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Introduction
Bound in the rich tapestry of the Pacific, the islands of Palau possess a deep and
complex history that bridges ancient voyages, colonial ambitions, and the ongoing
journey of an independent nation. Palau’s story, shaped over millennia, is a narrative
of resilience, adaptability, and vibrant tradition. This book, A History of Palau, seeks
to explore and illuminate the threads that weave together the story of this unique
archipelago—its people, its adversities, and its triumphs.

Palau’s earliest chapters begin with the migrations of Austronesian peoples, whose
remarkable seafaring brought them across the open Pacific thousands of years ago.
Settled by intrepid navigators, Palau’s complex and sophisticated society developed
distinct systems of governance, kinship, and artistry, evident in its matrilineal clans
and monumental bai meetinghouses. The early Palauans demonstrated ingenuity in
their adaptation to the islands’ environment and established a culture that endures,
not only through oral tradition but through the very landscapes they shaped—terraced
hillsides, ancient quarry sites, and enduring community rituals.

Woven into this indigenous heritage is a history of encounters with the outside world:
occasional European sailors, missionary emissaries, and, eventually, imperial
administrators who brought both new opportunities and grave challenges. From the
dramatic shipwreck of the Antelope and the story of Prince Lee Boo in the late 18th
century to the shifting claims of Spain, Germany, and Japan, Palau became a
crossroads of colonial powers. Each era—Spanish, German, Japanese—left its mark,
altering political boundaries, economic priorities, and even the customs and languages
spoken across the islands.

The Second World War propelled Palau onto the global stage in devastating fashion,
transforming its serene atolls into battlegrounds and forever altering the islands’
physical and political landscape. Following the war, Palau’s relationship with the
United States and the broader international community led to renewed debates about
the meaning of self-governance and independence, culminating in Palau’s long
journey toward its status as an independent republic in the late 20th century.

Contemporary Palau stands as a mosaic of influences, where tradition and modernity
intersect. Its society is shaped by the legacy of foreign rule and the enduring cultural
practices of its people. Today, Palau faces global challenges—climate change,
sustainable development, the preservation of its extraordinary natural
environment—all while fostering a distinctive national identity rooted in millennia of
history.
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A History of Palau endeavors to guide the reader through these intersecting
chapters, illuminating not only the remarkable events and individuals that shaped the
islands, but also the ongoing conversations about community, stewardship, and
sovereignty that continue to define Palau today. Whether you are new to the story of
Palau or deepening your understanding, this book invites you to journey through the
past, present, and future of one of the Pacific’s most fascinating nations.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Migrations and the First
Settlers
The story of Palau, like many island nations, begins with the sea and the intrepid
people who navigated vast distances to call these islands home. Long before written
records, the history of Palau was etched in the genetic memory of its people, the
archaeological layers beneath its soil, and the enduring oral traditions passed down
through generations. It is a tale of remarkable voyages, adaptation to a unique
environment, and the establishment of a complex society in the heart of the western
Pacific.

The prevailing theory, supported by archaeological and genetic evidence, suggests
that the earliest inhabitants of Palau were part of the great Austronesian migration.
This massive dispersal of people, originating potentially from what is now Taiwan,
began thousands of years ago and saw voyagers fan out across Southeast Asia and
into the Pacific. The ancestors of Palauans likely arrived from Island Southeast Asia,
with some research indicating connections to the Philippines and Indonesia.

While the precise timeline of these initial arrivals has been refined over time through
archaeological discovery, current evidence suggests settlement occurred between
3,500 and 3,000 years ago. Some archaeological sites in the Rock Islands, such as
Chelechol ra Orrak and Ulong, have yielded early radiocarbon dates. Chelechol ra
Orrak, in particular, has provided significant insights with human skeletal remains and
artifacts dating back at least 3,000 years. This site, located on Orrak Island, is one of
the oldest cemetery sites in the Pacific Islands and offers a window into the lives of
these early settlers.

Interestingly, genetic studies have added another layer of complexity to this migration
story. Recent research suggests that the earliest Palauans may have already
possessed a mixed East Asian and Papuan ancestry before their arrival in Palau. This
contrasts with other Pacific island groups, where such mixing often occurred after
initial settlement. The genetic makeup of ancient Palauans appears remarkably similar
to ancient people from Morotai Island in North Maluku, Indonesia, hinting at a specific
and perhaps unexpected migration pathway.

These early migrants were not just passive passengers of the currents; they were
skilled navigators and seafarers, capable of undertaking long and potentially
hazardous voyages across the open ocean. They brought with them not only their
families and their knowledge of the sea but also the foundations of their culture,
including agricultural practices, fishing techniques, and social structures. The ability to

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

cultivate crops and effectively utilize the abundant marine resources would have been
crucial for survival and the establishment of enduring settlements on the islands.

The archaeological record provides tantalizing glimpses into the lives of these first
settlers. Evidence of early occupation has been found in various locations across the
archipelago, though some of the very earliest radiocarbon dates lack clear context.
More robust dates from midden deposits on Kayangel, for instance, confirm human
presence in the first and second centuries A.D. These midden deposits, essentially
ancient trash heaps, contain valuable clues about their diet and resource exploitation,
particularly marine life.

Beyond the coastal and rock island settlements, the interior of Babeldaob, Palau's
largest island, also holds secrets of early human activity. The impressive and
somewhat mysterious terraces carved into the hillsides are a testament to the early
inhabitants' capacity for large-scale landscape modification and organized labor. While
the exact purpose of these terraces is still debated, they likely served a combination
of functions, including agriculture, defense, and possibly ceremonial uses.
Archaeological evidence suggests these earthworks date back as far as 2,400 years
ago, predating other well-known Pacific monuments like the moai of Easter Island or
the structures of Nan Madol.

Another intriguing aspect of Palau's early history is the archaeological evidence
suggesting the presence of a pygmy population. Skeletal remains found in cave burials
indicate that a small-bodied people inhabited the islands for a significant period, from
at least 3,000 (and potentially up to 4,500) years ago until about 900 years ago. The
existence of such a population, potentially a result of insular dwarfism, has been a
subject of considerable scientific discussion and research. While some initial claims
about the nature of these remains sparked debate, subsequent studies have sought to
provide a clearer understanding of this ancient population.

The development of early Palauan society was characterized by the establishment of
settlements throughout the archipelago by around 600 A.D. These communities were
organized around clans and chieftainships, forming the basis of a well-developed
social structure. A notable feature of this early society was its matrilineal system,
which is believed to have been in place for thousands of years. This system, where
lineage and potentially property and titles were passed through the female line,
suggests a unique societal organization that may have been influenced by precedents
in Java.

While the initial waves of migration laid the groundwork, the early inhabitants
continued to adapt and shape their environment. The transition from potentially
smaller, more dispersed settlements, perhaps initially in the Rock Islands, to more
nucleated villages on the larger islands reflects a dynamic interaction with the
landscape and resources. Evidence from rock island sites suggests shifts in settlement
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patterns over time, with some villages appearing to have been permanently occupied
before the 1200s. The later development of the village systems observed historically
appears to represent a significant transformation in Palauan society.

These early communities were not entirely isolated. While Palau's location in the
western Pacific meant a degree of separation from other major island groups, there
was undoubtedly interaction with neighboring islands. Evidence of trade networks and
cultural exchange with places like Yap and possibly even further afield with Malay
traders hints at a degree of connection with the wider Pacific world long before
sustained European contact.

The physical remnants of this early period, such as the stone monoliths on Babeldaob,
the terraced hillsides, and the artifacts recovered from archaeological digs, provide
tangible links to the past. These silent witnesses speak to the ingenuity, resilience,
and complex social organization of the people who first made Palau their home. The
stories held within these sites, combined with the rich oral traditions that have been
carefully preserved, allow us to begin to piece together the fascinating narrative of
Palau's beginnings.
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