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Introduction

Nauru, though one of the smallest countries in the world, possesses a history as
complex and instructive as that of any larger nation. Perched in the heart of
Micronesia, this tiny limestone atoll—only 21 square kilometers in area—has
weathered cycles of isolation, contact, exploitation, adaptation, and resilience. Its fate
has long been intertwined with the peculiar riches of its land, especially the deep
phosphate deposits that transformed both its economy and environment, shaping the
destiny of every generation born on its soil.

The story of Nauru begins over three millennia ago, with the arrival of its first settlers
from surrounding Pacific islands. For centuries, Nauruans developed a unique culture
and way of life, cultivating the land, fishing its waters, and organizing themselves into
intricate kinship groups. This period of relative seclusion nurtured traditions and
knowledge that withstood the passage of time, evolving in harmony with the rhythms
of the coral atoll.

Dramatic change arrived in the form of European explorers and traders, bringing both
opportunities and dangers. The 19th century saw Nauru swept up in a tide of global
commerce and colonial ambitions, its fate shaped by imperial contests and the
demands for resources. When phosphate was discovered at the turn of the twentieth
century, Nauru's trajectory was transformed. The riches beneath its surface would
catapult it into unprecedented prosperity and just as swiftly, into environmental and
financial crises from which it still strives to recover.

Through two world wars, foreign occupations, and cycles of foreign administration,
Nauru's people proved remarkably tenacious. The mid-twentieth century brought new
winds of self-determination, and in 1968, Nauru emerged as an independent
nation—one whose recent memory was both gilded by wealth and shadowed by loss.
The legacy of phosphate riches remains double-edged: after an era of immense
affluence came the sobering reality of exhausted resources and shattered ecosystems.

Still, Nauru's story is not just one of exploitation or decline. It is also a chronicle of
remarkable adaptation and endurance. In recent years, Nauruans have confronted the
intertwined challenges of economic frailty, environmental devastation, and political
instability—seeking new models of sustainability, forging international partnerships,
and striving to honor the heritage of their ancestors amidst daunting odds.

This book strives to provide a comprehensive, nuanced account of Nauru's journey

from distant prehistory to the present day. By tracing its history across centuries and
upheavals, we seek to illuminate a remarkable island's enduring spirit and the broader
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lessons it offers about resource dependency, colonial legacies, and the meaning of
resilience in a changing world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Human Settlement and Origins

Long before the first European sails appeared on the horizon, the island of Nauru was
home to a thriving community of people whose origins are as fascinating as the island
itself. While the precise details of their arrival are shrouded in the mists of time and
the vastness of the Pacific, archaeological evidence suggests human activity on Nauru
began at least 3,000 years ago. These early inhabitants were likely intrepid seafarers,
navigating the immense distances of Oceania using skills and knowledge passed down
through generations. They were pioneers, arriving on an island that would become
their world.

The Nauruan people are believed to be a blend of Micronesian and possibly Polynesian
ancestors. This mix of heritage speaks to the dynamic nature of migration and
interaction across the Pacific, a complex web of voyages and settlements that
populated countless islands. While the exact routes and timing remain subjects of
study, the presence of both influences underscores Nauru's position as a potential
waypoint or destination in these ancient journeys.

Upon arrival, these early settlers found a relatively isolated raised coral limestone
atoll. It was a far cry from the high volcanic islands found elsewhere in the Pacific,
lacking significant rivers or fertile volcanic soil. Yet, they adapted, learning to live in
harmony with the island's unique environment. Their survival depended on a deep
understanding of the limited resources available and the development of ingenious
techniques to sustain themselves.

One of the most remarkable examples of this adaptation was their sophisticated
practice of aquaculture. In the brackish waters of Buada Lagoon and other ponds, they
raised milkfish, known locally as ibija. This wasn't a simple matter of throwing fish in a
pond; it involved catching juvenile fish from the reef, acclimating them to the
freshwater or brackish conditions, and carefully tending to them. This provided a
reliable source of protein, supplementing their diet of coconuts and pandanus fruit,
staples that grew on the island.

Traditional Nauruan society was structured around twelve matrilineal kinship groups or
tribes. This organizational system was fundamental to their social and communal life,
shaping relationships, responsibilities, and land ownership. Each tribe had its own
territory and was led by a chief, with descent and tribal affiliation traced through the
mother's side. This matrilineal structure is a significant aspect of Nauruan cultural
heritage and is visually represented today in the twelve-pointed star on the national
flag.
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Life in early Nauru was intricately linked to the rhythms of the natural world. The
surrounding coral reef, exposed at low tide and dotted with pinnacles, provided fishing
grounds. Traditionally, fishing on the reef was primarily a male activity, undertaken
from canoes or with the assistance of trained man-of-war hawks. Beyond fishing, they
also practiced 'noddy bird fishing,' using scoop nets to catch these birds for food.
These practices highlight the ingenuity and resourcefulness of the early Nauruans in
utilizing every available food source.

Their homes and tools were crafted from the materials the island provided. Coconut
fibers and pandanus leaves were used for weaving intricate mats and baskets, items
that were not only practical for daily life but also held cultural and ceremonial
significance. Wood carving was another vital art form, with artisans creating tools for
fishing and objects used in rituals. These crafts were deeply intertwined with their
connection to the environment and their spiritual beliefs.

While much about their spiritual beliefs remains less documented than other aspects
of their lives, it is known that early Nauruans believed in a female deity named
Eijebong and a spirit land called Buitani. Carvings often depicted ancestral figures,
reflecting the importance of lineage and spirituality in their society. These artistic
expressions served as a means of storytelling and preserving the history and beliefs of
the Nauruan people.

Body art and tattoos also held significant cultural meaning in pre-colonial Nauruan
culture. They represented status, identity, and heritage, applied using traditional
methods, often during rites of passage. These practices reinforced social connections
and cultural identity among the Nauruan people.

Nauruan society was also stratified into three social classes: the temonibes (senior
members of senior clans), the amenengames (middle class), and the itsios (a serf
class). While the top two classes were determined by birth, the itsios were often
prisoners of war and treated as goods. A separate class existed for castaways, who
were treated somewhat like pets but never held the same low status as the itsios.

Despite their relative isolation, the early Nauruans were not entirely cut off from the
wider Pacific. Evidence suggests cultural exchanges with neighboring islands occurred,
enriching their own traditions. They possessed navigational skills that allowed them to
traverse ocean distances, indicating a degree of contact and movement beyond their
immediate shores.

Archaeological findings on Nauru, though potentially limited by the impact of later
phosphate mining, have provided valuable insights into the lives of these early
settlers. Tools, pottery, and other artifacts unearthed from the island offer glimpses
into their daily routines and practices, revealing a society that was both complex and
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adaptive. While many archaeological sites may have been damaged or destroyed by
subsequent development, the remaining artifacts are crucial for understanding
Nauru's past and appreciating its unique cultural heritage.

The language that developed on Nauru during this long period of isolation is another

testament to the distinctiveness of their culture. The Nauruan language is considered
unique, and its relationships to other Micronesian languages are not fully understood.
This linguistic individuality highlights the significant time the early inhabitants spent

developing their own cultural identity in relative separation from their neighbors.

The traditional Nauruan way of life, focused on subsistence through fishing,
aquaculture, and gathering, was sustainable for centuries. Their governance system,
rooted in traditional leaders like chiefs and elders, emphasized community decision-
making and was deeply embedded in cultural practices. Rituals and ceremonies
reinforced social bonds and cultural identity.

This period of early settlement and the development of a distinct Nauruan culture laid
the foundation for everything that was to follow. It was a time when the island's
inhabitants lived in a world defined by their immediate environment and the social
structures they created. The arrival of external forces would, in time, dramatically
alter this way of life, but the legacy of these early settlers, their resilience, and their
deep connection to the island would endure.
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