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Stories of Yapese Traditions and Customs I

This selection tells how native Yapese learned to use betel nuts (areca nuts) and how they learned tying patterns and
techniques. It also talks about the roles and responsibilities of newly married Yapese couples and their families.



1.
Melgobengbeng
(Yapese Men'’s Sitting Dance Chant)

Performers: Bfel
Date of Recording: N/A

This is the history of how native Yapese learned to use
indigenous betel nuts (areca nuts). Native Yapese added
pepper leaf and coral lime powder to betel nut and called it
langad.

Langad was not used by the native Yapese until it was
introduced by a friendly ghost who was stranded on the
main island of Yap several hundreds of years ago. The ghost,
whose name was Llong, was left behind by his companion
Luug. Llong then settled himself at the Ron'uw village
in the northwestern part of the island. For some reason,
Llong relocated himself to Gilyaboch village on the Gakaan
peninsula on the western side of the island. There he lived and
began making and setting fish traps along the water. Day after
day, the natives saw him and wondered what he was doing in
the water and who he was. The natives approached him and
became friends with him. Llong taught them how to make fish
traps and how to set them in the water to catch fish. When
setting the traps, branchy corals were required to be placed on
and around the traps to cover them.

Collecting branchy corals almost every day for the traps, the
natives asked Llong if those corals were edible, seeing that
they were almost everywhere in the fishing ground. He replied
that they were edible, but needed to be processed in advance.
So they collected some of the branchy corals and brought them
onto land. Thereafter, Llong taught and showed them how to
make lime powder out of branchy corals. Llong explained that
the powder shouldn’t be taken alone, but could only be taken
with two more elements.

Llong ordered the natives to bring betel nuts and pepper
leaves. Native Yapese at that time used the trunks of betel
nut trees only for building houses, but did not use the nuts.
Llong gathered everything up and demonstrated how it use
it. He added a little amount of powder in a split betel nut
and wrapped a piece of pepper leaf around it, putting it in
his mouth and chewing on it. After he chewed the mixture,
he spat the bloody red liquid out of his mouth. It looked very
interesting to the natives, so they tried it right away.
Eventually, everyone had a chance to try the newly discovered
products. They all felt high from using them and began
singing, dancing, and enjoying the sensation until they all
felt tired and wanted to take a nap. During their naps, Llong
bestowed his blessings upon the langad ingredients so the
natives would have the interest or the urge to use them again.
When they woke up from the short nap, they were sober and
all surprised to see the redness on their lips as well as the spit
marks on the ground. They got worried and concerned that
their chief in Lamear village might find out what they had
done, so they kept it a secret from him. Later, they decided to
pay the chief avisit and present him the langad. The chief tried
it for the first time and was very impressed. He showed his
great excitement, saying that he had never experienced such a
euphoria. From then on, he proclaimed the tradition that the
people should offer him the langad on a regular basis.

This is the story of how native Yapese started using betel
nuts. It began in Gilyaboch village, but quickly spread to
their chief in Lamear village and to other allies on the island.
This knowledge of chewing betel nut with coral lime powder
spread throughout the island and became a tradition of the
Yapese culture hundreds of years ago. Langad is now a part
of daily lives in Yap. It is widely used for social gatherings,
community meetings and events, funerals, and so much more.

2.

Rogon Ni Sum e Mag Nu Waab
(History of Yapese Tying Techniques and
Patterns)

Performer: Alukan, Bapilung, and Gaangin
Date of Recording: 1970s

This s the history of how Yapese learned several tying patterns
and techniques and about where they came from. It was read
by Alukan, Bapilung, and Gaangin from the Old Age Program
in Yap back in the late 1970s.

The tying techniques, along with other traditional knowledge
and skills, were handed down from up above, or, some may
say, from heavens. The canoe was a gift from above as a means
to pass knowledge and skills from heavens to humans in Yap.
It is said that the canoe was lowered down on Gacham, a
savannah in Tamil municipality. Native Yapese called it “canoe
of knowledge” (ba m’uw i llowaen). Even today, you can still
see the figure of the canoe and its outrigger that have turned
into red dirt.

In Yapese traditional culture, knowledge and skills are
considered resources of a village. The chief of the village has
the authority over the person or the village possessing the
knowledge and skills. Therefore, people have to get approval
from the chief of the village to learn or access such knowledge
and skills.

Yapese have used several old tying techniques up until today
that are considered to have come from a spider. Legend has it
thata nameless man from Nimar village in Weloy municipality
observed and mastered all kinds of tying patterns and
techniques from the spider on a canoe. These tying patterns
and techniques are said to have been applied by the man to

build a huge community meeting house named Wedbon in
the northern part of Rull municipality. The people from Rull
municipality asked this tying master from Nimar village if
he could share his knowledge to help build the community
meeting house, but he did not consult his chief in advance.
The chief was furious that the tying master had never asked for
his approval, and scolded him for not taking the proper steps.
From then on, all other requests by other communities were
channeled through the chief for his approval. Makiy village in
Gagil municipality and Malon village in Maap’ municipality
gained the approval from the chief to get the knowledge.

The techniques and pattern later spread to the southern
part of the island, namely Lamear and Ngariy villages in Rull
municipality. Soon after, they were passed on from Ngariy to
Kanif village in Dalipe Binaew municipality.




3.

Rogone Mabgol Nu Waab

(Roles and Responsibilities of Newly
Married Couples)

Performer: Alukan, Mu’ut, Flan‘med, Bapilung, and Fithingmew
Date of Recording: 1970s

This is a story about the roles and responsibilities of newly
married Yapese couples and their families. It was told by
Alukan, Mu’ut, Flan’med, Bapilung, and Fithingmew from the
Old Age Program in Yap back in the 1970s.

As a part of Yapese customs and traditions, married couples
settled and resided at the husbands” homes. A wife was asked
to respect her in-laws with the utmost regard and to help her
mother-in-law collaboratively with daily house chores like
cooking, cleaning, and other women’s roles in the family.
She sought advice from her mother-in-law every morning for
preparing for the day. In return, the mother-in-law would lend
apart of the land for gardening taro patches. Two taro patches
were considered enough for the wife. One was for herself, and
the other was for her husband and her mother-in-law. She
was responsible for cleaning and planting taro patches and
the garden given to her as well as for harvesting from them.
After giving her the taro patches and garden, no other family
members, including the mother-in-law herself, were allowed
to take or harvest anything from there anymore. The wife
would harvest for herself as well as for her husband and her
mother-in-law, but would not harvest for her father-in-law
until she reached a certain age.

Once a wife moved in with her husband and his family, she
was not supposed to go back to her home for receiving or
harvesting. It was considered offensive to her husband and

his family. On the other hand, the husband had to visit his in-
laws often to learn their needs and provide them with what
they needed. During his visits, he would bring betel nuts and
coconuts for his in-laws. Every time he came back from fishing,
astring of fish would be put aside for his in-laws as well.

4.

Cheapen Yathyath Nge L’agrow i Bulyel Ni
yow ba Gafugow

(Yathyath and Two Poor Girls)

Performer: Fithingmew, Mu’ut, and Bapilung
Date of Recording: 1970s

This audio is a story of two poor, young girls and a demon
by the name of Yathyath that transformed into a rock. This
history was told by Fithingmew, Mu’ut, and Bapilung from
the Old Age Program in Yap back in the 1970s.

There was a family, a couple and their two young daughters,
who lived in Alog village, in the middle of the island far from
the shoreline. The family was so poor that they always lacked
food. When the girls grew old enough to walk far distances,
their parents sometimes sent them to gather seashells on the
west shore of the island. But their father taught them not to
pass through the peninsula by Arngel village, so the girls had
to walk a far distance from their home to the shore to collect
shells and clams for the family.

They never went near the peninsula. However, one evening,
when they collected shells and clams across from Kanif
shoreline, their torch went out. They looked ahead of them
and saw a soft, shimmering light by the peninsula. They
thought it was someone’s torch, so they started walking
toward the light in the hope of asking for fire to light up their
own torch. Soon after, they noticed that it was not fire, but
phosphorescent light on a demon’s body. They were so scared
that they turned around and ran as fast as they could.
Yathyath, the demon, kept chasing them. The younger sister
was so scared. She cried out in fear, and the older sister told
her to dump some of the shells and clams from their basket
to distract the demon. The demon slowed down and started

eating the shells and clams, but it soon chased them again.
The younger sister cried out again for help.

As they got closer to their village, their father heard his little
girl crying out and knew that the demon was after them. He
quickly filled up the fireplace in the house with big pieces of
flint stones and clamshells to heat them up. The girls made it
home and were quickly let in by their father. The demon also
ran into their house, where the stones and clamshells in the
fire were extremely hot.

The father fooled the demon, telling it to stand by the door
and open its mouth wide so he could throw the two girls in
its mouth. The demon did so, wishing for a big meal. Instead,
the father slightly opened the fireplace and dumped the hot
stones and clamshells into the demon’s mouth. The demon
turned away in pain and headed back away from the village.
Along its way on wulk’uf savannah, the demon threw up all
the flint stones it had swallowed earlier. It fell to the ground
and died on wulk'uf savannah, between Alog and Maa’
villages in Weloy municipality. Then the demon transformed
into a big, black rock. The black rock and the pieces of flint
stones still stand near the wulk'uf savannah.
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