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Introduction

The islands of Samoa, nestled in the heart of the South Pacific, are a place where
ancient traditions and historical tides meet in remarkable ways. With their lush
volcanic landscapes and vibrant coral reefs, the Samoan Islands are not just a
geographic marvel but also the homeland of a people with one of Oceania’s oldest
continuous cultures. The story of Samoa is not merely about places on a map—itis a
chronicle shaped by migration, kinship, resistance, and adaptation.

Samoa’s history stretches back more than three thousand years, beginning with the
arrival of Lapita navigators, who brought with them the skills and wisdom of open-
ocean voyaging that would eventually knit together the vast expanse of Polynesia.
Over the centuries, Samoans developed social systems grounded in the principles of
fa’a Samoa, the Samoan way. This structure emphasized the importance of family, the
authority of chiefs, respect for elders, and a sense of community that continues to
resonate in national and village life today.

The islands’ isolation did not shield them from outside influences; rather, their position
in the Pacific eventually made them a crossroads. Encounters with European explorers
in the eighteenth century ushered in a period of profound change. Traders,
missionaries, and colonial powers arrived, introducing new religions, technologies,
opportunities, and threats. Colonial rivalries among Germany, Britain, and the United
States transformed Samoa, dividing the archipelago and setting in motion events and
movements that would shape the trajectory of Samoan history for generations.

Like many Pacific societies, Samoa was subjected to the upheavals of foreign
rule—first by Germany, then by New Zealand, and, in the eastern islands, by the
United States. Throughout, Samoans demonstrated a resilient spirit, which crystallized
in the Mau movement and in the country’s persistent quest for self-determination.
Samoa’s eventual emergence as the first independent state in the Pacific in the
modern era stands as a testament to that resolve.

The decades since independence have brought both progress and new
challenges—political evolution, economic shifts, waves of emigration, environmental
crises, and debates over the balance of tradition and modernity. Yet, at each turn,
Samoa has found ways to adapt while upholding its enduring sense of cultural identity.

This book tells the story of Samoa across these sweeping arcs of history. From the
earliest settlements to today’s political milestones, from the beat of the wooden drum
in a village meeting to the global presence of Samoans in sports and the arts, "A
History of Samoa" seeks to illuminate the vibrant, complex journey of a people who
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have, against many odds, remained anchored in their roots while navigating the
changing currents of the world.

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.

CHAPTER ONE: The Samoan Islands: Geography and
Early Environment

The Samoan Islands, an archipelago situated in the central South Pacific Ocean, lie
roughly halfway between Hawaii and New Zealand. This chain of islands forms a
significant part of Polynesia, a vast triangle stretching from Hawaii in the north to
Easter Island in the southeast and New Zealand in the southwest. The islands are
volcanic in origin, born from a hotspot beneath the moving Pacific Plate, a geological
process that has sculpted countless islands across the Pacific.

The total land area of the Samoan archipelago is approximately 3,030 square
kilometers, though this is politically divided. The independent nation of Samoa,
formerly known as Western Samoa, encompasses the majority of this landmass,
covering about 2,842 square kilometers. To the east lies the territory of American
Samoa, which accounts for the remainder of the land area.

The independent State of Samoa consists primarily of two large islands: Upolu and
Savai'i. These two islands alone make up about 99% of the country's total land area,
giving them immense significance in the nation's geography and history. Upolu,
though slightly smaller than Savai'i, is home to the capital city, Apia, and a
significantly larger portion of the population, including nearly three-quarters of
Samoa's residents. Savai'i, often referred to as the "big island," is the largest in the
chain and the sixth-largest Polynesian island overall.

Beyond the two main islands, independent Samoa includes several smaller islands. In
the Apolima Strait, which separates Upolu and Savai'i, lie three smaller inhabited
islets: Manono Island, Apolima, and Nu'ulopa. Off the eastern coast of Upolu are the
four Aleipata Islands: Nu'utele, Nu'ulua, Namua, and Fanuatapu, which are largely
uninhabited. Another tiny islet, Nu'usafe'e, sits off Upolu's south coast.

The islands of American Samoa are situated about 64 kilometers (40 miles) to the east
of Upolu. The largest island in this territory is Tutuila, which is considerably smaller
than either Upolu or Savai'i but is home to the capital, Pago Pago, and its deep harbor.
Further east lies the Manu'a group, comprising the islands of Ta'u, Ofu, and Olosega.
While American Samoa also includes Rose Atoll and Swains Island, these are
geographically distinct; Rose Atoll is a coral atoll at the eastern end of the archipelago,
and Swains Island is technically part of the Tokelau Islands.

The terrain of the larger Samoan islands is characterized by narrow coastal plains
giving way to rugged, volcanic mountains in the interior. These mountains are a direct
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result of the islands' volcanic origins. Savai'i, in particular, features Mount Silisili, the
highest point in Samoa, reaching an elevation of 1,858 meters (6,096 feet). While all
islands have volcanic roots, Savai'i remains volcanically active, with notable past
eruptions such as Mount Matavanu between 1905 and 1911. These eruptions have left
behind dramatic landscapes, including extensive lava fields like those at Saleaula on
Savai'i's north coast.

The Samoan Islands possess a tropical climate, characterized by high rainfall and
humidity throughout the year. Temperatures remain relatively uniform, with little
seasonal variation due to their location near the equator. The average annual
temperature hovers around 26.5°C (79.7°F).

There are two main seasons in Samoa: a wet season and a dry season. The wet season
typically runs from November to April, while the dry season occurs from May to
October. Rainfall is abundant, averaging around 3,000 mm annually, though this can
vary significantly depending on location and elevation. The mountainous interiors
receive considerably more rain than coastal areas.

The islands are influenced by southeast trade winds throughout the year, which help
to moderate the heat and humidity, although sheltered areas can still feel quite warm.
While rain is a constant possibility, especially during the wet season, it often comes in
the form of intense but short-lived downpours or thunderstorms. However, during the
peak of the wet season, particularly from December to March, storms can occasionally
last for several hours.

The natural environment of Samoa is incredibly rich and diverse, shaped by its
volcanic geology and tropical climate. Lush forests cover the upland areas,
transitioning from lowland rainforests to montane and cloud forests at higher
elevations. These forests are home to a remarkable array of plant life, including
towering trees, numerous species of ferns, vines, and mosses.

The flora of Samoa includes around 500 species of native flowering plants and 220
species of ferns. A significant portion of these plant species are endemic, meaning
they are found only in Samoa or the wider Samoan archipelago. This high level of
endemism contributes to Samoa being recognized as a biodiversity hotspot in the
South Pacific.

Coastal areas feature distinct vegetation communities adapted to the saline
environment, including pandanus trees and mangrove swamps. These mangroves
serve important ecological roles, acting as nurseries for marine life and helping to
prevent coastal erosion.

The fauna of the Samoan Islands is also diverse, encompassing terrestrial mammals,
birds, reptiles, insects, and a particularly rich marine life. Among the land mammals,
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bats are notable, including the large Samoan flying fox, which plays a crucial role in
pollinating plants and dispersing seeds. The forests are alive with the sounds of native
birds, some of which are unique to Samoa.

Reptiles such as geckos, skinks, and the Pacific boa inhabit the islands, adding to the
complex web of life. Insect life is also abundant, with species like the Samoan
swallowtail butterfly contributing to the ecosystem's balance through pollination.

The waters surrounding the islands are teeming with marine life. Vibrant coral reefs
fringe the coastlines, providing habitat for an incredible variety of fish species, corals,
and other marine creatures. Samoa's fish fauna is considered among the richest in the
world. These marine ecosystems have always been vital to the lives of the people
inhabiting the islands.

The early inhabitants of Samoa would have found an environment that, while
sometimes challenging due to its volcanic nature and tropical climate, provided
essential resources for survival and the development of their society. The fertile
volcanic soils supported agriculture, allowing for the cultivation of staple crops. The
extensive coastlines and rich marine ecosystems offered abundant food sources from
the sea. The forests provided timber for construction, materials for tools and crafts,
and plants used for traditional medicine.

Understanding this geographical and environmental context is crucial to appreciating
the history of Samoa. The islands' isolation fostered a unique culture, while their
resources supported a thriving society. The very landscape, shaped by volcanic forces
and tropical weather, influenced everything from settlement patterns to daily life and
the development of traditional practices. It was against this backdrop of striking
natural beauty and potent environmental forces that the story of the Samoan people
began to unfold.
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