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The Atoll of Nui: its settlement and people

Introduction

The colonization of Nui is of unique importance in the wider
field of Pacific studies not only because it is the sole
existing Micronesian outlier in Polynesia but, more
importantly, as being the only outlier, past or present, in
either region where we can follow the whole process of
settlement from its inception to the present day.

There are, of course, Polynesian outliers in both Melanesia
and Micronesia, such as Ontong Java, Sikiana, Tikopia,
Kapingamarangi and Nukuoro, and from oral tradition it seems
that most of them possess Micronesian (usually Gilbertese)
components in their population mixture, but tradition is
mute on the time and detail of the original settlement or of
later arrivals.

Only in one case of intra-regional migration - from the
Marquesas to the Tuamotus = do we have dpcumentary accounts
of the departure and arrival of the would=-be migrants, but
even here there is no record of their subsequent fate.

From Nui alone among the known cases of inter-regional
settlement in pre=-European times the historical record
answers almost every gquestion which we could reasonably wish
to have put to the participants or their descendants; and
for this advantageous position we are indebted to the late
Anetipa, well-known in his time in both Kiribati and Tuvalu
as the foremost authority on the affairs of Nui, and
especially its history.
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There is another reason why the settlement of Nui has a
special importance, in this case to Gilbertese historical
studies, for it took place by Abemama and Beru High c¢chief
genealogical reckoning about 12 generations, and by a Nui
reckoning 11 generations, before 1%00.

The Nul genealogyvy is probably imperfect because it is not
that of a politically important descent line and includes
two women, which can sometimes be a pointer to foreshort-
tening.

From aAnetipa's evidence, however, it 1is clear that the
migration te Nul took place twoe generations after the
commencement of the wars of Kaitu and uakeia which is, with
the exception of the Coming from Samoa, the best recorded
event in Gilbertese pre-European history.

We obtain our chronological date from the fact that Nui was
the first island to be seen by Eurcpeans in Tuvalu, and the
first where islanders were actually seen in either Kiribati
or Tuvalu: this being by Mendana on his first trans-Pacific
voyage in 1568, when he called it the Island of Jesus.

We therefore have a chronological span of no less than 332
years, from 1563 to 1900, to check the accuracy of the
length of an average generation as used in the computation
of dates based on genealogies,

Recognizing that we are unlikely to get more than approx-
imate chronological dates from genealogical tables, this is
a unique opportunity to check the longest chroneclogical span
in Gilbertese history against the most firmly established
date obtained by genealogical reckoning.

Two generational spans have been used in the past by Pacifie
ethnohistorians:

(1) 25 years, as accepted by Percy smith for Polynesians
and Grimble for the Gilbertese,' though Grimble
considered 27 as more accurate for males and only
accepted 25 as being more convenient to use,
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(?y 30 vears, as usually accepted outside the ,
Pacific area and hv Fornander for Polvnesia.

cGrimble, using an imperfect genealogical table giving 9%
generations to the War (apparently from 1%zZ0) arrives at an
approximate date of A,D.1680 for its commencement.. My
own figures, hased on the three important genealcogies
referred to, make the date to he 4.D.1600, using Grimhle's
28 year span.

But we know that the cances did not arrive at WNuil
immediately after the War but when it had spread to Abaiang,
where Tataua , one of the settlers on Nui, was defeated and
fled to his home island of Tarawa, missed it and landed on
Tabiteuea. There he remained for a 'long time' (at least
sufficient for his daughter to marry a Tabiteuean and for
Tentinti to inherit the chiefship of south Nonouti).

Allowing 10 years for this peried (from the commencement of
the War on Tabiteuea to the arrival of the colonists on
Nui), for we cannot do more than make an informed guess, the
date of the colonization of Nui would he:

(1) on 25 years to a generation - A.D.1610.
(2) On 27 years to a generation - A.D.1585.
(3) On 30 years to a generation - A.D. 1580,



