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Introduction
The Republic of Palau, nestled in the turquoise expanse of the western Pacific Ocean,
is a small nation bearing a history that resonates far beyond its size. This book, The
History of Palau: Palau from its earliest beginnings to the present day, seeks to
illuminate the remarkable journey of Palau and its people—a story shaped by ancient
voyagers, colonial powers, world wars, and an unyielding pursuit of self-determination
and identity.

Palau’s chronicle begins nearly four millennia ago, when seafaring ancestors braved
open waters to reach these lush, volcanic islands. Their arrival marked the genesis of
a sophisticated society structured around clans, communal decision-making, and
elaborate systems of land stewardship. Over generations, Palauans cultivated a
vibrant culture, rich with oral traditions, artistry, and spiritual depth, leaving enduring
legacies such as the monumental bai and the iconic stone money that continues to
symbolize wealth and social status.

The era of outside contact commenced in fits and starts, initially with fleeting
European sightings and later, more engrossing interactions, most notably through the
legendary shipwreck of the Antelope and the ensuing cross-cultural exchanges.
Colonial ambitions soon followed, altering the trajectory of Palauan society. Spanish
missionaries, then German traders, and eventually Japanese administrators each left
indelible imprints—introducing new governance, economic priorities, and, at times,
challenging Palauan customs and autonomy. Through these times, the people of Palau
demonstrated remarkable endurance, adapting to new realities while fiercely
preserving their traditions.

World War II brought devastation and transformation, with the islands serving as
battlegrounds and suffering extensive damage. Yet from the ashes of conflict, a
forward-looking spirit took root. Under United States administration, Palauans
embraced educational and political reforms, initiating a movement for self-governance
rooted in their distinct cultural values. The formidable journey toward
independence—punctuated by global Cold War politics and Palau’s principled nuclear-
free stance—set the stage for one of the world’s most unique nation-building stories.

Today, Palau is recognized for its leadership in environmental stewardship, its vibrant
democratic institutions, and its delicate balancing of tradition with change. The
challenges of climate change, sustainable development, and cultural preservation
loom large, yet Palau approaches them with the same resilience that has
characterized its history. This book traces Palau’s path across centuries, celebrating
the wisdom drawn from its past and the dynamic promise of its future. In exploring
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Palau’s history, we gain insight not only into a nation but into the enduring power of
community, adaptation, and hope.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands and Early Settlement
The Republic of Palau, an archipelago nation, lies in the western Pacific Ocean, a mere
seven degrees north of the equator. This strategic location, coupled with its unique
geological makeup, has profoundly influenced its history from the earliest human
migrations to its present-day status as a vibrant sovereign nation. Comprising over
340 islands and islets, only a handful of which are permanently inhabited, Palau’s
landmass is relatively small, yet its maritime territory is vast, encompassing a rich
tapestry of coral reefs, lagoons, and deep ocean trenches.

Geologically, Palau is a fascinating blend of volcanic high islands and raised coral
atolls. The largest island, Babeldaob, a volcanic island, dominates the northern part of
the archipelago, characterized by its rolling hills, lush rainforests, and numerous
rivers. Its fertile volcanic soils provided sustenance for early settlers, allowing for the
development of settled agricultural communities. To the south, the limestone islands
of Koror, Malakal, and Peleliu, along with the rock islands of the "Seventy Islands"
group, showcase dramatic karst topography—eroded limestone cliffs, hidden coves,
and saltwater lakes. These geological features not only offer breathtaking beauty but
also played a crucial role in shaping Palauan culture, defense strategies, and resource
management over millennia.

The sheer isolation of Palau in the vast Pacific Ocean meant that its discovery and
settlement required extraordinary skill and daring. The prevailing winds and ocean
currents in this part of the Pacific were key factors for ancient mariners. The westward-
flowing North Equatorial Current, for instance, could have aided early navigators
traveling from island groups to the east, while the counter-currents and seasonal
variations in wind patterns presented both challenges and opportunities.
Understanding these intricate natural forces was paramount for successful long-
distance voyaging.

Archaeological evidence paints a compelling picture of Palau’s deep past, suggesting
initial human settlement between 3,000 and 4,000 years ago. These dates are derived
from radiocarbon dating of charcoal samples and other organic materials found at
ancient habitation sites across the islands. The presence of pottery shards, shell tools,
and structural remains at these sites provides tangible links to the lives of Palau’s
earliest inhabitants. These initial settlements were often located near reliable water
sources and fertile land, indicating an early understanding of sustainable living within
their island environment.

The prevailing theory among archaeologists and linguists is that the ancestors of
modern Palauans embarked on their epic journeys from Sundaland, a biogeographical
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region that today encompasses the Malay Peninsula and the western Indonesian
archipelago. This region was a significant dispersal point for many Austronesian-
speaking peoples who populated a vast expanse of the Pacific. The journey from
Sundaland to Palau would have been a testament to human ingenuity and
perseverance, undertaken in sophisticated outrigger canoes capable of long-distance
oceanic travel.

These early voyagers were not merely漂流 (drifting) but were skilled navigators,
employing a profound understanding of celestial navigation, wave patterns, and bird
migrations. They carried with them not only their tools and provisions but also their
entire cultural repertoire: languages, social structures, agricultural practices, and
spiritual beliefs. The successful establishment of communities on Palau, thousands of
kilometers from their ancestral homelands, speaks volumes about their navigational
prowess and their ability to adapt to new environments.

Linguistic analysis further strengthens the connection between Palauan and languages
spoken in eastern Indonesia. While Palauan is unique in many respects, it shares
cognates and grammatical structures with certain Western Malayo-Polynesian
languages. This linguistic lineage provides a powerful, if indirect, line of evidence,
tracing the migration routes and ancestral relationships of the Palauan people back to
the broader Austronesian expansion across the Indo-Pacific. These linguistic ties are
not just academic curiosities; they represent the enduring echoes of ancient journeys
and shared heritage.

As these early settlers established themselves, they began to transform the Palauan
landscape. They introduced new plant species for cultivation, adapted existing flora
and fauna for their needs, and developed sustainable fishing techniques for the
abundant marine resources. The archaeological record reveals changes in land use
patterns over time, from initial reliance on coastal resources to more extensive inland
agriculture. This dynamic relationship between humans and their environment laid the
foundation for the complex society that would later emerge.

The challenges faced by these first inhabitants were immense. Establishing a self-
sufficient community on isolated islands required intimate knowledge of the local
environment, the ability to mitigate natural disasters such as typhoons, and the
wisdom to manage limited resources effectively. The early Palauan societies
developed intricate systems of resource allocation and communal labor to ensure the
survival and prosperity of their settlements. This collective effort and shared
responsibility were hallmarks of early Palauan life.

The concept of a "pristine" environment quickly became a romanticized notion as soon
as humans arrived. These early Palauans, like all human societies, left their mark on
the landscape. They cleared land for agriculture, harvested timber for construction
and fuel, and modified coastal areas for fishing and settlement. However, their impact
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was generally in balance with the environment, guided by traditional ecological
knowledge and a deep respect for the natural world that sustained them. This delicate
equilibrium would largely persist for centuries before the arrival of external forces.

The story of early Palau is therefore not just about a geographical location but about
the remarkable journey of its people. It is a testament to human courage, navigational
skill, and the enduring ability to adapt and thrive in challenging environments. The
initial settlement of Palau set the stage for the development of a distinct and resilient
culture, one that would face numerous transformations in the millennia to come, yet
always retain the indelible imprint of its intrepid founders.
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