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The History of Nan Madol from the Perspective of Archacology and Oral Tradition

As with other nonliterate islands in Oceania, oral tradition on Nan Madol (Bernart, 1977; Hadley, 2014;
Hanlon, 1988; Petersen, 1990) plays an important role in interpreting the site’s characteristics and position in
the cultural history of Pohnpei Island. Pohnpeian oral traditions divide the island's history into four phases: 1)
“The People’s period”; 2) “The Saudeleur’s' period”; 3) “The Nahnmwarki’s’ period”; and, 4) “The Foreigners
period” (Hadley, 2014).

According to oral tradition, the island of Pohnpei was discovered by Sapwikini’s canoe, that sailed from the
south’. In the first period (The People’s period), six voyages from different locations reached Pohnpei, bringing
with them new plants, technology, and ideas, enriching the island through time (Bernart, 1977:7-27).

In the second period (The Saudeleur’s period), the seventh 1416 1: Estimated and historical dates of
voyage brought a group of people from Katau Peidi (literally, the reigns of the Saudeleur chiefs, and the
Nahnmwarki of Madolenihmw® (based on

‘Downwind Katau’), a mythical land in the west. This group,
Mauricio, 1993:163-164, tables 10 and 11).

that was headed by two brothers, Olosihpa and Olosohpa,

reached the northern part of the island in the area now known Olosan Names 11R6e()igil;§5
as Sokehs. They tried to build places for worshipping their M\(irsooa}f)riimwei 1185:1210
Nahnisohnsapw religious beliefs at different locations on the Inenenmwei 1210-1235
island (Mauricio, 1993:183-184), and they built artificial Mwei Lehle . 12351260
. 4 ¥ |Soakonomwei 1260-1285
islets on a reef, that later became known as Nan Madol®. The £ [Reipwinleng 12851310
megalithic complex was built with the assistance of the people % Reipwinlako 1310-1335
. . = |Sereidensapw 1335-1360
of Pohnpei. The four corners of Pahnkedira Islet, where the Ketiparesed 1360-13%5
Saudeleur’s palace was located, were constructed by four stone Ketipareleng 1385-1411
fitters from four districts; three from Pohnpei (Madolenihmw, Pohnmweiririn 1411-1436
Sokehs and Kitti), and one from a mythical land in the east f;ﬁi?:{zm ﬁg?ﬁigé
called Katau Peidak (‘Upwind Katau’). The corners were Nahlepenien 1485-1511
named to memorialize individual districts and were magically Luhken Mweimour 1511-1536
link ith the £ £ th L. Nahluhken Nahnsapwe 1536-1561
inked with the fate of those districts (Bernart, 1977:27- Nahluhken Sounpwong 1561-1586
30). Shimizu (1990:553) argues that the Saudeleur Dynasty Nahluhken Nahr 1586-1611
possessed the typical characteristics of a kingship, with a royal Luhken Mallada 1611-1636
Luhken Peidoh 1636-1661
capital situated in the center of the world, thus, reproducing Luhken Usendau 1661-1686
the structure of that world. This reproduction reveals that Luhken Weid 1686-1711
. . . Luhken Ned 1711-1736
the polity had a structure that was accessible to the outside 5 Luhken Nen 17361761
world; in other words, interaction occurred in both directions, &' |Luhken Mwer 1761-1786
outgoing and incoming. This can be confirmed by several lines | £ |Luhkenleng Iso 1786-1811
£ archacological evid di d bel = |Luhken Kesik 1811-1836
of archaeological evidence, as discussed below. e; Luhken Kidu or Kidea 1836-1854
"' |Luhken Mwei Uh 1854-1855
After the death of Olosihpa, Olosohpa became the first Ilsuhlken Ngar iggg‘iigz
aul -

Saudeleur chief, and ruled the island of Pohnpei (table 1). Hezekaia 1896-1898
Although the reigns of the early Saudeleur chiefs were believed Salmon 1898-1928
to have flourished, subsequent ones were cruel and harshly Alexander 1928-1931
. ) Moses Hadley 1931-1966
misruled the island. The supreme god Nahnsapwe, who was Samuel Hadley 1966-1981
imprisoned by the last Saudeleur chief, Saudemwoi, escaped | |Salter Hadley 1981-1991
to Katau Peidak’, where he fathered a son with a local woman. Iiden Silten 19912004
’ Koisimy Hadley 2004-2007

This godly child, Isokelekel, later sailed to Pohnpei with three Kerpet Ehpel 2007-present
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hundred and thirty-three companions and overthrew the Saudeleur polity (Hadley, 2014).

Isokelekel resided in Nan Madol and was ordained as the first Nahnmwarki, the paramount chief of the
Madolenihmw chiefdom, marking the beginning of the third period (The Nahnmwarki’s period). However, he
could not maintain the sovereignty over the whole island. His son, Nahlepenien, became the first Nahnken of
Madolenihmw, the highest-ranking chief in the second ruling line, thus creating dual sacred-secular chiefly lines
headed by the sacred Nahnmwarki and the secular Nahnken. Nahlepenien later moved north and established
the Uh chiefdom, becoming its first Nahnmwarki, by separating from Madolenihmw (Hadley, 2014). In Kitti,
although there were three autonomous districts, Soukischnleng of Onohnleng unified them all and became the
Nahnmwarki around the mid-cighteenth century after episodes of armed conflict (Riesenberg 1968:26). Around
the same time, in Sokehs, the eastern chief, Lepen Nett, built the Nett chiefdom while the western chief, Wasahi
Sokehs, established the Sokehs chiefdom (Ehrlich, 1978:157; Riesenberg, 1968:16). Thus, the island was
partitioned into the five present day chiefdoms by the beginning of the fourth period (The Foreigners’ period) in

the nineteenth century.

According to the results of recent archaeological research, eastern Micronesia was settled from the southeast
Solomon Islands and northern Vanuatu region by the descendants of the Lapita culture around 2,000 years ago
(Athens, 1990:29; Kirch, 2000:173-174). In Pohnpei, early settlement sites are distributed around the inter-
tidal zone, where mangrove forests and beaches predominate (Athens, 1981; Galipaud, 2000; Nagaoka, 2008).
It is possible that sites in such littoral zones may have been stilt villages, similar to those from Melanesia, the
homeland of the eastern Micronesian people (Rainbird, 2004:92-94). Since early pottery and shell artifacts
were also excavated below islet structures at Nan Madol, it suggests that this area was inhabited prior to the
construction of the megalithic site at a time when this area consisted only of sand bars and beaches (Athens,
1990; Ayres, 1993:29-30). As discussed below, the location of Nan Madol was selected possibly due to the

presence of an ancestral settlement.

Long before megalithic construction started, small-scale construction of artificial islets began at Nan Madol
around AD 500-600 (Ayres, 1990:204) during the pre-Saudeleur period, that led to the emergence of the island-
wide polity. Although oral history describes tension among different social groups, and construction activities at
Nan Madol prior to the development of the Saudeleur Dynasty (Petersen, 1990:17-19), the process of political
development on Pohnpei has yet to be thoroughly investigated. Islet constructions began near the inner edge
of the complex, adjacent to the shores of Temwen Island, and gradually expanded seaward (Ayres, 1993:31).
Radiocarbon dates have revealed an increase in the construction of artificial islets, most importantly Pahnkedira
Islet, the Saudeleur’s chiefly residence, around AD 1000. This seems to suggest that the development of the

Saudeleur Dynasty occurred during this period, with Nan Madol as its political and religious center.

It was after AD 1200 that the megalithic construction was in full operation, including the structures at
Nandowas Islet, the most important and architecturally elaborate islet in Nan Madol (McCoy et al., 2016). This
period was also notable for the beginning of the Saudeleur’s Nahnisohnsapw rituals that were held on Idehd Islet
(Athens, 2007). Although radiocarbon dates related to constructions on individual islets are still limited, it is
possible to model the building sequence during this phase. After the constructions of the seawall islets, existing
islets were extended and new ones were built inside the seawalls. These phenomena seem to suggest that this
period saw the rise of political growth of the Saudeleur Dynasty, in which large-scale labor organization would
have occurred probably following the unification of the island under Dynastic leadership. Additionally, the
establishment of the polity’s major rituals took place during this period (Kataoka et al., in prep.).” Nan Madol’s
function and characteristics may have changed through time, but in its final form, it was essentially residential
with as many as 80% of structures recorded on thirty-one islets (Athens and Bath, 1990:281). Thus, the

residences of the Saudeleur elites and their priests comprised the main function of this complex site.

Megalithic construction at Nan Madol ended around AD 1500, thus, corresponding well with the legendary
Isokelekel’s overthrow of the Saudeleur polity (table 1) (Ayres, 1990:204; Bath and Athens, 1990). As related
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through oral history (Bath and Athens, 1990; Bernart, 1977), the demise of the Saudeleur Dynasty seems to have
been caused by the excessive demand of tributes and labor. After this, only small-scale constructions of residential
structures continued at Nan Madol (Ayres, 1990:204), and finally, the complex was largely abandoned by the
nineteenth century except for a small number of islets (figure 1) (Fischer, 1964). However, religious ceremonies
continued until the mid-nineteenth century (Athens 1984:134-135; Hanlon, 1988:200-201). Isokelekel’s
successors, the early Nahnmwarki of Madolenihmw, resided at Nan Madol, but after the devastating typhoon
during the reign of the seventh Nahnmwarki, probably in the seventeenth century (table 1), many subsequent
Nahnmwarki resided on neighboring .
Temwen Island (Hadley, 2014). The g .
chiefly family of Madolenihmw could not [
sustain their occupation of Nan Madol
due to the demise of tributes after the
decentralization of the island (Fischer,
1964:52-53). Shimizu (1990:555) argues
that Nahnmwarki “integrated the society
by secular value, centering the one of
‘honor,” and military force”, in contrast
to the rule of the Saudeleur Dynasty

through religious authority.
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Based on the results of past archaeological (Hambruch, 1936, Plate 2)
Figure 1: The assembly house of the high chief Nahlaimw of
Madolenihmw on Usendau Islet in 1910 (Hambruch, 1936, Plate 2).

investigations and oral tradition, Ayres
(1990:189) has created a model dividing
the cultural history of Pohnpei Island into six phases, with key elements listed for each phase. This breakdown is
presented below (table 2).

Table 2: Cultural-historical sequence on Pohnpei Island (based on Ayres, 1990:189).

I. Settlement and Adaptive Integration Phase 500-1 BC
Inter-tidal occupation; inland forest clearance; calcareous tempered pottery in use.

I1. Peinais Phase AD 1-1000
Stone house foundations; breadfruit storage pits; pottery with limited decorative elements;

Nan Madol islets with some columnar basalt construction as early as AD 500-600.

III. Nan Madol Phase AD 1000-1500
Expansion and formalization of Nan Madol and formation of the Saudeleur polity; chiefly
residential architecture; stylized tombs (lolong); pottery absent or declining in use, with
plain ware increasingly abundant.

IV. Isokelekel Phase AD 1500-1826
Disintegration of the Saudeleur polity; new title system; chiefly complexes and new style of
assembly house (nahs); post-pottery phase.

V. Early Contact Phase
Western contact; Nan Madol occupation continues but in a non-center role.

IV. Historic Phase
Western contact and colonial governments (Spain, Germany, Japan, and USA).

AD 1826-1885

AD 1885-present

The Development of Nan Madol and its Influence on Eastern Micronesia and beyond

In the Pacific Islands, political development tends to be discussed in association with population growth
and the intensification of agricultural production following colonization, especially in Polynesia (e.g., Kirch,
1984). However, two volcanic islands in eastern Micronesian, Pohnpei and Kosrae, where highly developed
chieftainships emerged and the megalithic administrative centres of Nan Mado and Lelu (figure 2) were
constructed, are notable exceptions to this model. Petersen (2006) has outlined his so-called “Breadfruit

. 8
Revolution”

hypothesis that posits that breadfruit hybridization occurred on Pohnpei and Kosrae during the
first millennium AD, and led to the growth of productivity and populations. An increase in both of these
variables was the key to political development, and consequently led to the emergence of Nan Madol and Lelu.

However, this model requires further verification using archaeological data.
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Figure 2: The Lelu site on Kosrae Island (Cordy, 1993:319, Figure 8), showing the megalithic core of the ruins
(outlined in black).

External factors may have influenced the emergence of Nan Madol. For example, the development of high-status
stone tombs (lolong) in Pohnpei around AD 1200 is possibly linked to west Polynesian stepped tombs (Ayres and
Seikel, 2014:161-162). West Polynesian contact possibly stimulated the development of the eastern Micronesian
megalithic culture’, since linguistic (e.g., Geraghty, 1994; Rehg, n.d.) and ethnological (e.g., Nagaoka, 2002;
Riesenberg, 1950) evidence suggest that western Polynesian had some degrees of religious and ritual influence

over Pohnpei, as shown by such shared elements as kava rituals, chiefly titles, gods, and sacred places.

Saudeleur (‘Lord of Deleur’) rulers were centered around the Deleur area, the surrounding area of Nan
Madol, including Temwen Island and its eastern coral islands (Saxe et al., 1980:92; cf. Petersen, 1990:26-27).
It is significant that this region had very limited potential for agricultural production. Thus, it is possible to
hypothesize that the polity utilized Nan Madol’s magnificent megalithic structures and religious ceremonies
that were held there as the primary ideological source of power. This assumption corresponds well with the
critical position of mortuary activities and associated rituals during the Saudeleur reign, as shown by the great
investment of labor in the mortuary sector (Madol Pah), followed by royal (Madol Powe) and priestly (Madol
Pah) sectors (Bath and Athen, 1990:284). It also agrees with modern Pohnpei Island oral tradition that relates
the spiritual importance of the location of Nan Madol. That is, the location selected for the construction of
Nan Madol was due to the presence of a mythical undersea settlement (kahnimweiso)' in Nahkapw Bay where
various spirits lived, including those of the deceased. Significantly, there is an entrance to this settlement at the
castern end of Nan Madol (Hadley, 2014). The nature of the site as ancestral place possibly contributed to the
selection of the location as the Saudeleur’s administrative center (Kirch, 2000:197). Rainbird (2006:314) argues
that two political and religious centers in eastern Micronesia, Nan Madol and Lelu of Kosrae, were “places where
power was negotiated through genealogy and competition”, and represents ancestry and place, two aspects that

essential to the establishment of rank in eastern Micronesian conical clans (2006:315)."

In addition to the legendary hero Isokelekel (Petersen, 1990:60), the first Saudeleur chief Olosohpa probably
had a local origin, but tracing their mythical origins to spiritually potent mythical lands (Katau) validated their

(and their successors’) political authority as “stranger kings” (e.g., Hanlon, 1988:198). Pohnpeian traditions
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relate that Saudeleur elites and their serving priests were physically segregated from the populace, and their
survival on largely barren artificial islets depended on tributes they demanded from the population living around
Pohnpei. This spatial isolation also seems to have strengthened the sacredness of the Saudeleur rulers. The
monopoly by the Saudeleur on the manufacture and possession of shell valuables'”, that functioned as prestige

goods, also had an important role in the signification of social status differences.

The prosperity of the Saudeleur polity may have influenced or spread beyond Pohnpei, stimulating the
development of this unique megalithic culture in eastern Micronesia. In this regard, Nan Madol’s unique
location as a connecting link to the ocean, combined with the participation of the stone fitter from Katau Peidak
in the construction of Pahnkedira Islet, is suggestive of the Saudeleur Dynasty’s characterization as a polity that
was open to the outer world (Shimizu, 1990:553). The similarities between Nan Madol and Lelu, in terms
of locations, structures, dates, as well as oral traditions suggest prehistoric interaction between the two sites.
However, since the early construction of Lelu began around AD 1250, and its primary megalithic construction
was around AD 1400-1600 (Cordy, 1993), it was likely influenced by Nan Madol, both architecturally,
ideologically and sociopolitically (Ayres, 1990:204).

Goodenough (1986) states that Nan Madol became the center of influence in the spread of Kachaw culd”
in eastern Micronesia, between Chuuk and the Marshalls. Hybrid breadfruit varieties, developed during the
“Breadfruit Revolution”, probably diffused into the region in association with matriclans, who contributed to
the transmission of the Kachaw ideology (Petersen, 2006:89)."" “Stone gods” of exotic basalt were found on the
coral atolls of Sapwuahfik Atoll (formerly Ngatik), an outer island of Pohnpei (Goodenough, 1986:561), and
Namo Atoll in the Marshall Islands (Tobin, 2002:54-55) were probably transported from Pohnpei and Kosrae,
respectively. This suggests that the religious influence of Pohnpei and Kosrae reached neighboring atolls, since
fear of powerful Yapese gods was an ideological factor in sawei exchange between Yap and its outer islands (Lessa,
1950:37-38, 45).

Rainbird (2002:142) argues that, as a consequence of Nan Madol construction, megalithic site attracted visitors
from other islands who brought knowledge, gifts, trade goods, and people to the island. For instance, stone
adzes of west Polynesian type and obsidian artifacts, possibly from the Admiralty Islands in Melanesia (Ayres
and Mauricio, 1987), were found at the site””, and oral traditions speak of “mythical valuables” transported
from overseas for Saudeleur chiefs (Bernart, 1977:38-43). Thus, the emergence of the megalithic complex at
Nan Madol, and thus, a powerful political movement on Pohnpei, served as an influence for greater eastern

Micronesia, and possibly other sociopolitical spheres in Oceania.

Footnotes

! The title of the ruler of Pohnpei Island, based at Nan Madol.

2 The title of the paramount chief, who ruled and still rules different districts on Pohnpei, after the fall of the
Saudeleur Dynasty.

* According to oral tradition, the island was comprised of only reefs in shallow water, so the people performed
magic to build the sacred island. Thus, the name Pohnpei, meaning ‘upon a stone altar’ (Bernart, 1977:9), is
derived from this legend.

* Nan Madol literally means ‘between the intervals,” referring to space between the houses on the artificial islets
(Mauricio, 1983:208-209).

> In this case, Katau Peidak is often referred to as Kosrae Island, although it means all the islands to the east
of Pohnpei (Goodenough, 1986; Mauricio, 1987). There is space for argument as to whether the Saudeleur
Dynasty was overthrown by a foreign group, as mentioned in oral history (Petersen, 1990:60).

¢ Reconstructed dates for the reign based on a 25 year average before 1836, and historical dates after 1836.

’In contrast, Athens (2007) considers the emergence of the Saudeleur polity around AD 1200-1300 and the
fall around AD 1500-1600, lasting about 300 years or 400 years at most, based on a series of radiocarbon dates

from Idehd Islet where the Saudeleur conducted Nahnisohnsapw rituals.
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¥ According to this hypothesis, the hybridization between a domesticate (Artocarpus altilis), that was brought
to the islands by early settlers, and a wild species of western Micronesian (Artocarpus mariannesis) led to the
development of a series of hybrids that were highly productive, and tolerant of salt and other natural conditions.
This allowed for the availability of different varieties throughout the year and required minimal labor.

° In addition, the prehistoric transfer of commensal animals (rats, chickens and dogs) (e.g., Addison and
Matisoo-Smith, 2010; Matisoo-Smith, 2007; Matisoo-Smith and Robins, 2004; Storey et al., 2012) and crops
(e.g., Ragone, 2001; Whistler, 1991) from Micronesia to Polynesia has been discussed.

" According to the pre-Christian notion of the afterworld, the soul of the deceased goes to the undersea world.
Kahnimweiso is such a place, where those souls of the deceased and other spirits gather. This belief seems to have
influenced the location of many tombs (lolong) on the seawall islets at Nan Madol (cf. Ayres, 1993:88).

"In conical clans, although individual members and lineages at the same level are equal to each other, members
and lineages are ranked based on genealogical relationship with the clan founder (Petersen, 1999).

2 In Pohnpei, Pinctada lure shanks, large Tridacna adzes, shell ornaments such as beads, Conus bracelets
and Spondylus spacers, that were exclusively found at Nan Madol (mostly in tombs) of high status, probably
functioned as prestige goods (Kataoka, 2000). Many unfinished Pinctada lure shanks excavated recently at Dau
Islet by Kataoka et al. (in prep.) probably suggests a Saudeleur’s monopoly in the production of shell prestige
goods (Kataoka, 2009; Kataoka et al., in prep.).

" This is a belief that Kachaw (Katau in Pohnpeian, cognate Achaw) is a spiritually-potent land. Due to this
ideology, Kachaw is believed to be the origin place of chiefly clans in the region.

' The geographical location of Nan Madol at the easternmost corner of Pohnpei, facing towards the easterly
trade winds is believed to be the place for receiving foreign groups from the east, as the breadfruit season
(rahk) is said to be first brought to this area on the island. Considering the ritual importance of breadfruit in
Micronesian societies, this notion may have influenced a similar location, the Lelu site in Kosrae, as part of the
eastern Micronesian Kachaw ideology.

" During the first half of the second millennium AD, shared cultural traits (e.g., backstrap looms, kite fishing,
Terebral Mitra shell adzes) in Micronesia and Melanesia were transmitted from one place (and island) to another
for the mediation of Polynesian outliers in in those two regions. Additionally, obsidian artifacts found at Nan

Madol were probably also transferred through this network (Nagaoka, 2004).
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