopped and turned his head toward the path.
“That’s the first bell.”
171

The faint sound of the church bell came softly and broken up by the
breeze. Kwalañ is the last inhabited household on the north end of
Jañ, and the sound of the hammer hitting the church bell made out of
the old rusted oxygen tank with the bottom cut off barely made it our
way. It had been just the perfect sound for the story that Môttan
was telling about the stormy night onboard the steamship.
“If you want to shower before church, you’d better get with it Enti!”
“I’m always late anyway.”
“Tell the rest of those boys at Mônlôñ to get cleaned up and show up
at church on time.”
I headed out the door of the cookhouse and toward the path, when
Môttan called me back to receive an extra large coconut which he had
just opened up for me.
“Do you think you can handle this?”
“Are you kidding? You bet I can!”
With delight, I took the coconut which Môttan had saved for me. I
went off drinking it slowly as I walked down the path. Right behind me,
they were ready to clear out and everyone was combing their hair and
gathering up their bibles and song books. I hurried on to get my
shower over with and be ready myself.
“Hey! All you guys are supposed to hurry up! The first bell has
already rung. Môttan and Rosa are coming right behind me. Who needs
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an offering? They all gathered around while I passed out the nickels
which Môttan had given me to hand out, one for each of them.
Everyone made a big deal of walking up to make an offering at the
table when it was time to do that at church. If you didn’t have any
change (I never remembered to take change, because it only happened
once a month or so), there would always be people offering you a coin
to take up. It was a very warm thing. The people with children who
were just learning to walk, would send them up just barely able to get
there on their own to put a coin up on the table if they could reach
that high.
It is custom to bend over and try to keep one’s head no higher than
any other when walking among people who were seated on the floor of
the church. This can be a real trick if you are tall. In any case, it is
somehow reminiscent of the grace of the impressionistic French
painters of the 19th century. Those impressionistic paintings always
seemed to have a special softness about them. In the same way the
island life has a soft warmth that caresses the eyes. Blue lagoons and
waving palm trees. . .
I recall the gentle smile of pride as one of the old women reached
way out from an honorably bent over posture to toss her coin on the
offering table. She was likely given the coin by a loving relative, for
she had no money, and would in fact, receive some of the soap and
uncooked rice or other necessity items which would be bought with
these offerings. They are called “Jab Ao Wot” (not mine only).

Lôtap already had coins which were the change from some money
that I had given him to purchase his cigarettes with. He bought the
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cigarettes one by one from the Doctor, who sold them to all the young
men who couldn’t afford to buy whole packs or cartons of cigarettes
from the field trip ships. He, of course sold them for more than the
regular price and made a healthy profit doing so.
“Did you save a coin for yourself Enti?”
“No, I gave them all out.”
“Well here.” said Lôtap, “this is for you.”
He handed me a dime and I put it with my white shirt. Everybody
always wore a white shirt to church if you had one. I thanked Lôtap,
while undressing and as I went out to take my shower, I just caught a
glimpse of him heading down the lane. I showered quickly and got to
church only a little ways into the first hymn. There were still others
who had not arrived yet. There was strictly no smoking in or even near
the church, and smokers were obliged to take their cigarettes out of
their pockets and leave them hidden under a log or at a nearby roof
overhang or somewhere out of sight of the church.
Lôtap and Tom usually had a last smoke before they showed up at
the very end of the opening hymn. If it happened to be a short hymn
or if they were any later than that, they would have to arrive in the
middle of the sermon, and they would just skip church altogether.
Many people missed church every now and then, just because they
started their laid back day early, and even the going to church seemed
like it was too much effort. I myself would sometimes miss church too.
I would most often miss it when the weather was particularly hot.
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When I did go, I would sing right along with whomever I was sitting
next to, because I wasn’t used to singing in harmony. If I tried to sing
in harmony, I would always get confused with the person who was
singing another part of the four part harmony, and would end up just
joining in with their part. It didn’t matter much, because from the
oldest to the youngest, most of the people in the church could sing any
part of the four part harmony. They always sang from the hymns in
their hymn book, giving the service a real old fashion sound. It was
really quite beautiful. I enjoyed it very much.
Sitting in the back, I usually sang the bass part, but sometimes I
would just look out of the open sides of the church building and watch
the wind play in the coconut fronds. The heat, the singing, and the
soft green colors would send me into a dreamy introspection. I would
loose contact with the sermon which was usually plain, uninteresting,
and always biblical in nature without exception.
As always the youngest children were the greatest war lords, and
would get away from their sleepy parents and run up to the front of
the church to harangue the person giving the sermon, reading from the
bible, or giving a report of the minutes of the church organization. You
never knew when one of the kids would show up. Often they would run
up and play with the offering coins, so they always left that part for
last.
My thinking was entirely centered on what I had experienced the
night before. I had been thinking about it all morning. I was only
aware that it was time to offer the coins when Manwell, sitting next to
me, asked if I needed an offering. I thanked him anyway, but held up
my dime to let him know I already had one.
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I got up and joined him to walk to the offering table and drop my
coin with the others. Having done that, I would then walk directly out
of the church like everyone else who was not a member of the church
organization. The church elders and the other “Christians” as they
were called were the only ones who ate bread and drank Hawaiian Punch
in communion.
It was too hot to be moving around very much and everyone quickly
returned home to find some shade and a cool spot to lay down. As I
walked home, I thought about what had happened to me the night
before, the night of LiKakwi’s funeral.
At some given moment in the middle of the night, I had awakened
suddenly. I found myself to be unusually alert and instantaneously
awake from a deep sleep. There was something wrong, because I
seemed to be pressed down on the floor flattening my nose and face.
Looking out I could only see with my left eye. I think it was my left
eye, because as I recall, my face was pushed down on the floor so much
that I couldn’t look up at all from my right side. My hands were under
my chest palms down and I tried to push myself up. I managed to kind
of use my chin to lift my head so that I could see with both eyes.
I still couldn’t lift myself off the floor, but my head was now upright
and balanced on my chin. In this way, I could at least look around. It
all happened very fast, but when I could see that there was no shadow
of anything which could be holding me down, I began to feel different.
Now sweating with effort, I returned to trying to push myself up off
the floor.
My forehead was touching the sleeping mat and my nose was pressed
flat again. I seemed to feel like I had lifted myself ever so slightly
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off the mat where I was pushing hard with my hands and feet. I hadn’t
really moved very much.
Suddenly, I flew into the air and must have come off the floor a
foot or two at least. It was like a spring release “Jack in the Box” or
something like that. All of my effort had gotten me nowhere, but
suddenly whatever weight I had pushed against was gone!
I hit the mat with a splatter after the spring push up effect, and my
face and knees smarted when I fell back to the floor. I jumped up and
turned all around. I was actually still on my knees, but it was clear
there was nobody present. There was nobody there at all. I was out of
breath from my physical effort, but I was also getting out of breath
from the stress of trying to explain to myself what exactly was going
on. Suddenly, I thought of LiKakwi.
I looked down at Lôtap, still fast asleep. His breathing was heavy
and I quickly, but quietly slipped out of the room and into the dark
path back to Kwalañ. I walked carefully, trying not to make a sound in
the stillness of the night.
The trees of the property next to Môttan’s household were set back
quite a ways from the path which made it too light, and I might be
seen. I had never had a better chance to see a ghost before. I hid
myself behind a breadfruit tree and began to survey the area of the
grave. I was pleased at how beautiful the cross, baskets, and white
coral looked in the crystal starlight. There was nothing at all moving
around, and I spent quite a long time just watching everything quietly
from where I hid.
I had been told that if you wished to witness the cleansing of the
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spirit body of a person who had died, midnight was the perfect hour. I
had no idea what time it was and the only way of knowing the time we
had at Mônlôñ was the radio which went off the air at 10 PM. I tried
to think about how long I had been asleep, and then I suddenly began
to wonder if Lôtap would be frightened to find me gone. I figured that
he wouldn’t wake up anyway, and changed my position to see if I could
see anything happening down where the lagoon met the beach.
As I reached the path to the lagoon, I could see the beach empty
and silent. The low murmur of the water was the only sound in the
crystal silence of the night. I realized how visible I had become
standing in the middle of the path, where I had moved to be able to
see all the way down to the pale colored sand. I laughed at myself for
being out in the middle of the night trying to see the ghost of and old
woman who had been my friend. I looked back the dark path toward
where Lôtap and the other boys were sleeping. Finally looking back at
Môttan’s house, I noticed a flicker of the evening breeze blowing a
lantern flame.
It was then that I remembered that the place where you are
supposed to be able to see the person go down to cleanse their spirit
body from it’s physical form was not the grave site, but the place
where they had died. The lantern that had just flickered was right
where LiKakwi had lain and eventually died.
I turned back to return to where I was sure to find Lôtap and the
younger boys soundly sleeping. I felt very confused about what it was
that had made me unable to push myself free from the floor. I
wondered how that force was shaped and how it looked. I wondered
where it was right at that moment, and I hurried my pace.
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Today, as I look back on my memories, instead of finding myself
more distant and removed from my experiences on that night, I feel
quite vividly much more aware of them than when they happened.
Somehow they seem more clear to me now than they were even then.
Dreams that come between a real event and the memory of it can
either cloud the awareness, or make it sharper. Weather it clouds or
sharpens the real experience, the dream time of an individual works
like a catalyst to cause the reality to come into focus.
In the islands, like elsewhere in the world, people will ask if the
legends are true. Do they represent real people and things that
actually happened, or are they just stories. I have asked these
questions myself over and over. The answer is always the same.
Everybody will always say that they are just stories. Just stories.
To my way of thinking now, they are much more than just stories.
They are the catalyst for our greater realization of reality. Even in the
islands, they know that after you mix part A and part B of epoxy glue,
you only have so much time till it works and gets hard. Most of the
islanders fail, however, to realize the importance and catalytic effect
of the stories which they pass down from generation to generation by
oral tradition. Their culture is dependent on these stories. This is an
issue for all people to deal with. Are our legends just stories? How
much do we pass on to future generations with our stories. Not just
the fables and legends either, but war stories, family stories, and
stories about places and things as well. We have the stories in books,
newspapers, and all of the modern media, but in the islands it’s just
oral stories, Bwebwenato.
What is the catalytic effect that all our stories have on us? Our
lives are structured by our stories. They have a deep and significant
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importance in the very way we think. Our memories are the most
important stories we have as individuals. They are our teachers in a
portable package. Like vintage wine, they can improve with age as long
as they are taken care of.
Sometimes a bottle of wine is forgotten and lost, yet still survives
by luck. So it surely is with my memory of that unusual night so long
ago. It is so far away in distance and time from here, yet in the dark
of night without light of any kind, I think that I would be able to turn
round and round and find the exact direction that I was laying that
night. So vivid is my memory now, that I could feel if it was right. So
distant and yet so close at hand.
When Môttan finally returned from church, and his conversations
with the other elders, we had already started to unpack some of the
food baskets and nibble.
“Well, are you hungry after talking so long?”
Môttan didn’t answer Lôtap’s question, but gave him a disapproving
glance. Lôtap continued to eat a large piece of roasted pig fat, and his
smile shimmered with a wide glaze of grease.
Môttan looked like he wanted to mumble something, but he couldn’t
choose what to say. Instead he began to make up portions of food in
various basins and bowls and plates.
“Are you ready to eat Enti?”
“Sure if you are.” I was speaking with my mouth full of food for I
had just eaten a piece of breadfruit. The food was passed out and
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separated each to his or her share, or sometimes a bigger basket would
be used for a group, like myself and Lôtap and the four younger
brothers, Laidan, Albiôj, Kanover, and Ritôn. I took a coconut and
another piece of breadfruit from our basket and let the others boys
take the rest to Mônlôñ. I stayed on to see if Môttan felt like telling
the rest of his story about Lôtap of Old.
Rosa fanned herself with a pandanus fan and we drank tea in silence.
At last I asked Môttan if he wanted to tell me the end of his story.
“You can always get Môttan to talk. That’ll be the day when Môttan
turns down a chance to waste time telling stories.” Rosa used her
special bass voice to poke fun at Môttan.
“Telling stories of the great navigators in my family is hardly a
waste! Were it not for such stories, the knowledge would die with the
last of those who know it.” Môttan replied.
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Figure 21 - Lost in a Dream
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Chapter 11 - Lôjki’s Dream
“Tell the rest of the story Môttan. You stopped where they were
heading off into the stormy night. It was when Lôjki had just fallen
asleep.

*

*

* *

Perhaps in rhythm with the turbulent storm and the “shheh haaa” sound
of the waves smashing against the ship that night, Lôjki found himself
in a sea of colors as he began to dream. At times there would be a
predominance of one hue or other, but things changed so rapidly that
he could hardly get a single color identified before another would
replace it.
At last an image began to form and he realized that he was asleep on
the surface of a great sailing canoe. As he looked off over the edge of
the canoe, the water of the lagoon was completely still like it is, only at
Batlôlôl ( bat ta lol lol ), the lowest point of low tide. Even though
there were no waves, the shimmering sun’s reflection on the surface of
the water was an ever changing storm of color.
Lôjki closed his eyes, but because he was already dreaming, it didn’t
have the same feeling as normal sleep. As he had closed his eyes, his
imagery had not stopped at all, but instead, he had only changed the
position of his view point. Now he looked down on the canoe as if from
a height approximately equal to the top of the mast of the canoe. He
was looking down from perhaps 30 feet or so.
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Suddenly he realized that it wasn’t himself that he was looking at!
Without knowing how, he realized that it was LeTao, the legendary
trickster of ancient Marshallese lore. That’s who he was looking down
at. He watched as Le Tao stirred from where he had been deeply
asleep in his own dream. Lôjki was still not sure what made him aware
that he was really looking at Le Tao. He saw that the old man’s line was
empty and it loosely came up from the depths as he pulled it in. When
at last he had pulled all of the line in, he held his hook up to see if he
had even had a nibble on the bait. Lôjki could no longer see the bait
clearly. As soon as he was aware of this fact, his position suddenly
changed and he found that in the blink of an eye he had moved up next
to LeTao and could easily observe that there had not been even the
slightest nibble on his bait. With a sigh of disgust at such bad luck,
LeTao tossed his bait back overboard to allow it to, once again, sink
slowly to the coral heads below his canoe.
There was nothing very remarkable about all of the simple actions
that LeTao had done, but for some reason Lôjki had continued to feel
sure that he correctly recognized this very special magic person.
There was something else too! As LeTao checked his bait, Lôjki had
felt the disappointment as if he himself had been fishing. When LeTao
had thrown out his bait, Lôjki had followed it’s path, and looking over
LeTao’s shoulder, he noticed that there was a glowing area of
shimmering rainbow colored light all around LeTao’s head and shoulders.
As the light spilled down across his bare back, it became less bright.
Indeed even more unsettling to Lôjki, was the fact that, upon seeing
the glow around LeTao, he unmistakably felt the movement of tossing
the bait and the line sliding through his own hand as if he were inside
the old man’s body. It was because of the feel of the line that he had
become aware that it was Arome (the ancient fishing line made from
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the bark of a bush like tree) and not the nylon mono-filament line used
for fishing today. He knew that he had actually felt the difference
himself.
Next he became so absorbed within the old man that he began to
hear his thoughts and he forgot his own and also forgot that he was
dreaming altogether. LeTao was rather upset, and began to silently
talk to himself.
“ No! This is not right at all. I know this isn’t as it should be! I am a
magic man for all times and this shouldn’t be happening to me of all
people! Why am I not catching any fish?”

With a long sigh he first looked up to where two birds cavorted in
the air above him and then he stretched out on the deck of the canoe
and wrapped the fishing line around his hand. Soon he fell asleep and
began to dream.
Having closed his eyes as LeTao, Lôjki once again did not have the
feeling of sleep at all. Instead, the scene changed again. Now it was a
young boy on a smaller canoe who was fishing. Again Lôjki was within
the image and could feel and think from there. From inside the mind of
the young boy, he still knew that he was indeed LeTao, only this time he
was younger. He opened his eyes and again saw the two birds flying
high circles above him. On the little fishing canoe, there was just
enough room for the boy to put his feet into the open hold of the
canoe’s inside where as yet no fish had been caught and stored.
Suddenly with a certain kind of magical insight, the young LeTao
made a decision and began to pull in his line. As a boy, he wasn’t so
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completely sure of himself, but LeTao was still a magic man. He had
decided that it would not do for someone with so much magic to just
sit in his canoe all morning long and not catch any fish at all. It might
be alright, however, if he could catch something else.
The boy had decided to try to catch, one of the two birds who were
intently watching him from above. Taking great care to see that the
line did not tangle as he pulled it in, LeTao prepared for a different
kind of adventure to pass the time. After all, he wasn’t catching any
fish anyway, magic or not. With skillful dexterity well beyond his
years, the boy began to repeatedly fling his bait on the end of his line
way up into the air above him.
Both of the birds were getting very close to the bait, but they could
see the exposed hook which went through the little shinny white bait
fish’s gill. The hook was made of polished shell. It was pink in color
and a visible warning to the birds who would have otherwise taken the
bait right away. This made the boy very unhappy and he soon lost
interest. Eventually each successive toss was lower and lower. Finally
he noticed that one of the birds was flying lower and lower with the
bait each time he made his toss.
LeTao laid the bait on the top of the hatch cover and waited quietly
to see if either of the birds would come all the way down to steal the
bait. The birds were different in size. The larger bird was a frigate
bird, an Ak. They never land on the ground at all. Out to sea most of
the time, they only roost in the trees, because their bodies are for
flying all the time and they don’t do well on the ground. Compared to
the Ak, the other bird, a little Brown Noddy or “Bijwak”, was a much
smaller. It was the small bird, however, who was less cautious. In the
end, it was the Bijwak who came down to the canoe and looked LeTao
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right in the eyes. Not making a move, the boy thought only good
thoughts so as to not frighten the brave little bird. LeTao wondered if
the bird could know what he was thinking. Did this bird know that he
was the magic LeTao? The bird flew off again and then returned. This
time he came a little closer to the bait. Again he looked LeTao right in
the eye. He cocked his head and saw that now the hook had been
removed from the fish and there seemed to be no reason to fear.
When the brave little bird looked into LeTao’s face, he couldn’t seem
to realize any difference between this boy and himself. To the bird,
LeTao’s eyes only seemed to be the eyes of some other kind of bird.
He decided to take the fish which was now lying in plain view between
him and the boy.
No sooner had the brave little bird made the decision to take the
bait, when out of nowhere, the frigate bird swooped down to grab the
bait fish for himself. After all, the little Bijwak seemed to have
determined that it was safe.

Intent on capturing this nearly lost prize, the larger bird’s flight was
guided by the ultimate one point concentration which held his eyes
tightly in contact with the bait. As he neared the bait itself he began
to release his attention in anticipation of success. He opened his
mouth to receive the tasty little shining fish. In the closing seconds of
his flight, however, he noticed with his peripheral vision the cautiously
peering eye of the smaller bird who was already on the deck of the
canoe and still looking at Le Tao.
Unsettled by seeing the little bird’s gaze, he turned his head slightly
to check on what he could be looking at. In so doing, he passed over
the bait only brushing his beak on the fish’s fin. He could taste it, but
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didn’t have the fish in his mouth. Pulling up just before he hit the
water, his mouth closed with a clack, and he banked into an upward turn
squawking as he went.
As if nothing at all had happened, the brave little Bijwak stepped
one step forward and took the bait. The bait fish was almost too large
for the little Bijwak to swallow whole. As the boy watched the little
bird try to swallow the fish the sun’s glare reflected a shimmering
white light off the bait fish’s scales. That reminded LeTao of just
what he wanted to share with the brave little Bijwak. LeTao reached
out and placed the little bird’s beak between his fore finger and thumb.
Where his thumb touched the top of the little Bijwak’s head, the
feathers instantly began to glow.
The boy pulled back his hand and as the little Bijwak gulped hard a
couple of times the silvery bait fish went down his throat. The glowing
light of LeTao’s touch began to spread all over his body until it was
completely covered. Although the light quickly faded, the feathers on
the top of his head were now white, and he would never again be the
same. To carry the “Ao” or essence of LeTao on his head would always
bring him good luck and friendship. LeTao had shared his special magic
gift with the Bijwak that day.
Together with the larger bird, they flew off away from LeTao and
the little fishing canoe. At the moment when LeTao had touched the
lucky little bird, Lôjki had changed positions again, and now he looked
through the eyes of the little Bijwak! Never had Lôjki felt so
completely free and full of happy enjoyment of life. Among the other
birds he felt that he was a carrier of a special joy and that he was well
liked by all. “Ao eo an”, (his Divine light of inner essence), gave him
complete assurance. LeTao’s special gift was the gift of self
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confidence.
Lôjki could feel the pleasure of being well liked by everyone, and
everybody else felt it too. There were small moments, however, when
he had a desire to just be alone. “Ao eo an”, his inner essence, was so
desirable that he would sometimes seek to share a part of it with only
himself. He would fly off into open sky and leave his memories behind
to search for his future. Flying free and easy, easy itself would come
to him and embrace him with a special kind of freedom.
Without knowing how, he always found his way back to the others
and would once more enjoy his speciality. His speciality was making
those around him happy.
On one of his journeys into his inner privacy with the sky, he saw the
great sail of a very large sailing canoe. With only a light breeze, the
woven pandanus sail would clap with a loud slap each time it filled and
then emptied of wind. When one of these great canoes came sailing up
to an island, they would remain silent and fast as they moved through
the strong winds of the open sea, but when they reached the
protected area in the lea of an island, the booming thunder of pandanus
sails would announce their arrival.
The smell of wild Jasmine flowers, which grow at the end of each
island, lets everyone onboard the canoe know that the end of their
journey is near. When the smell of the of food cooking came out from
the center of the island, the sailors anticipated the promise of rest
from their long hours on the water. As such spectacles occurred, the
balance between the invisible smell of the flowers, and the loudly
clapping sails was appreciated by the little Bijwak as well as by the
people below. The little Bijwak remembered all these things as he
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gazed down at the giant canoe cutting across the glass smooth sea on
the lagoon side of the island. There were many people traveling on this
canoe, and the men were all fishing with their lines carefully spaced
apart and trailing behind the canoe as it slowed down and approached
the gently curving beach.
On the Roñ, the raised platform on the side opposite the outrigger,
there were mostly women and children. For this trip there was a young
boy and his father as well. In the case of the large canoes from the
Ebebin ko Mokta, they often had little shelters there to protect the
passengers from the salt spray. They were beautiful, with decorations
on all the main support members and beams, but this particular canoe
was more simple than that.
They were going through the water at the same speed as the little
Bijwak was flying through the air. The little boy with his sling shot and
smooth rock in hand, watched the little Bijwak above. Carefully he
checked his sling and turned the smooth stone in a way that would
insure the most accurate hit. With a short wind up he let the stone
fly!
Lôjki, as the little Bijwak, watched as the stone climbed higher and
higher. In the last second, he lifted his wing so as to avoid damage.
Lôjki didn’t really feel any anger toward the little boy, but on the
canoe, his father scolded him for trying to hurt the beautiful little
bird.
“You must not hurt the beautiful birds of the heavens without any
reason. We have lots of fish and you don’t need to hurt that bird. He
belongs to the sky, so leave him to fly free, and don’t bother him.”
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“But father,” the boy said, “I want him for his beautiful feathers!”
“You would spoil the beauty of his feathers anyway with your dirty
hands!” his father scolded.
The little boy looked at the raw fish which covered his fingers. He
had been eating some of the fish they had caught and hadn’t washed
off the left-overs. “Don’t try to hurt the Bijwak anymore. Put your
sling away now and get ready to go ashore.”
Reluctantly the little boy withdrew his sling and laying down on the
edge of the Rong, he watched the water glide by below him. Suddenly
one of the fishing lines went tight and the sailor began to pull in a large
rainbow runner tuna fish. The little Bijwak maneuvered himself above
the hooked fish and followed his path towards the slowing canoe. All
the other men fishing wanted to look back, but they knew that doing so
would cause bad luck and the fish might just get away. They stared
forward with rigid will and waited while the one who’s line had hooked
the fish turned and pulled in the succulent fish. The little boy
however, could not help himself, and turned to watch as the sailor
pulled in the last catch of the day. A lucky day it had been, and was
still.
Anyway, at last it happened. In the confusion which the fish being
caught had caused, one of the baskets of bait fish had been spilled.
From above the little Bijwak could see the pale white form of a shark!
He knew that if he didn’t grab one of the bait fish fast, there would no
chance, for the fish, the basket, and everything would be gone in a
flash of the hidden shark’s movement. He had just enough time to grab
one little bait fish before everything disappeared into the depths
below.
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Looking again toward the great sail of the canoe, the little bird
watched as it drew away into the distance. Not having satisfied his
hunger, the little Bijwak decided to return to one of the many little
islets that make up the necklace of islands which formed the edge of
the lagoon. At Maloelap atoll, there were almost 100 of these little
islands and only four or five were inhabited by people. He knew each
one and they all held special pleasures for him. He had flown far out
toward the center of the lagoon and it would take him a while to return
to one of these islands.
He decided to head back to the windward side of the lagoon and see
what some of his bird friends were up to. There were always lots of
fish to eat on the beaches of the little islands where swarms of
sardines were being chased about by the larger predator fish. It’s
quite common to find a few fish who, in their haste to avoid being
eaten by one of the more aggressive hunter fish, had actually jumped
completely out of the water and were stranded in the sand at the
shore line.
Here also however, was where the young boys would place their bait
with the hidden hooks. That was a favorite sport for kids with plenty
of time on their hands. Any bird who forgot about this, was likely to
be trapped and made a pet, or even eaten as a snack by some hungry
boy! Once caught their wings would be clipped or tied together and
then later they would place the captured birds in shallow pits dug in
the soft sand. The habit was called “Jen Kôtkôt”, and was like a cock
fighting. Fortunately the favored bird for this sport was the Kôtkôt
bird, but in a pinch he might be taken for such sport as well.
As he arrived above one of the less inhabited islands he could see
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where already there were several traps laid out in the sand to catch
the unwary bird. Without any feeling of animosity for the children or
their traps, the little Bijwak simply flew past the beach to the next
island avoiding the temptation of the traps in favor of a neighboring
island where no people lived and hopefully no more traps were to be
found.
This required some will power, for in addition to delicious hermit
crabs, the kids would often make bait out of the soft meat of unripe
coconuts. This was a special delicacy that the little Bijwak was not
likely to find anywhere else. He knew the flavor of this treat well,
even though the only time he had ever eaten it was when he had been
nearly caught. He recalled how he had seen the hidden hook only after
he had luckily eaten away most of the bait. The hook was tied to a line
which went through the hole in the back of the coconut shell and was
hidden under the sand as it wound it’s way back to the bushes where
the hunter hid, out of sight. The Bijwak knew all about this. The
hunter would wait very quietly with the line wrapped around his hand
until the unwary bird put the hook into his mouth. With a quick tug on
the line the bird would be pulled up to the coconut shell tight. He
thought about a time once before, when he was almost hooked. It was
a very close call, and he wasn’t about to make that mistake again!
As the tide came in and the water began to separate the little
islands from each other, the shape and color of the sand spits at the
end of each island became more vivid. For the little bird, this might
have held some kind of special meaning, but Lôjki could not exactly tell
what it meant. He could only feel the beauty and hidden understanding
as a bird feels it. Deep in his dream Lôjki was unaware of anything
else.
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The little Bijwak made two circles over the end of the last islet’s
sand spit, and found himself, for some reason, to be more than usually
interested in it. Then he saw why. It was surely a trap, but he had
never seen anything quite like this one before. Finally he came to rest
on the sand only a few feet away. Without moving he stared at the
bent stick before him. It was an “Aojird”, a hidden snare trap with a
stick platform and hidden cavity below.
The little Bijwak surveyed very carefully the entire area before he
ventured forward. He was taking no chances. He only wanted to learn
by observation. That’s all. He could see that there was a kind of grid
of some sort placed before the bent stick, but he didn’t know exactly
what it’s purpose was. At last he saw the bait. It was so covered up
with sand that he was barely able to tell what it was. “Mide!” It was a
pretty big piece of the soft unripe coconut meat. It was his favorite,
but he wouldn’t fall for it this time! In an instantaneous move he flew
into the air and was heading out toward the center of the lagoon. When
he had already put some distance between himself and the danger he
began to think about the trap. He wondered if it might be one of those
special traps which were made to catch the magically spiritual bird the
“Koak”. He knew that very few people were brave enough to catch or
eat the Koak which was a bird often seen just before or just after a
fatal accident or death.
The little Bijwak didn’t really know much about these birds except
that they were always nice to him and they minded their own business.
Most of the time they kept away from other birds. He considered the
difference between the size of the large Koak and a much smaller bird
like himself. The more that he thought about it, the more he became
sure that a trap for a Koak would not present much difficulty for an
agile little bird like a Bijwak. He would be much too quick for a trap
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like that.
The temptation was complete, and the little Bijwak was a already a
victim of his own desire for the unripe coconut bait. With a
resoluteness of purpose he swerved back around and headed again to
the site where he had found the unusual trap. Faster than he could
have imagined it, he was once again above the same place on the sand
looking down at the bent stick. When he dropped down to the sand, he
was alone and he looked the place over very carefully without finding
anything or anyone. He moved a little closer and examined the trap
very carefully. It looked quite shoddy, really, and the way the whole
thing was covered with sand, he wondered if it hadn’t been abandoned
long ago. He feared it much less now. He moved a little bit closer.
In front of the bent stick was a bridge made up of several twigs of
equal size. They were laid out like a little ramp up to where the piece
of “Mide” lay in the sand at the base of the bent stick. There was no
hook or anything dangerous. It wasn’t attached to anything, and he
wasn’t afraid anymore. The general disarray of things led him to
believe that the trap wasn’t very functional at all. He could see that
there had once been a hollow space made under the twig bridge, but he
felt it was no longer worth much concern because several of the sticks
had fallen down and were stuck in the sand underneath the bridge. He
ventured forth.
As he stepped onto the first stick it moved a little bit and settled
into the sand, causing a slight shift to all the rest of the twigs that
made up the bridge to the bait. He could see that most of the pit
under the bridge had already filled up with the dry sand. More
confident than ever, he hopped over the first few twigs to the far side
landing on the last stick.
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As if in slow motion, the little Bijwak seemed to be able to watch as
his capture unfolded around him. On landing on that last stick, his
weight became enough to cause the entire bridge to collapse. That
didn’t surprise him. He had expected it. Then he felt the twigs
beneath him being pulled toward the larger stick that was bent over.
He realized that there was something else happening.
The bent stick released it’s tension and a hidden noose quickly
tightened around his foot. Sand was thrown into his eyes, and before
he knew what had happened, he was pulled upside down into the air by
the force of the snare and he was caught. He hardly had enough time
to spread his wings and now that wouldn’t matter at all anyway, because
the noose was tight around his foot. He was trapped!
Over a period of time he was able to find a way of holding on with
his other foot so that he could at least be upright. Bobbing with the
wind and the reactions of his own movement, he found a relative calm.
In near exhaustion, he learned to remain completely still. Waiting was
all that he could do. He waited for a long time and the day grew longer
and the sun grew red and gold as it slowly moved toward the horizon.
Lôjki now wished to get out of his dream! He had no desire to
realize how it felt to be taken prisoner by a human being and have his
wonderful freedom of flight stopped cold by a child’s delight in
trimming his wings. He might even be killed and eaten. The horror of
his capture and his stupid fall into temptation made him feel sick. His
shame at going for the bait hurt much more than hanging by his foot at
the end of the stick did.
He laughed at himself for thinking that he would not have to worry
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about a trap made to catch a larger bird. What did he know of traps?
He realized now, that for a larger bird, it would not have been so bad.
Their weight would have at least allowed them to sit on the ground
while they waited. He felt so vulnerable hanging there helpless on the
end of the line at the end of the island in plain view of everyone and
everything. The tide was coming in and he didn’t really know how far up
the beach it might come. He considered that he might loosen the stick
and fly away with it, if the tide would only come in soon enough and high
enough. He waited and waited. The time moved so slowly.
The water had edged a little closer and the sun was nearer to
setting, when suddenly, he heard it! There were many sounds at the
end of the island. The sounds of the water, the sand, the wind, and the
rustle of the wild Jasmine trees mixed together they make a
complicated symphony. Through it all, he was made cold inside by the
sound of the human footsteps! Lôjki was beginning to be more and
more like himself than the little Bijwak on the end of the snare. He
wanted to be out of this dream. He didn’t want to experience this at
all. The footsteps came slowly closer and closer. When the last
footstep changed from the sound of the brush and twigs to the softer
sound of shifting sand, Lôjki was no longer able to hold on to himself.
The sand moved by each human footstep made a terrible
penetratingly loud sound. In a completely bird frame of mind, he
panicked and began to thrash about wildly. Each movement cause the
bent stick to toss him about in a crazy pattern, moving him all around
within the limited space of air at the end of the snare.
He heard the old man laughing, and some part of himself hidden in
the intensity of his dream surfaced. Somehow he remembered that he
was dreaming, and he longed for the comfortable feeling of his own
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body, but he only felt the pain and terror of the little Bijwak’s body.
Panting and exhausted, he finally surrendered and his body went
completely limp. Hanging upside down, he could manage little more than
to hold his head upright.
The old man came closer very slowly, and began to speak to the little
Bijwak as if he were speaking to another man or even perhaps how he
might speak to a frightened child. Softly he talked about his wonder
at seeing such a quick little bird like a Bijwak in his trap which was
designed for the much larger bird, the Koak. On hands and knees, he
bent over to examine the little bird at close range. He never stopped
talking and softly laughing about his unexpected catch.
Lôjki wondered if it would go better for him with an old man, than it
would have been with a youth. It didn’t really matter. He was still
overwhelmed by a feeling of complete terror. He could not understand
what the old man was saying while he was still inside the bird’s
thoughts and way of seeing.
The little Bijwak’s fear built around his wonder at what the old man
would choose to do with his unexpected catch. He watched his every
move. Slowly the old man reached way up on the end of the stick.
Slowly sliding the line tied to the bent stick through his hand he
followed it out to the end pulling the little Bijwak toward his hand.
Finally he held the little bird tight in his hand. The move had been
almost graceful and with amazing ease the old man had pulled the bird
into the safe grasp of his hand keeping only his head and neck free.
With the little Bijwak’s head between his thumb and fore finger, he
didn’t even allow the bird’s head to move or his beak to strike out.
Captured! The old man held him very still, but at least he held him
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up right. The Bijwak grew a little bit more calm. He breathed in and
out very rapidly, but other than that, he couldn’t move at all. He was
pointed out toward the center of the lagoon and could no longer see
the old man. Being still in the quiet he soon felt better. He could tell
that they were slowly moving down to the water’s edge. He waited to
see what would happen next.
When the old man got to the edge of the incoming tide, he quietly
sat down and remained very still. Slowly he used his free hand to
loosen the noose from the Bijwak’s foot, and tossed the bent stick
behind him. The bird saw nothing but the open space of water before
him. He couldn’t even move his head to turn around and look at his
captor. Then he heard the old man making the soft sound of a quiet
chuckle.
With surprising strength, and one very simple move, the old man
tossed the little bird way up into the air. The little Bijwak spread his
wings and flew straight up. Up and up he flew. Higher and higher he
flew straight up away from the island and the human being that had
tricked him into getting caught in that very unusual trap. While he
flew straight up he never looked back, but below him he could hear the
old man laughing and laughing.
The island grew distant, but the sound of the old man’s laughter did
not recede at all. He could still hear it as if he was right next to him.
From the ground the old man watched as the frightened little bird flew
higher and higher until he was nothing but a tiny speck in the pink and
orange sunset. He laughed so hard that his sides shook with delight.
At some point, Lôjki realized that he was no longer thinking like a
bird at all. He could feel his own sides shake and he began to wake up
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from the effort of his own laughter. It wasn’t the old man who was
laughing, it was himself. He was Lôjki again, and he was laughing. All
around him was darkness, but he was laughing. He remembered that he
was in the hold of the ship with Lôtap. He couldn’t see anything at all.
He stopped laughing, but the laughter didn’t stop.
“Lôtap, are you there?” he asked. The laughter died off and the old
man, Lôtap answered back.
“Yes, I’m here. It seems like you must have had a pretty funny
dream. You woke up laughing like some kind of crazy guy.”
Lôjki realized that he was no longer dreaming. He was again with
Lôtap in the hold of the steam ship. He was back in his own body and
he was very glad to be back in the real world. Somehow he knew that
the dream had changed him. He knew that this was one of those
experiences that happens to people in a dream that could change your
whole life. He grew silent and began to feel the movement of the ship
around him.
“Lôtap, where are we?” Lôjki asked. “What has happened while I
was sleeping?”
“You were having a very vivid dream. Dreams can be great teachers.
Have you learned something from your dreaming, Lôjki?”
Lôjki didn’t answer, because he knew in his heart that he had learned
much more than he would be able to tell the old man with words. Again
he heard the sound of the quiet chuckle. It was exactly the same
sound that he had heard in his dream. He knew that this was going to
be an experience that would change his life forever. Lôjki rolled over
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and went back to sleep with the sound of the waves drumming in his
ear. He was still and breathed very quietly.
*

*

*

*

Figure 22 - Lôjki slept in his own quiet
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Figure 23 - The water seemed to well up from below.
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Chapter 12 - Sweet Water At Sea
Môttan poured out fresh tea and we drank slowly in silence. The story
was having a very strong effect on me. I wanted to pay attention to
what Môttan was telling me, but the emotion of the feelings in the
story made me loose myself in what was happening in the world of
LeTao, Lôtap, and Lôjki instead of what he was telling me.
At last he looked up and chuckled as he had before while telling the
story.
“Well sometimes, when I tell a really long story, everybody ends up
asleep. At least you’re still awake Enti!”
I came out of my daze, looked around, and laughed at the fact that
Môttan and I were the only ones still awake. We both took another
drink of tea and he started right up to tell the rest of the tale. It’s
incredible to realize how much the people from the Ebebin ko Mokta
were able to do. The old navigator Lôtap was taken out on a modern
ship and still he had the ability to use his natural practices to navigate
that ship, and even life itself. He knew where he was.

*

*

*

*

Lôjki woke up with a start as the noise of the officers coming down
into the darkness of the hold became louder. Then he remembered
that the last time they came to get Lôtap, it was actually two of the
sea captains from on the bridge who came down. In an acrobatic
maneuver he fell out of his bunk and landed in a standing position just
as the captains appeared. Lôtap was already sitting quietly on the side
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of his bunk watching Lôjki.
“Now you remember how much better it is to wake up on a sleeping
mat Lôjki. I don’t exactly know how you ended up on your feet!”
“No talking!” The captain who said it looked very tough and Lôjki felt
obligated to salute and respond.
“No Sir!” He quickly held up a finger to Lôtap and opened his eyes in
an imploring manner. Lôtap just smiled and said nothing.
Lôjki grabbed a towel and wiped the sleep off his face before they
moved to go up to the bridge. The light got brighter as they came near
the edge of the cargo hold’s opening. They had to climb up the “rope
and step” ladder to the top of the opening to get to the bridge from
where they had been. Lôjki stepped on the last wooden step of the
rope ladder to keep it steady for Lôtap’s assent, but the old man
proceeded up the ladder without any difficulty.
“Open the door and let these two through.” The captain in front
spoke his order to the sailor at the door, but the sailor had already
opened the door a little way and the door’s movement happened just as
fast as the captain had said it. “This way.” he announced as he turned
back and faced Lôtap and Lôjki.
Once on the bridge the intense light again made the environment of
the bridge seem different than normal. All of the sea captains were
back at their positions and Captain Rainier sat again at the head of the
table.
“Thank you for co-operating with us Lôtap! I’m so sorry about your
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accommodations, but the experiment demanded it of course. That is
the only reason why you have to stay below between interviews.” Lôjki
was translating the Captain’s words as he said them. “Was everything
O.K.?”
Lôjki paused for a moment before he translated the question.
Everything sure wasn’t O.K. with him, he thought.
Lôtap replied,
“Indeed everything was very good. I’m glad it was you at the helm
last night.”
“How did you know that Lôtap? How did you know it was me at the
helm last night, did someone tell you that I was at the helm?”
“Nobody had to tell me that it was you Captain Rainiñ. (Lôjki
explained that Lôtab called the Captain Rainiñ, because it was the word
for today, but sounded like his name.) Yes, I know your name, because,
Lôjki told me your name. I already knew who you were. I read the
waves. The waves are made by anything that is moving. Isn’t this ship
moving? Aren’t you moving? I can read your waves and I already knew
you were at the helm of this ship last night.”
After Lôjki translated what Lôtap had said, there was an
uncomfortable silence in the room. Captain Rainier felt it too, but he
also felt the reality of what the old man had said. While he fought the
storm the night before, he had thought about Lôtap many times.
During the fierceness of the storm, he had found himself pondering
over what Lôtap had told everyone as they looked out at the sunset
from the flying bridge. The shades of peach and flame came to his
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mind and distracted his concentration on the vessel he guided through
the night. And yet, his body not his mind seemed to hold the course on
it’s own somehow.
Perhaps what he had felt, was Lôtap himself, reading the waves
down there in the hold of the ship. The Captain thought about sailing
on a small boat. You can feel the actions of the rudder all over the
surface of a small boat. Perhaps that was something like, what Lôtap
was doing while he observed their passage through the fury of the sea
during the night.
“I see.” said Captain Rainier and looked down at his papers. More
silence. He tapped his papers neatly together and then set them aside.
He looked across the table at the other sea captains and then finally,
he looked right at Lôtap.
“I believe you Lôtap. I believe everything you say. I’m sure you’d
have no problem telling us where we are right now for example. Is that
right.”
“Sure, you’re right!”
“I know that we are still half way between Milli and Arno, and of
course, we are far enough out at sea to be out of sight of land for
either atoll. Right over there we passed Arno, and beyond the horizon
is Milli. I hope Captain, that I might be able to tell you something more
interesting than this information that both of us already know.”
The Captain was kind of surprised by the answer, and not by it’s
completeness, which he had expected anyway. What surprised him was
the offer of something better. The Captain realized that he must have
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forgotten to ask the old man some kind of question that he wanted to
answer. The questions always have to be just right in order to
encourage the speaker to tell his story.
“Lôtap, I seem to be unable to find a particular question which I
wanted to ask you, so perhaps this would be a good time for you to tell
us something we might not even know about. Perhaps there is a
question we don’t realize that we should ask. Do you have any surprises
which you want to share with us.”
“Yes I do. I have something very special to share with you because
of where we are right now!”
“What do you mean Lôtap. You just described where we are, and
we’re far out at sea not even near enough to any atoll to see it. What
can you want to show us out here?”
“Not right here,” said Lôtap. “but not far from here. I could take
you there. It’s a spot in the middle of the ocean where we can send
someone overboard to sample the “Aibwôj Ilo Meto” , the “Sweet
Water at Sea”. The legends of old tell of sweet water spots like this
one. The one I will show you, however, is the only one that I know of
myself.”
“I’m sorry, can I clear this up a little bit? Are you saying, Lôtap,
that there is a fresh water source at sea where you can find drinking
water in the middle of the ocean?”
“Yes, that is true. There is a location to the south of Milli, but
before Nadrikdrik, where the coral reef of an ancient atoll has fallen
below the sea. A source of fresh water, long ago came up and was
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enjoyed by the people who lived there. In time the atoll collapsed and
disappeared, but the sweet water still rises to just below the surface
of the ocean. I can take you there, because that would be the only way
I can show it to you.”
The captain looked down at his papers and then looked up again.
“For the experiment we removed the wheel from the bridge, as you
can see, so that you couldn’t get your bearings by watching it. So I’m
afraid I can’t offer you the wheel itself.”
“I understand what you were doing, and it is of no concern to me at
all. Look, just go this way. Right here!
Lôtap stood right in line with the compass and held his arm out to
indicate where the ship should go.
“You can follow that heading until I tell you how to change it and
then we can stop. What else do you want to know. Your questions are
the only way for me to be able to tell you what you want to know.”
“Just a minute Lôtap.”
The captain, having moved over to the compass with Lôtap, gave the
new heading to the sailor next to him. He moved off quickly to the
deck below where the ship’s second helm was steering the vessel
through the waters.
“Wait a God Damn minute! Are you telling me that we are going to go
off in some out of the way direction to follow the legends of this old
man?”
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The captain who had stood up to speak was acting like he was about
to explode.
“Well put.” said Captain Rainier. “That is exactly what we are going
to do! I am captain on this ship, and you will take your seat and remain
there. Do you understand?”
With a grunt of disapproval, he sat down while muttering something
about the stupidity of even considering such an idea.
In the moment that followed the ship made for the new heading and
suddenly the force of the waves which were whipped up in the storm
the night before became less obvious. The angle of the heading was
such that the passage of the wave beneath the ship kept it completely
level. The start of the wave’s contact at the bow of the ship matched
the exit of the previous wave at the stern. Like magic the motion of
the sea became quite and comfortable and although the surface of the
ocean still had that gray mean look of the recent storm, the passage of
the mighty ship through the water suddenly seemed as smooth as the
slender canoes through the tranquil surface of the protected lagoons.
It was marvelous.
“Thank you Lôtap. Let us ask the rest of the captains and see if
there are any questions from them.”
The ocean is a very powerful force and it is felt by the human form
in many ways. The tension caused by the increased energy of a storm
penetrated every person on board the ship. When the ship changed
directions and moved off in the new heading, the tension for everyone
on board was altered to their benefit. The difference was like when
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you turn off a radio that has lost it’s station. The silence is so soothing
to your ears.
“Captain Rainier?” said the first captain to offer a question, “Can you
ask him if he ever worries about anything. I don’t think I’ve seen him
looked worried for the whole time he’s been on board. Doesn’t anything
ever bother him?”
“Go ahead Lôjki, it’s a fair question”
Lôjki asked Lôtap the captain’s question and anxiously waited to
translate his response. It was something that Lôjki had always
wondered about. Lôtap never seemed to get upset at all.
“There is a lovely green ground cover that grows by the sea side,
‘Atat’ it is called. It has a beautiful little yellow flower and little round
balls that look like they are thorns. The tiny points are all actually
quite soft. I eat those yellow flowers whenever I can. They help a
navigator prevent indecision in times of great stress.
Here’s how I see it. After you have made your decision, you won’t
benefit yourself by worrying about it after that. When you are out at
sea, you cannot take the time for worry. You must do your best always,
as you go along. You just make the best of it. Whatever comes along.
There is always a better or a worse way of it. Just go for the better
way of it each time you choose what to do.”
Captain Rainier turned back to the assembled sea captains around
the table. They had all taken on a more relaxed nature and seemed to
be enjoying the opportunity to listen to what the old man was telling
them. They were greatly changed just by listening to Lôjki translate
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his words.
“Captain, I was wondering how he knew about last night’s storm. His
predictions were exactly how things turned out. Did you take notice of
that. Can he explain to us about that Captain Rainier?”
“Ask him that question too, Lôjki”
Lôjki translated the question to Lôtap, who was still looking at the
young captain who had asked the question. For a long moment, Lôtap
said nothing. Then closing his eyes, he began to speak, but he did not
open his eyes.

“When it comes to knowing the weather, there are many ways of
telling the story. You can watch the waves at sunset like we did last
night, but you can also feel the waves of the storm as they make
contact with this ship. I know that you felt the difference in the way
the ship moved through the water after we changed the heading.
Couldn’t you feel that?”
“Yes of course, everyone could feel the difference.” said the young
captain, smiling as he said it.
“That difference was caused by eliminating the interference we had
been causing in the wave pattern of the storm. We are going around
the storm’s wave pattern now, and will have to come back a little ways
to make up for it. The new heading is much more comfortable, because
we are not interfering with the wave pattern of the storm any more.
When you learn by experiencing many storms first hand in a small
canoe, you learn to feel the storm’s wave pattern long before the
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storm itself arrives. In that way you can find shelter in the calm
spaces between.”
Again the room fell silent. Captain Rainier looked around and all the
assembled sea captains seemed lost in thought or memories or both.
Finally the Captain looked right at Lôjki.
“Well Lôjki, you have done a very good job, do you have any questions
yourself?”
“Oh! Yes I do Captain! I have many questions.”
Lôjki was grinning as he spoke and seemed to be overjoyed that the
Captain had asked him if he had any questions.
“Well, I don’t know about many questions, why don’t you just ask
Lôtap one question.”
Lôjki looked stricken, but with only a slight hesitation he replied.
“If I have only one question, then I must ask him this. Lôtap, how
are you able to find something that is completely invisible and actually
has no reference from the waves themselves since it is hidden under
the surface of the water. If the sweet water is below the surface,
what do you feel to find it?”
Lôjki seemed to be dissatisfied with the way he worded his question,
but Lôtap had a knowing smile and seemed to be pleased with what
Lôjki had asked him.
“Very good Lôjki. You ask me a very good question. Perhaps you
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must have grown up on this journey to even be able to ask what you
want to know about now. The time was not right for telling you about
this way of thinking before. Only now are you ready, because you ask
about it. We both know now that you realize the existence of what we
call ‘Ao eo Am’, the essence of your being or your aura.
The Ao of a very wise and spiritual person can be so wonderful that
it can be seen by others as a particular brightness in the area
surrounding their head. Some of the people from the Ebebin ko Mokta
would cause a glow from their being, that would extend out over half
the size of an island. This Ao would effect those people around them
and everyone would feel very good.
In the ways of the old ones, each clan line has certain members of
the family who learned the special skills. In turn each community has
certain individuals who knew the special legends and preserved the
knowledge. One of the special skills is how to find the source of the
sweet water on all the various islands. These people can direct you to a
place where the best drinking water can be found, close to the surface
and easy to obtain. I am not one of the people who has this special
skill.
I came to know of this source of the fresh water a different way.
It has to do again, with making an adjustment to my sensitivities. It is
not just, people, who have the energy of their Ao. Things and places
have their own Ao and the “Ao eo An” of the “Aibwôj Ilo Meto” the
“Sweet Water at Sea”, has it’s own wave pattern like everything else.
It’s special wave pattern comes up from below the surface much like
the storm’s pattern, moves down from above the surface. It appears
from underneath the sea.
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In life there are things that appear before our eyes, and there are
things that are invisible but still affect us. In between are the
mosquitoes that keep us awake at night. Some things seem to happen
to us without any reason, but later are shown to be very important for
where we end up! By the way Captain, you will need to “Kôpbwe”, sail
more “into the wind”, just enough to keep the ship from losing level.
I’m sure you know what I mean.”
Captain Rainier smiled and agreed with him nodding his head as he
listened to Lôjki translate what Lôtap had said. The old man was
suggesting that he continue to guide the steam ship through the sea as
if he were sailing. By not forcing his ship straight forward by compass
heading alone, he could maintain the comfortable manner that Lôtap
had demonstrated. It was much more like sailing on a sail boat than a
normal motor vessel. It was almost quiet!
“How long shall we continue in this fashion, Lôtap?”

“It won’t take much longer. We are very near the location now. I
can tell that we are south of Milli now and we will reach our destination
soon. I will ask you at the right time to fall off and allow the ship to
drift down wind so that you may see the location of the “Aibwôj Ilo
Meto” as we come upon it. Trust me it will be something to see. I have
talked so much that I could use a cup of tea. Would that be possible?”
Lôtap and the Captain returned to the table and tea was brought
around right away.

*

*

*
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Môttan reached over for the tea that I had poured him and we sat
again in silence as we often did. I was amazed how comfortable it is to
sit in pure quiet around the fire or where we would eat outside in front
of the house. People had totally no problem with sudden and often long
lasting silence. Marshallese people are able to pass time more
comfortably than most people. Patience is what Môttan was made of.
Nothing would ever bother him. I loved that about the way he reacted
to things.
I was in another world and I didn’t even want to think about what
time it was or what I was supposed to be doing. I just wanted to hear
the rest of his tale. Môttan smiled, swallowed his tea and began to
finish telling his story.

*

*

*

*

Lôtap took his time drinking the steaming tea they had brought to him.
Everyone was quiet and the gathered sea captains waited to see what
was going to happen next. Lôtap stood up and walked over to the
center window of the bridge.
“Bar Kôpbwe”, “Bring it into the wind again!”
As he said it he looked over his shoulder and motioned to Captain
Rainier, calling him to come forward to where he stood. Lôjki of course
was already moving to the same place.
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“You can ask the others to come forward to all the windows. We are
going to look for something that is invisible. It will reveal itself right
before us when we begin the last change of heading.”
Quietly this time all the men in the room quickly moved around to
avail themselves of a prime spot at the windows. The ship had many
windows all across the bridge and they had been cleaned since the
storm the night before. The windows provided ample view of the sea
the ship was heading into.
Somewhere near this point of the ocean south of Milli atoll, there
are stories of men who have come to desire cigarettes so much that
they would even swim between atolls to obtain them. They say that
they would go all the way from Nadrikdrik to Milli and back! We were
at about the same latitude, but much further off to the west almost
between the two chains of the Marshall Islands. There was nothing
visible here except the waves.
Each wave came at the ship like a mighty mountain of water. Kissing
up along side of the ship, the massive amount of water slipped under
the hull of the vessel as the last wave exited from the opposite side of
the stern. As if we were sailing with the wind, Lôtap indicated for us
to basically act as though we were bringing the ship about. Taking an
opposite tack to the wind, the windward and leeward sides of the ship
changed places and we headed back across what was left of the storm’s
wave pattern. Although the change itself was a bit rough, when we had
established the new heading, everything went back to a similar kind of
quiet movement forward but maintaining a very level path through the
waves.
Every sailor had experienced a perfect wind sometime during their
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years of experience. That’s where you can let go of the tiller or wheel
and the ship and sails move themselves across the waters as if on
auto-pilot. It is rare indeed to find anyone who can cause this perfect
match of sail trim and course to happen at will, and of course for Lôtap
to have done it with a large steam ship instead of a small canoe, was
truly remarkable.
“With this path through the water we will make very good time. In
less than one hour we will find the ‘Sweet Water at Sea’!”
“Lôtap, would you like to rest for a while, or do you need to stay
here to find the location?”
“I don’t have to stay here, but I don’t have to rest either. Perhaps
you have more questions about what you are learning from me today.
What you learn today may not be what you believe it is at all. Learning
plays tricks on the one who is doing the learning.”
The Captain looked out of the center window where he stood with
Lôtap and Lôjki. They had the command view and it was a sparkling day
for such an experience. Because of the storm last night, the waves
were still immense, making the slow even movement through each wave
somehow magical. In all his experience the Captain couldn’t remember,
having moved so slowly and easily, without any violent wave interaction,
through waves this size. The fact that Lôjki was not using the wheel to
make fine adjustments made it very clear that his heading was perfect.
Every now and then he would anticipate a change and indicate that the
ship should change its direction.
Now the term was “Pwabwe” or falling off from the wind. Lôtap said
nothing else but mostly watched the various captains and observed
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what their reactions were to the quiet movement of the mighty ship
over and through each massive wave without so much as a splash.
“I notice that most of the men are leaning on the rail and looking out
of the their windows. You must tell them Lôjki about standing with
their weight at the center of their body. Tell them about the little
fish like I told you and get them to stand with their feet apart about
as far as their shoulders. They must be looking at the waves with their
whole bodies. Tell them.”
Lôjki explained to the Captain that Lôtap had talked to him in the
night and that he had just told him to tell everyone about the lesson
pertaining to finding their own balance while they look at the waves. He
asked the Captain if he should tell them as Lôtap had requested. The
Captain signaled for him to go ahead.
Speaking loudly, Lôjki began.
“O.K.! First you must stand with your feet apart. There should be
the same distance between your feet as between your shoulders. Let
you hands fall freely and don’t clench your fist. You must feel the
weight of your body finding it’s own center. That should be just below
your belt line in the bottom of the trunk of your body.

When you gaze upon the water, you need to find a way for yourself,
that makes your whole body work with your eyes. You need to see what
you are looking at with your entire body. The vibration of your blood
should be able to help you to feel the waves as we come upon them.”
Each captain stood there looking at his feet and making the
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adjustment that Lôjki indicated. Some of them found it uncomfortable
but others seemed to fall into a trance as they gazed out at the water
with their body still and relaxed. Soon Lôjki and the Captain were
more or less in the trance mode with their bodies very quiet and still
and their gaze upon the water connected with their breathing and the
heartbeat.
It was at this point that Lôtap spoke again.
“Now, Captain, if you would instruct them to cut off all engine power
and allow this ship to drift. In a short while, we will come upon the
marvelous phenomena called the “Aibwôj Ilo Meto.”
Without losing sight of his view of the waves, the captain called for
the “All Stop!” of the engines. The entire vessel became quiet as all
over the ship they had become aware of what was going on. The
forward motion of the ship soon became almost negligible and each
successive wave seemed to pick the ship up and let it down with equal
grace. Rising and falling with each wave, the men on the bridge soon
felt their body center more clearly. Everywhere was quiet.
“This up and down that you feel is the basic wave pattern of this
location in the ocean. The sweet water pattern will be felt as and
undulation in that basic wave pattern. I know that you want to look at
the water, but also you should try closing your eyes and looking with
your whole body. If you cannot learn to look with your whole body, you
will not be able to find what you are looking for with your eyes.”
Lôjki closed his eyes and began to concentrate on the feeling of his
feet on the surface of the floor below him. His weight had already
found it’s center. It was just below and behind his belly button. It
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felt like the whole of his body mass had flowed downward and settled
there. He experienced a feeling of warmth and energy in his lower
belly, and Lôjki could feel the waves that he had been looking at with
his whole body. Up and down. Up and down. His body began to slow
down and follow the simple pattern. His breathing also slowed down
and he found that indeed there was something other than the basic
pattern that he could feel. It came into him from his feet. He quietly
removed his shoes and stood there with his bare feet touching the cold
steel of the bridge’s deck. He could feel something when they moved
back down each wave. After the wave had completed picking up the
ship it slipped down the face of the wave. It was when the ship fell
away from under his feet on it’s way back down the wave that he could
feel something deeper below the wave itself. He wondered if that was
what he should be feeling.
“That’s right Lôjki, I can see that you feel it. Perhaps it is because
you removed your shoes. You seem to be the only one who can feel it so
far. Tell them what you feel!”
Lôjki translated what Lôtap had said and then tried to explain what
he was feeling in his feet since he had removed his shoes.
“When the ship comes back down from the crest, it kind of falls
away from the bottom of my feet, and I can feel the wave move
beneath the ship with more sensitivity. There is a kind of unseen
thickness that I feel. I didn’t notice it until I decided to remove my
shoes.”

Without exception each captain removed his shoes and they were all
standing back in position with their bare feet on the floor within a few
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minutes.
“Lôtap says that we must make our whole body feel what we’re
looking for. The wave pattern of the sweet water will be coming up
from below. We should be able to feel and see it before we actually
get there.”
The Captain still had his eyes closed and he had removed his shoes
as soon as he saw Lôjki do it. Now it was his turn to say something.
“Lôtap, I feel like I can recognize that there is something other
than the up and down pattern on the wave as we go over it. Am I
feeling the pattern of last night’s storm. It seems so complicated.
Could it be the source pattern of the storm. Is that what we’re
feeling?”
“Oh, very good Captain. You may be a weather teller as well as a
captain/navigator. You are quiet correct. The fuzzy material of the
wave is what has happened to it on the surface. It makes up the signs
of the storm that passed. To feel the rest of the information in the
wave, you must join that storm feeling to the up and down one so that
you can again concentrate on whatever is left that doesn’t belong to
either of those patterns. Do you understand?”
Lôjki opened his eyes to look at the Captain when he had translated
the question. Captain Rainier smiled and first looked at Lôtap and then
spoke to Lôjki.
“Tell Lôtap that I am able to understand the idea of what he is
saying, and even that is something more than I thought I would be able
to do!”
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Lôtap laughed when Lôjki told him what the Captain had said. Then
he closed his eyes and let his arms fall at his sides. He took a moment
to relax and then you could see that he was in a different way of being.
He actually looked like a mechanical toy of something. He was standing
perfectly level and like the fish in the glass bottle that he had used in
his example, he always remained perfectly up right even as the ship
swayed and moved with the waves.
When he opened his eyes Lôtap gazed out at the distant horizon.
You could see that he was looking out past the left side of the bow. As
Lôjki looked to where he saw Lôtap looking his jaw dropped. There in
the distance he could see the shining stillness of a “Lai” or mirror like
reflection on the surface of the water.
“Lôjki, don’t let your eyes take over! Remember you must feel the
pattern with your whole body. Just remember what you have seen and
wait for your feet to feel it. Now tell them to do the same.”
“Lôtap says that the flat water up ahead there off the larboard bow
is what we should be able to feel in our feet when we get closer. He
says that you might have to close your eyes so that you concentrate on
the feeling rather than letting your eyes take over control of what you
see with your whole body.”
“O.K. everyone, just follow the instructions and we will soon drift
over to that location. Everybody give it a try, what do you have to
loose. This is something that we are lucky to be able to have an
explanation for and we should do our best to learn about it.”
With that said, the Captain repositioned his feet and stood for a
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moment holding on to the rail. From behind him, Lôtap gently took his
hands off the rail and motioned that he should let them drop at his
sides. He smiled at Lôtap, and then did as the old man had suggested.
Everyone was completely silent for the next few minutes.
“What do you feel now Lôjki?”
Lôtap whispered into Lôjki’s ear, and his voice was so slight that no
one else could hear his question. Lôjki answered in the same quiet
whisper so as not to disturb anyone else on the bridge. He never open
his eyes. The up and down motion of the ship became very slight as
they drifted closer to the flat water of the open spot which was now
very easy to see with your eyes. Lôjki was using all his concentration to
feel clearly even the remnants of the up and down motion.
“I can feel a ripple as we are moving, but it is very subtle. It seems
to be cutting across the direction we are drifting. Did I imagine it?”
“Well, I don’t know if you imagined it or if you really feel it, but you
are right. The wave pattern of the sweet water is circular and it cuts
across the direction we are drifting right now. When you open your
eyes, only look for the pattern that cuts across the path of our drift.
Don’t open your eyes until you are sure you feel it. Take your time.”
Lôjki concentrated hard and felt the waves and the interference
with their motion three or four times before he opened his eyes. It
was coming with a very clear regularity, so he opened his eyes just a
second before he was going to feel it.
“My god! I could feel it. I still can, and I can see it there! I can
feel the direction of the sweet water!”
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Lôjki had completely forgotten to whisper. Everyone opened their
eyes and looked toward the empty space where the waves seemed to
have disappeared. There in the center was a lens like roundness. It
was circular, but it was also rounded upward as if it was higher than
the rest of the sea at that point.
Having reached the center of the open flat space of water, the ship
was no longer moving at all.
“We’re here! You can send someone over with an empty bottle.
When the water gets very clear, you can pull out the cork and let it fill
up.”
Lôtap leaned over to Lôjki and in a quiet tone he spoke to him
personally.
“Lôjki, get down there and jump over into the sweet water. We
won’t be back here very soon, and you will want to be able to say that
you swam down and tasted the water.”
Lôjki told the Captain what Lôtap had said. The Captain looked out
at the calm sea where the rolling waves had been all around them only a
few minutes before.
“Take a large heavy bottle and go way down before you open it up.
You are our best diver so go real deep. Maybe later you can even take
the hose down far enough to reach fresh water. If you can do that, we
will pump it up into the barrels on the aft deck. For any of you who
want to experience this phenomena, you can jump overboard and swim
down. I want to have half of you on board at all times, however, so
choose a partner who will match up with you to take your place while
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you jump over. Put the ships cargo nets over the side so we can use
them to climb up on the way back. Let’s have some order now, we have
plenty of time. Everyone will get a chance. Lôjki, go now and check it
out. If you find fresh water, then take a weighted hose down as far as
you can. We’ll check it out from up here before we put it in the water
barrels.”
All over the ship there was the sound of laughter. Most of the men
were standing along the ships edge watching the still water below
wondering if it could be true. Lôjki took off his clothes, and with the
big bottle in hand, he balanced himself on the rail and was ready to
jump into the water. Behind him on the deck, the first mate stood with
a basket tied on the end of a line which would pull up the filled bottle
of water for the Sea captains to taste. Several of the Sea captains
were already removing their clothes and getting ready to jump into the
water.

Figure 24 - The ship was no longer moving at all.
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Figure 25 - The Light came up from below
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Chapter 13 - You Can Drink it!
All on board knew that Lôjki was a powerful diver. Under his left
arm, he held a heavy empty bottle for the water. It was an empty wine
carafe typical of the captain’s table. It was heavy for use on the
moving ship, and it would not be a burden to take down. He tied the
light working line around the neck of the bottle. This is what Lôjki
would pull on when he wanted to stop the descent. With his right hand
he grasped hold of a large brass hook tied to a heavy line.
Looking back with a smile among the cheers of the others who were
still making the ship ready for the mass entry into the water, Lôjki
took a mighty jump and together with the flask and the heavy piece of
brass he descended into the deep blue water.
Lôjki was known to be able to hold his breath for a very long time.
Reaching out with his right arm, he guided his decent so that he was
able to go head first with his eyes open. The trick was to close your
eyes until the bubbles associated with your entry into the water
cleared. Now he could see quite clearly and the floor of the sea looked
unlike anywhere else he had ever been. It seemed to have a glowing
light coming up from the distance below. The color of the sea floor
was a lighter blue, and there was some kind of shimmering movement to
the water. He moved further and further into the depths as quietly as
a stone thrown overboard.
Lôjki was excited, but the pureness of the essence of that place had
him dumb struck completely. In silence he moved down through the
water. He slowly became aware of a clearly visible veil below him. At
first he almost pulled twice on the line to stop his movement downward,
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but he was so struck by the beautiful clarity of the water and the light
beyond, that he moved right through the veil and then he finally pulled
on the line. With a slow tug, the movement of the brass hook through
the water stopped.
Lôjki opened his mouth a tiny slit and let the water come in only to
the tip of his tongue. Realizing that indeed the water didn’t seem to
be salty, he opened his mouth. It was sweet water.
He waited for the bottle to fill and then gave an urgent tug on the
line. Four men above gave ho and pulled him up as quickly as possible.
Lôjki waited the distance with the bottle in his left arm and his foot on
the brass hook looking up.
Again he saw the veil where the sweet water met the sea water. He
looked down one more time not knowing when he would ever again come
this close to that wonderful light. It glowed below him and he yearned
to know more about what it meant. He would ask Lôtap what it was all
about. Looking back up he could see the surface above him. He was
smiling as his face broke the water’s surface.
“Drink it up!” he yelled as he placed the carafe into the basket on
the mates line.
“Careful, now. Bring it over hear.” said Captain Rainier as the bottle
came over the edge of the ship.
A small group of the sea captains, still doubting that it could be
true, were ready with glasses to taste the water.
“Here now, let me pour out a little bit for each of you. We should
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have a scientific approach and give the first taste to the one who is
most skeptical. Captain Rainier deliberately approached the German
Captain who was so strongly opposed to taking this unplanned excursion
in the first place. With a good natured grin, he held up his glass.
Looking at the water in the sunlight, it looked crystal clear. As he
moved the water up his glass, he only let it touch his tongue. Then he
did it again.
“Well, said the Captain, what does it taste like? Is it salty or is it
sweet water.”
The German captain looked back with a grin and then poured the
entire glass down his throat.
“I’ll be Damned! I never would have believed it.”
With a look of embarrassment, he looked over at Lôtap. With all
pomp and circumstance he bowed low before Lôtap and then warmly
shook his hand.
“You are indeed a very rare man, my friend.”
Lôtap took the captain’s hand with both of his own and shook it
vigorously as he laughed and enjoyed himself greatly.
“Can you find it yourself now? Can you see it with your feet?”
The captain didn’t know what he was saying, but he just agreed to
everything and laughed with a joy that made both of them feel good.
By this time Captain Rainier left the first mate in charge of the helm
and had already thrown himself into the sea.
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“Lôjki!” called the captain. “How do you feel? Can you go back down
with the hose right away?”
“Yes Captain, there’s a distinct layer only about 20 or 25 feet below
us. The sweet water seems to be below that level.” Lôjki answered.
“In that case, take the hose much deeper. Take it down as deep as
you can, and then leave it there while we pump some it up to the ship.
Just tie it off on the hook.”
Lôjki tied the end of the hose from the deck above to the brass
hook at the end of the line. Placing his foot on the same hook he
signaled them to lower away. Gasping a huge breath he slid away
through the crystal clear water. As soon as the movement through the
water became steady, Lôjki reached down and grabbed the ring of the
hook with his right arm. Again he was moving through the water head
first looking at the amazing sight below him. Again the veil. It showed
up as a movement in the water. He wondered if it was still undulating
from his last entry into the magical place.
As he pondered, he again passed through the veil. Being more
prepared to watch it this time, he could see that like a crack in a
mirror, the separation between the sweet water and the sea water was
as smooth as glass. Because he went deeper this time he was paying
more attention to his movements and the preservation of his breath.
Like the first time, he could not think about anything except the
intense beauty and essence of the light from below. It made Lôjki feel
wonderful. Lôjki knew of the malady of the depth where the diver
doesn’t want to come back up to the surface. He managed to take a
mental check on his situation. Looking back up he could see the veil less
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than 20 feet away. He couldn’t be more than 45 or 50 feet deep.
Looking back at the light he immediately had no more interest in
anything. The essence below seemed to be calling him. He moved
through the water deeper and deeper. At last he pulled slowly on the
call line. This was the special signal to slow the rope down gently until
it finally stopped without disturbing the surrounding water.
Lôjki remained at the bottom of the line for as long as he could and
he felt sure that he heard a kind of noise or at least a special feeling
coming from the light colored sea floor far below. What had been at
this place in “Ebebin ko Mokta”? Who were the people who lived here
and what happened to them. Was this the Ao eo An of the Ebebin Ko
Mokta that he was experiencing?
Again he pulled slowly on his call line and this time it began to pull
him upward toward the surface, leaving the big brass hook with the
hose line attached below him. Never letting his gaze lose an instant of
contact with the water below, Lôjki came for the last time to the
surface of the “Sweet Water at Sea”.
Lôjki broke the surface of the water and after taking several
breaths, he said that the hose was hanging in the middle of the fresh
water. The team of sailors began to fill it with ordinary sea water to
prime it. After a couple of tries, they were pumping a steady stream
back overboard.
“Are you getting sweet water yet?”
Captain Rainier had been holding the hose away from the ship and in
the center of the round area where Lôjki had sent the hose down.
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“Wait a minute they are going to try it right now.”
The first mate took a glass from the sailor standing next to him and
lifted it up to his mouth.
“It’s as sweet as rainwater Captain. Shall we begin to fill up a few
barrels of it?”
“Fill them all up, and do it right away. I’ll be back up to spell you in
just a minute. I just have to go down one more time to have a final
look. The whole of this area seems to be full of light from
somewhere.”
Lôjki climbed over the edge of the ship and took a turn at the pumps
so that his partner on deck could go overboard and experience the
phenomenon. The Captain came up the side of the ship right behind
him and went over to the first mate.
“Go ahead Mr. Green, you won’t want to miss seeing it first hand. It
really is quite beautiful down there. The floor of the ocean must be
less deep around here, because the water is a different shade of blue
than we normally see. I can’t say that I saw anything below, but the
color is markedly different than anywhere else around here.
Lôtap had actually made himself comfortable sitting on a coil of line
and was sipping at a glass of the water himself with a satisfied smile on
his face. All around him the surface of the ship seemed like a party,
with sailors and officers moving around together and tasting the fresh
cool water.
Lôjki moved over to sit down next to the old man. He was so proud
232

that Lôtap had made such an impression on the group of captains and
the crew. This was a wonderful way for them all to become fans of the
knowledge that Lôtap had been demonstrating.
“Earlier today, even the idea of such a thing caused unrest and
worry. But now, everyone is going to be telling stories about today for
many years to come. Grandfathers will be telling their grandchildren
about the “Aibwôj Ilo Meto”, the Sweet Water at Sea. Their old
friend Lôtap showed them where to find it, they will say, but who
knows how many of them would ever see it again!”
Lôtap smiled, and he knew that not many would. Lôjki wondered if
he would ever see something like this again in his whole life. He reach
over and put his hand on Lôtap’s shoulder.
“Thank you for sharing such a wonderful surprise with us Lôtap. No
one will ever forget this day when you gave these great sea captains a
lesson for their life. You showed them the way of wave navigation.
Then you showed us this special surprise water source as well. Long will
they tell the legend of the Sweet Water at Sea, and the wave
navigator called Lôtap who guided them to it. Your name will live
beyond your years and generations from now your distant family will
name their children after you to honor the brilliance of your
knowledge.

*

*

*

233

*

You see Enti, the story must be true”, Môttan said, “for here we are
today, and I have named Lôtap after his great great grandfather. It
has all come to be true, just as Lôjki told his children it would. I
learned the story from my Grandfather’s Grandfather, who learned it
from Lôjki himself. I never saw Lôtap of old, and neither did my
grandfather. He was too young to remember when Lôtap was alive, but
everyone knew Lôjki and knew about their story. I have never seen the
‘Aibwôj Ilo Meto’ either. I’m sure it’s true, however. It is out there
somewhere, and it waits for me to go and see it. I have absolutely no
doubt about that at all.”
I loved it when Môttan finished a story this way, which he never
failed to do. Without making much of a big deal out of it, he always
seemed to have a sensible reason why we should believe his stories
were at least based on the true histories of the early people of the
Marshall Islands. I tell you the story myself because it makes me feel
like I too am a part of the sands of time that pile up along the
shoreline.
Ebebin Ko Mokta, the piling up of the sands of the times from
before on the shore of this day. Different as they might be, they are
directly connected in time and place to the sands of those times when
the people from before us lived here on this little ball in the sky. How
long ago it does not matter, because they are still all connected, one
shore line after another from those times, to these time. They’re all
connected together from the past all the way to this very day!
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Figure 26 - Long ago great sailing canoes were common
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Figure 27 - Inside each of us, distant heavens
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Chapter 14 Finding Sweet Water

From now forward in time, there will be other shorelines that form
and they too will be unbroken connections to our times and all the times
of all the people who came before us. This is our true heritage. This is
what the people before us give to us so that we can grow as a
consciousness. Our consciousness connects us to the past and what we
learn for ourselves we can pass on to the future in the same way.
When Lôjki felt the call of the people from that atoll of conscious
souls who lived so long ago, he was still feeling the Ao eo An of a great
race of people who lived here on this planet before and lived for a long
time in a beautiful period of peace everywhere. The Ao of those
people was so strong that it is the energy of their Ao, their ‘Peaceful
Oneness’, that comes forth from the sea and brings the “sweet water”
from before to the surface.
In like manner the Ao of the perfect reality is right here within us
all, and we have but to look inside ourselves to see it. The sea of our
experience dwells within us to guide not only our own lives, but those
who follow after us.
If one can find a single still point within himself, he can find too the
realization of our oneness. We are all part of a grand construction of
pathways across time and space. This is what we must learn if we want
to move out among the stars. No matter how far you go, you will leave
a pathway through time to where you came from. May your life, be
filled with hope and courage to move forward and mark out your own
Ebebin ko Mokta for those who follow you.
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When Lôjki opened the cork and allowed the sweet water to fill up
the bottle, he was doing something like letting a magic genie out of a
bottle, only in reverse. All of the magic essence of the “Ao” of the
people who used to live where the water comes forth slipped into the
bottle and came across time for those who drank of it. They all felt
the wonderful “Ao” of that time of lasting love and peace.
We are no different than the heavy bottle that Lôjki opened to the
depths. If we can only open ourselves up, and allow ourselves to be
filled with oneness, we can be so much more than we are now. We can
feel very good, and we can make others feel good too!
*

*

* *

Figure 28 - My Brother Josebôt and I - 1990
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About the Author
First of all, allow me to share with you, a short commentary about
a program called “Self Discovery through Therapeutic Writing”. I
entered Dr. Cayenne’s project by way of my house mate and long time
partner. She wanted to take on the change to becoming a vegetarian
and starting a program of Zen meditation and both an herbal and
dietary regime to lose weight. We were both overweight and had been
taking fitness training with a personal trainer for several months. My
partner had been heavy most of her life as was I, and we were willing
and interested in doing almost anything to just get smaller.
I myself had been losing about one pound a month and felt much
better from the exercise program, but was very interested in losing
much more weight. The offer had been made to include me in the
program because it would enhance my partner’s chances of actually
getting smaller.
I don’t know exactly how she found our new friend, the Zen
healer Dr. Cayenne, who is also known as Leslie Alexander Lacy. He is a
well known Black author, about 70 years old and had explained to her
that she should lose a lot of weight, get rid of the old person that she
was and move toward the emergence of a new person with much more
health, vitality, and independence. All of these things sounded very
good to me, especially since the program included massages five days a
week. These experiences through massage are used by the doctor to
“exercise” the body for us. We were to continue to exercise ourselves
too, but these special massage experiences helped our bodies in
eliminating the accumulated toxins in our tissues. They also import
spiritual energy into the treatment because of their Zen nature. The
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massage experience itself, is done “through” Dr. Cayenne, not “by” him.
He is only a “vehicle for the spirit to use” as he puts it.
I was painfully aware that our relationship was pretty much
stagnated at best and “on the rocks” on and off over the past few
years. Anything that would help her to gain her independence was
something that I felt would be good for the relationship as well as for
both of us. I hadn’t had more that one or two massages for many years
prior to the start of our program, and although I had some doubts that
a 70 year old man could give much of a massage to me, a 276 pound fat
man who was in the process of rapid decline due to an attitude of
acceptance toward an early retirement. I watched too much television,
and depression came to me after losing my long term job with the
county as an independent contractor to produce their television
programming.
I soon learned that this Zen healer was much younger and more
vital than I have been for many years, his age notwithstanding. He was
skinny but firm of figure and he had the very serious attitude about
what he was doing that is often an aspect of those who take their Zen
seriously.
When we began, I knew very little about the writing part of the
program. When we started, the emphasis was on changing our diet and
increasing the amount of exercise we did. Only later did I come to
realize that this was a form of psychotherapy as much as it was
anything else, and that writing would become one, and perhaps the most
important tools of self discovery that we would use. Of course, as with
many things Zen, I don’t really know if this was all part of the plan, or
if it was simply how it turned out to be. We met each day one day at a
time. I had agreed to commit up to four months so that we could
“insure” that there would be enough time to get the job of getting my
partner smaller done. I was more or less “along for the ride”.
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After twenty-nine days I had lost thirty pounds, changed to a
vegan diet, and had burst into tears mid conversation at the dinning
room table. All of these things seemed almost surreal to me and to say
I was a bit confused is to put it very mildly. Each day, five days a week,
we would meet with the doctor. I gained more respect for what he was
doing and how the program worked. I was getting rid of pain, toxins,
and bad habits. I was gaining an interest in writing again, which I hadn’t
done for many years. I was getting a lot of insight into how I related to
my partner, other people in general, and even how I saw myself. This
gave me much more interest in being alive and vital. I became
interested in improving myself and at least making an attempt to find
out who I am and how I could increase my consciousness. Everything
else in my life became much less important that these things.
We started out with what seemed like an extreme diet. We were
told that we would have to try hard to keep to the actual program that
we were told to do, but that he would understand if we were not able
to do it. He wanted us to be truthful with whatever happened. For the
first seven days, we were to only eat a fruit smoothie two or three
times a day. The smoothie was to be made of fresh fruit with the
addition of dried fruit and sunflower seeds which had been soaked in
water and kept in the refrigerator. There were dried prunes, and
raisons both with sunflower seeds, and the juice which they made while
soaking, along with bananas and papayas. We were accustomed to having
a fruit smoothie in the mornings anyway, so that was not something
that seemed so different. In addition, he made an herbal tea to drink
when we were thirsty, all of which was meant to move our bowels and
start the elimination of our constipation.
I didn’t myself think that I was very constipated and was more or
less just going along with the program. He had bought bread, crackers
and even some other kind of vegan prepared food if we couldn’t make.
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To my surprise, the smoothies along with the tea seemed to be enough
that I was not very hungry at all, and we stayed on the diet for the full
seven days without any cheating. I think even the doctor was surprised,
as he asked repeatedly every day if we had cheated or fallen off the
program. I was glad to inform him that we had not, and that indeed
both of us seemed able to get by without much trouble.
When the seven days were over, he said he would cook our dinner
each day and that we would continue to drink the smoothie each
morning. When the time came for the first dinner, we were elated to
find out that the food tasted so wonderful. The portions were pretty
large compared to what we eat now, but much less that we were used
to eating before. Both of us felt very full and over time we would learn
to eat less and still be satisfied.
Most people who know me only saw the difference in the weight
loss. I started to have people notice who are not even close friends.
Everywhere I went, the comment “say haven’t you lost some weight”
became more common than the usual “how are you doing” greeting.
Inside, I was a world of turmoil and my emotions were different day to
day. The weight loss was the least important thing for me, although I
did enjoy seeing myself lose the pounds and watch as my clothes
became more like something handed down to me from a much bigger
older brother.
Each time I received the massage treatment with the special
combination of oils, I realized that he was not just doing a massage in
the traditional western sense of the word, but he was touching me in a
special way that charged me with some kind of spiritual energy to
awaken within me the “real” me down deep inside of my fears,
insecurities, and hang-ups. I started to deal with all of these things in
our daily discussions which must be quite a bit like psychotherapy
sessions. At some point, he told me to start writing about what was
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going on and especially to write about myself and my relationship with
my partner. I don’t even know when it was that he told me that I could
write an autobiographical book about the unusual life that I had and
the very different relationship I was trying to keep a hold of. He told
me that it would be marketable and that he could help me to realize a
new profession as a writer if I worked at it and told the whole truth
when I put it down on paper.
A white man with a Black woman living in the paradise of Hawaii.
“Yes man, people will want to read something like that! It’s what they
want to read today. You’ve got to tell the truth. Just tell it all.” I guess
that I was even more skeptical about the writing than I was about the
diet. I had lost the weight however, and he did seem to understand me
better than I did myself, so I started to write about things in earnest,
and realized and told the story of how I no longer knew who I was. I
wanted to know who I was and I felt that he was helping me to find
something that I had lost. At least I thought I had known myself
before and I wanted to make sure that I got that back and maybe even
found a way to change it and become something better.
I found that the most difficult thing in the whole program was
the slowing down, and the sitting meditations. I had studied Zen years
ago as part of my masters degree in the “Maximization of Human
Potential”. I couldn’t understand why the zazen seated meditation was
so painful. I could not even go the thirty minutes which was the
minimum requirement for our meditation sessions. I went to lying down
on the floor and had to work up to the thirty minute meditations little
by little when it came to sitting meditation. I was told that the back
pain was all a matter of my own emotions and that as I worked on that
the pain would eventually go away. It might take a long time, but I
would have to just go through it. No pain no gain. Lot’s of times, the
doctor was also the “Zen BAD COP”. At the temple this person was
known as the “Jikijitsu” who was considered the “mother figure” at the
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temple, and I remembered the Jikijitsu from the Zen temple where I
had studied meditation before. I’m not sure I would have put up with
the hard line if I had not had that experience in the past and known
what was going on. I knew that he actually did come from love and, that
he really did love us in particular, and wanted us to succeed. It was
very hard to do.
I had lost forty pounds before as many days had gone by and the
most recent weight/time marker was sixty pounds in seventy days.
Although the weight loss hit a bit of a plateau, I was now more that ten
inches smaller in the waistline having gone from a size 48 to a size 38
and I can easily pull the size 38 off without undoing the button. There
are people who know me well, who look right at me and don’t know who I
am. I have to speak to them before they even recognize me. All these
things were predicted by the doctor, but I couldn’t believe that they
would actually happen. Indeed they have, and the other big surprise is
the fact that I am well on my way to actually writing an autobiography
which I hope will open up a new world of work and purpose in my life. I
gave up my practice as an acupuncturist long ago and with the
inheritance from my father and the family business, I was only
interested in building a house and retirement. Now I am very excited
at the notion I will be able to start a career in writing and perhaps get
back to teaching or other pursuits which I haven’t even thought of yet.
I know a little bit about who I am and want to be more than that. I
have a new zest for life and want to be conscious as I take better care
of myself and relate better with my partner and all the people I meet
and deal with in the future.
A wonderful part of the program was brought up during our
talking sessions when I realized what pain and suffering I had held
inside of me for so long. In particular my fear of dying of cancer like so
many of the people I knew during my time in the Peace Corps down in
the Marshall Islands. I went downstairs to the basement to try and
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find my masters thesis and my doctoral dissertation, both of which I
have lost and haven’t yet found. Instead, I found the start of a book
that I wrote some twenty or thirty years ago. This was a pivotal point
in the therapeutic writing part of the project. I have found immense
release of my personal emotional pain by going over these papers which
were typed on a typewriter and had decayed almost to the point of
disintegration. I am now trying to take parts of that work and bring
them back to life by weaving them into my autobiographical story about
who I was, who I am, and who I can become.
I have never had an experience like this one, and if this kind of
program could be put into the matrix of modern education, the world
would be far better for it. Like the hero of “Lost Horizons” I am
learning that we can live longer and enjoy a happiness and zest for life
that will enhance both my own life and the lives of others, simply by
taking the time to love myself and be conscious. It only requires a more
simple way of living and telling the truth to myself. There are many
people out there who might read what I am writing and really get
something from it. I know that now, and I feel very dedicated to
sharing what has happened to me with others so that they too can find
the real person within themselves.
I cannot begin to explain how great the value of this experience
has been for me, but I would wager that I might just spend the rest of
my life trying to tell it through my writing stories to help others to
experience it for themselves. We owe it to ourselves and to the future
to do just that. KD
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