A Yap about Money: Journey to the Forbidden Island of Stone Coins
Text of the Talk by Allan LT Speedy, 14th October 2008
ONE OF THE curiosities of the monetary world is Yap or the ‘island of stone money’. On these islands are thousands of massive limestone disks each with a hole in the centre. The people of Yap call this money rai and the largest ‘coins’ can reach up to 12 feet (3.6 metres) in diameter and weigh several ton – a numismatic ‘Jurassic Park’! 
Despite being the largest money in the world – whether measured by size or weight – ironically it has never been easy to see these stones. The barriers and obstacles are not physical: Yap’s stone money is not hidden away, rather it is prominently displayed; the people are neither head hunters nor cannibals; there are no crocodiles, snakes, scorpions or poisonous spiders on Yap; the main health concerns are the occasional dengue fever outbreak (which can be avoided through the use of insect repellent) and a poisonous centipede which is rarely encountered. Even the numerous black tip, white tip and grey reef sharks of the inner reef dine only on fish. 
The barriers and obstacles to seeing Yap’s stone money were created by the colonialists. These tiny islands had the misfortune of having been governed in the past by a succession of foreign powers – Spain, Germany, Japan and the United States – all of whom actively discouraged and excluded visitors to suit their own agendas. Tourists have only been admitted to these islands since 1989 and to this day special arrangements must be made to visit the so called ‘Forbidden Island’ which possesses the largest of Yap’s stone money. 
SCATTERED like a handful of sand tossed across the ocean roughly half way between New Zealand and Japan lie thousands of small tropical islands in a region of the Western Pacific called Micronesia (‘Little Islands’). The Caroline Islands are one of the four great archipelagos of Micronesia, the others being the Marshalls, Gilberts (Kiribati), and Marianas. In the Western Carolines is a small speck of land called the Yap Islands (Wa'ab, formerly Uap, Eap, Guap or Wap). Yap proper lies 9º north of the Equator and the nearest significant landfalls are New Guinea (1200 km south) and the Philippines (1300 km west). 
Yap State consists of the four largest islands of Yap proper (Wa'ab) as well as numerous tiny outlying islands and atolls. Three of the four islands which comprise Yap proper (Yap, Maap and Tamil-Gagil) are connected by bridges; Rumung, the ‘Forbidden Island’, may only be accessed by boat. Most of the land is covered in jungle and the highest point is six hundred feet above sea level. Yap proper has a total land area and population comparable to New Zealand’s Waiheke Island – just over 100 square kilometres (38 square miles) and a population of about 7000 people. Yap’s only town is Colonia (also called Yap Town) situated in Tomil Harbour. The outer islands of Yap State are known as ‘Remetau’. Only a handful of these are inhabited and the few islanders living there are amongst the most isolated peoples on earth.
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	Yap and her Neighbours
	Islands of Yap, Tamil-Gagil, Maap and Rumung


IN July 2008 the author and his family travelled to Yap to spend ten days inspecting the world’s most curious and spectacular forms of money. We were there during the wet season and the average temperature was 26 ºC. (80 ºF.) When caught in a tropical downpour the banana plant acted as our umbrella!
Our hotel was constructed from two historic buildings: the restaurant was a renovated Japanese command post and the accommodation was originally a Seabee inn constructed after WWII. Dense jungle grew close to the hotel. Betel nut martinis were served in the evenings to the cries of house geckos chasing insects on the ceiling. Our dinner was often enjoyed on the Mnuw (Sea Hawk) a hundred-year-old Indonesian wooden sailing schooner measuring over 170 feet (55 meters) in length converted into a restaurant and bar. There is no television, radio, cinemas, discothèques, malls or MacDonald’s. There were few other tourists on Yap and they were there solely to scuba dive with sharks and giant manta rays. I was the only person interested in the stone money! 
Travelling mostly by boat and on foot we visited Yapese villages, maraal (stone ‘banks’), pebai (meeting houses), failu (men’s houses) and met pilung (village chiefs). Our guide was called Anagumang and he lived in a hut in the jungle with his wife and children. He wore a loincloth called a thu, a comb in his hair and his tattooed body glistened with coconut oil. Like all Yapese, Anagumang loved betel nut, and always carried a woven basket containing his supplies. He would bite the ‘betel nut’ (actually a drupe of the areca palm) in half, sprinkled it with white lime powder, wrap it up in a pepper leaf and chew away contentedly. The effect was a ‘high’ and red saliva! 
Time has largely stood still on Yap and is the most traditional part of Micronesia. Some women still wear merely a sarong or skirt called a lava-lava and nothing other than perhaps fragrant lei necklaces above their waist – we saw topless maidens at Yap International Airport and strolling around town. Most Yapese live in villages in the jungle and life revolves around the village, its chief and caste. The typical village includes a meeting house or pebai and a men’s house or failu which may also function as a school, dormitory for single men and to store fishing gear. As nearly all land is privately owned, permission is required to go almost anywhere on Yap. Unlike most of Micronesia Yap is a patrilineal society. Even today a strong caste system based upon village of birth rules social relations and opportunities. Economic roles are determined by gender with the men going fishing while women occupy themselves in agriculture. A visitor who was on Yap in 1903 wrote
In a land where food and drink and ready-made clothes grow on trees and may be had for the gathering, it is not easy to see how a man can run very deeply in debt for his living expenses… as far as mere existence is concerned in Uap [Yap], there is no use for money. But nature’s ready-made clothes, though useful, are not ornamental, and the soul of man, especially of woman, from the Equator to the Poles, demands personal adornment. And like all adornments, polished shells, tortoise-shell, variegated beads, etc., demand labour in the making. Here then the simple-hearted natives of Uap, who never heard of Adam Smith nor of [David] Ricardo… have solved the ultimate problem of Political Economy, and found that labour is the true medium of exchange and the true standard of value. But this medium must be tangible and enduring, and as their island yields no metal, they have had recourse to stone; stone, on which labour in fetching and fashioning has been expended, and as truly a representation of labour as the mined and minted coins of civilisation. (William Henry Furness III, 1910)
Traditional money on Yap is used to this day to purchase land and pay ‘bride-price’; money is used to accompany an apology for some transgression, not to buy forgiveness but to physically represent the apology. In the past traditional money was also used to make war payments and pay the mispil (courtesan who lived in the men’s house). 
During the early colonial period transactions with European traders were conducted by barter. William Furness was on Yap in 1903 and noted that between traders and the natives of Yap the ‘medium of exchange is the ripe coconut, from which copra is made’. Three coconuts were worth one large pilot biscuit; six coconuts were worth one stick of “nigger-head” tobacco plus a box Japanese safety matches. Later the Yapese had the Japanese Yen imposed upon them. 
Today transactions in Colonia are conducted in US dollars. 

According to Yapese folklore the first beings on Yap were five spirits who emerged from a fresh-water well. One of these spirits sailed away from Yap and on his voyage he came upon a couple from Malaya and later a couple from India and directed them to Yap. The natives of Yap believe themselves to be their descendants and the truth of this tale they say may be seen in the large stone coins which were formed from the bodies of these first people.
To the frustration of archaeologists the earliest arrivals in Micronesia left few artefacts that could withstand centuries of tropical weather. The first settlers of Yap proper arrived from Southeast Asia more than 3000 years ago – in contrast to the people of Yap's outer islands who are descended from Melanesian or Polynesian settlers and have significant differences in language and culture. An ancient midden in south Yap’s Gilman municipality yielded at the deeper levels a carbon-14 dating of AD 176 ± 250.
The Yapese were great navigators. Beads manufactured in Southeast Asia and found at Yap indicate continual trading contact with the mainland. Yap became an important trading centre in regular contact with the islands of Palau to the west and smaller islands to the east. Natives from up to 1100 km (680 miles) east brought tribute and also traded. The Yapese also traded with the natives of Palau particularly for turmeric (curcuma root) which is prized as an orange-yellow dye, food flavouring, and a form of money. 
Yap is the only empire known to have originated in Micronesia and in the past the sway of the high chief of Yap extended eastward into Chuuk (Truk) and north to the Marianas. At the peak of their empire there may have been 50,000 people on Yap. It is not impossible that the power of the Yapese over other islands was based upon superstitious fear of their magic rather than solid military might. However with the coming of Europeans to Micronesia the balance of power in favour of Yap may have been shattered particularly on Palau from the 1860s as the Palauans acquired superior technologies and the scourge of introduced diseases tragically changed the regions demographics. Dr David Lewis in We, the Navigators (1972, Fig. 46) shows the tribute voyages to Yap from the easterly islands of Faraulep and Woleai via Fais and Ulithi. The northeast trade winds blow from November to May changing to southwest winds from July to October. 
The first known European to visit Micronesia was the Portuguese maritime explorer Ferdinand Magellan who landed in 1521 at Guam which lies 850 km (520 miles) north east of Yap on his epic voyage around the globe. Magellan did not visit Yap and the first European sighting of islands in the Yap group is believed to be the Portuguese Diego da Rocha in 1525 who was blown off course whilst in the Molucca Islands (Spice Islands). He called Yap the ‘Islands of Sequeira’. 
Neither the Portuguese nor the Dutch took an interest in the region but Spain established a permanent base on Guam (1668) which supported the Spanish galleons trading silver from Mexico for tea, silk and spices from the Philippines. The 19th century saw the arrival to Micronesia of missionaries but Yap remained relatively undisturbed until traders started to take an interest in the island’s copra and trepang (sea cucumbers or bêche-de-mer). 
In 1871 an Irish-American by the name of Captain David Dean O'Keefe was shipwrecked on Yap. He was the sole survivor of fifty seamen on the Belvedere. O'Keefe was nursed back to health by a machmach or Yapese medicine man. After O'Keefe recovered he made his way to Hong Kong and acquired a Chinese junk which he called the Catherine after his estranged wife. On Palau he was astonished to see the normally lazy Yapese working hard to mine stone money. O’Keefe saw a trading opportunity by providing transportation to and fro’ the mines on Palau and obtained metal tools to assist in the mining of truly enormous money. For the next thirty years until he disappeared at sea “His Majesty” O’Keefe dominated the trade in copra and trepang on Yap. His colourful life was portrayed in the adventure movie His Majesty O'Keefe (1954) starring Burt Lancaster.
Spain claimed suzerainty in 1874, but Spanish rule was characterised by the lack of any, and the islands were sold to Germany in 1899. Japan seized the German interests at the commencement of World War I and held onto them until the end of World War II. The United States obtained in 1947 a United Nations trusteeship that included Yap as part of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI). In 1990 the United Nations Security Council voted to dissolve the TTPI and on 17th September 1991 Yap, as part of the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), was admitted to the United Nations (Palikir on the island of Pohnpei is the capital of the FSM). However it appears inevitable that Yap will leave the FSM and combine politically with Palau.
Reliable information about Yap is not easy to obtain. The Yapese were a pre-literate society and the main sources knowledge, including the origins of their money, reside in folklore. Much of what has been written about Yap by outsiders is not in English and the Spanish, Germans, Japanese and Americans actively discouraged contact with the outside world. 
Despite the obstacles created by the foreign administrations three notable travellers managed to visit Yap. Johann Stanislaus Kubary was a noted Polish naturalist and ethnographer of the Pacific Islands who was in Yap in 1870 and returned in 1882. He co-authored with Alfred Tetens and Eduard Gräffe The Carolines Island of Yap or Guap according to the reports of Alfred Tetens and Johann Kubary (1873). William Henry Furness III (author of Home-Life of the Borneo Head-Hunters, 1902) spent a couple of months on Yap in 1903 to study the Yapese. His observations were published as The Island of Stone Money: Uap of the Carolines (1910). The author Willard DeMille Price spent some time on Yap in 1936 with his wife. Price was likely there to spy on the Japanese on behalf of the American government. Their experiences were recorded by Price in Rip Tide in the South Seas (1936). 

GEOGRAPHY determines environment, and hand-in-hand with human nature, culture and money evolve. Miss Quiggin, the authoress of A Survey of Primitive Money (1949), noted that ‘Micronesia and Melanesia show the most abundant, most varied and most complicated forms of money, the delight of the collector and the despair of the cataloguer’. Money consists of rings and disks of various types, shells and shell necklaces, beads, teeth (dogs, porpoises, opossums, bats, fish, whales and pigs), mats and feathers. A type of shell or a manufacturing technique may be restricted to a particular anthropogeographical region but the money from whence may circulate from island to island over a much greater area. 
Micronesia lacks metallic sources so it is only natural that shell-based money predominates. As elsewhere red, orange and pink are preferred over white coloured shells – not only are they rarer, but these shells are generally found in deep water. Humans often favour colour over non-colour and the preference may also represent a ‘blood similarity’. The red coloured shells fade with time so the beauty is eventually diminished. The red strings were very highly prized and would not be ordinarily be ‘spent’ except in emergencies such as preventing war. 
TRADITIONAL money on Yap includes ao (coconut fibre rope), reng (turmeric), umbul (banana fibre mats), ma (mortars and pestles), yar (pearl shell), gau (red shells) and rai (stone disks). Traditional money of the outer islands of Yap includes lava-lava and mats. Some of this traditional money is kept private by their owners and are only brought out in an emergency such as prevention of tribal warfare.
Ao (coir) is coconut fibre rope money. The fibre is first soaked for a period of time in salt water and then rolled into twine on the bony knees of older men. Reng (pron.‘rung’) is processed and wrapped turmeric money which is also used for personal adornment, as a dye and food flavouring. 

Umbul (also mbul, ambul) is banana fibre mat money which can no longer be manufactured as the process is either a lost art of their ancestors or were never made by Yapese and were sourced elsewhere. Umbul may have links with mat money of Vanuatu (New Hebrides) or Samoa. Umbul are never publicly displayed. According to Furness (1910)

They are about five feet wide… and woven of extremely fine and soft shreds of banana leaf, with lose ends left sticking out all over them, almost like fur. I never saw one unrolled; they are always kept rolled up and enclosed in a case of matting; the umbul itself is never exposed nor seen.

The value of umbul is estimated by measuring the diameter using deh or spans of index and thumb. Furness (1910) recorded that they were valued as equivalent to the largest pearl shell money or stone money three deh in diameter. The mats are used to represent wealth or a ‘store of value’ rather than as a medium of exchange and seldom changed hands. Christian (1899) describes them as manufactured from kal or lemon hibiscus tree rather than banana fibre. Large bundles were worth £7 to £10.

Ma are mortars and pestles used to represent wealth or a ‘store of value’ rather than as a medium of exchange and never used to grind, mix or pound substances. The mortars are about 30 cm in height and shaped from soft wood; the pestles are made from the giant clam (Tridacna gigas) and are 30 cm to 60 cm long. 

Yar is pearl shell money. Two types of money are manufactured: botha-ayar which consists of a number of locally sourced pearl shells on a string, and yar-nu-betchrek which are made from single large pearl shell. The shells are valued by the width of the shell from the hinge to the opposite thin edge measured from the tips of the fingers and up the arm. Yar is still used to purchase canoes, pay fines, make apologies, 'bride-price' or help in purchase of land. Botha-ayar are the most common type of yar the author saw in the pebai (meeting houses) and failu (men’s houses). Kubary (1895) valued a string of six shells as worth 100 coconuts, 10 packets of cheap cigarettes or 50 matches. Furness (1910) recorded that botha-ayar was the smallest denomination

For “small change” the people of Uap use flat pearl-shells… obtained from The Pelaos [Palau]. The smaller shells, about five inches in diameter, are always strung on a cord of plaited kaya twine at intervals of about five inches apart, with a cowrie in the middle of each interval; seven shells, thus strung, constitute what is known as a botha-ayar… a small hole is drilled only through the umbo, or base of the shell, whereby it is strung on the cord.

According to Quiggin (1949) ‘Show strings may have as many as 200 or even 500 shells, and files of native march along with them when presentations are to be made’. The individual shells on the string are called ya nu ao. 
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Much more valuable pearl shell money is yar-nu-betchrek made from single large shells. Furness (1910) describes this money

To the hinge of the shells is attached a stiff loop of kaya twine which serves as a handle and also as a means of hanging them out of harm’s way…. These shells are never used as ornaments, although they are often exceedingly beautiful and sometimes measure ten or twelve inches in diameter. They are money pure and simple.

‘A shell having a diameter of about an average hand’s length is worth one entire botha-ayar, every width of a finger beyond this almost doubles the value’ (Furness, 1910). Black-rimmed pearl shells came from Palau (yar nu valeu) and gold-lip pearl shells from ‘elsewhere’ (yar y en a vo-tsai) were traded from as far away as Australia. The most prized are the Palau shells. These may be worth up to six gold-lip shells or between 200 and 500 locally sourced shells. 
One village chief the author met was a short bare-chested man dressed in an orange, blue and white thu (loincloth) decorated with long white tendrils of hibiscus bark. The chief showed us a valuable yar y en a vo-tsai pearl shell traded from Australian waters. Two edges of the shell had been cut off. Furness (1910) observed

The shells may be trimmed along the sides, but the thin edge facing the hinge must be always left intact… to mutilate this edge is as depreciatory of its value as the boring of a hole in a coin is in our currency… the thin outer edge is always left in its natural state, no matter how chipped and ragged.

Gau are necklaces made from red shell beads. This type of money is the most valuable on Yap and is reserved for the chiefs. According to Yapese tradition Anagumang sailed to Chuuk (Truk) 1599 km (950 miles) to the east and cheated the Chuukese out of these necklaces. The red shells are ground into shape, pierced and strung along with whale teeth. One type of money called thauei or red shell necklaces are used as payment for work or labour done.  The necklaces are however only possessed for a stated period of time during which they may be worn ‘pranking themselves up for a while’ before being returned to the owners. Furness (1910) was able to acquire a thauei for ‘ten botha-ayar, or seventy pearl shells’ and was told ‘… you have the price of a murder; offer that to a man and tell him whom you want killed, and it’s done!’
The most famous traditional money on Yap is the island’s giant stone coins called rai or fei (the word fei was the preferred term by Yapese in south and south-central Yap and is not used today). Furness (1910) describes this money as

Large, solid, thick, stone wheels, ranging in diameter from a foot [30.48 cm] to 12 feet [3.65 metres], having in the centre a hole varying in size with the diameter of the stone [‘about one sixth of the total diameter’], wherein a pole [bamboo or areca palm] may be inserted sufficiently large and strong to bear the weight and facilitate transportation…. The smaller more portable “coins”… slope from the centre in one or two step-like graduations; wherefore, if at the centre they are six or eight inches thick, they are but an inch and a half, or two inches thick at the periphery.
The giant disks may be an exaggerated form of Micronesian shell or ring money. Rai were used to make war payments and were given as gifts to foster social harmony; apologies were made in rai. A wife or mispil (courtesan who lived in the men’s house) were purchased with rai as were land, canoes, traditional medicine and food for feasts. Willard Price in 1936 saw a queen of Yap go to pay a trader followed by two slaves each carrying three foot (90 cm) rai. Stone money is used to this day on Yap for traditional payments and as security for loans.
More than six thousand rai exist on Yap. Rai add social status to those whose homes and villages boast them. Rai are prominently and proudly displayed together near villages in maraal (stone ‘banks’). Most meeting houses display their rai. Others rest against raised stone platforms or dais called wunbey or outside homes and a few shops in Colonia. The author’s hotel had at least ten rai displayed around the property. The giant stone disks are impossible to steal – the stones are too heavy to be quietly removed and are impossible to hide. A few are hidden under jungle growth, buried under sand by storms or lie in the sea. A survey by the Japanese authorities in 1929 counted 13281 pieces of stone money on Yap. During WWII the co-operation of the Yapese was obtained under duress by the smashing and destruction of rai. The pieces were utilized by the Japanese in the construction of roads, the airport and a defence wall. Some were used as anchors. A tiny number are in museum and private collections overseas. As a result only half of the original rai of Yap exist today. 
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Rai do not originate in Yap as there is no suitably rare attractive indigenous stone. Palau Islands (also Pelao, Belau, Pelew) which lie 450 km (280 miles) to the south-west of Yap has deposits of limestone. Less frequently the Yapese would sail 800 km (500 miles) north-east to Guam. The form of limestone most treasured by the Yapese is aragonite which is crystalline. Particularly attractive to the Yapese eye were brownish chocolate or crystalline milky white stone. At night a torch will shine through some of the rai. 

To obtain rai the chiefs of Yap would give permission to a number of young Yapese to sail to mine sites in Palau. Even in good weather this voyage could take five days. Permission from the Palauan chiefs to mine the stone had to be bought with beads, turmeric, betel nut and other gifts as well as physical labour. The Yapese would use seashell adzes to mine the disks from the aragonite deposits, polish the stones with pumice, and laboriously spin pieces of coral to drill the hole in the centre to aid in moving the disks. The task of mining was made more difficult as the tools used were softer than the aragonite. Once finished the rai were towed to Yap on bamboo rafts. Some stones were lost overboard and can be seen by divers on the coasts of Palau and Yap. There may be many more lost stones littering the ocean bed of the sailing route between the two islands. Upon arrival back at Yap the chief would take the larger stones as well as a proportion of smaller ones (perhaps one quarter of these) in return for taro and a feast.

One tradition of the origin of rai as the transmutation of spirits has been described above. A more plausible story relates of a Yapese named Anagumang who took seven men on a voyage and discovered Palau after he had been tutored by a female spirit. Intrigued by the unfamiliar and attractive stone the sailors experimented with working it into various shapes including that of a fish and of a crescent moon. Eventually the spirit was satisfied with the shape of the full moon. 
It is extremely difficult to attribute a date to individual rai. An ancient midden with a carbon-14 dating of AD 176 ± 250 contained a tantalising glimpse into what may have been very ancient money

A bone artefact at the level 54 to 60 inches is in the shape of stone money, but very small. Since no evidence of stone money was found below the surface anywhere, the [excavators] believed this turtle bone might have been a forerunner of stone money (Uag, 1968).
The first European accounts of stone money are vague. The priest Father Cantova on Guam recorded (circa 1700) being told by a native visitor
There are on his island silver mines, but they take only small quantities from it for lack of proper metal instruments for digging in the ground where they are found and that when they do find a piece of pure silver they try to round it off and make a present of it to the Lord of the Island; and that he has enough of it to serve him as a throne.

The ‘silver mines’ and the efforts of which ‘they try to round it off’ are evocative of the quarries of Palau and the circular disks of Yap. A clearer account of stone money was written from the Carolines in the early 1800s by Otto von Kotzebue

Eap [Yap] produces wet-stones, which the low easterly islands obtain from thence. They are a kinder gift of nature than the silver, Cantova, on the testimony of the native… ascribes to this island…. A white stone is found in the mountains of Eap, to which the chiefs have an exclusive right… it is neither silver or metal.
Another approach to dating rai is to trace origin legends back through the names of previous chiefs – however the magical number of ‘7’ generations keeps reappearing. Carbon dating of material around excavated stones would suggest that the oldest rai happen to be contemporary with Charles II of Spain (1665-1700) after whom the Caroline Islands were named. However stone money was moved from time to time which would affect the scientific results. There may be a relationship between the age and the size of the stones with the smaller ones more likely to be older. It is believed that the stones mined during and after O’Keefe’s rule of Yap, so called ‘O’Keefe’s Money’, can be identified by their larger size and superior quality. However there are some massive stones which may show evidence of tropical wear and some believe these may be a thousand years or more in age. The last rai was mined in the early 1930’s by a banished Yapese to pay his fine. 
The great stone coins of Yap are mute – no names of kings or dynasties are engraved upon the rai; no faces stare back at us from previous centuries; no grandiose claims of ‘Paramount Chief of Paramount Chiefs’! Franz Hernsheim wrote in 1884 that the oldest rai had the names of the miners and sailors engraved upon them however there is no extant evidence of this and he was most likely mistaken. But if the stone cannot speak, the Yapese certainly could. Many of the stones had names and histories but most of the legends have not been passed down and are lost forever. The stones could be named after the chief who gave permission for the canoe to travel to Palau; others might be named after the canoe which brought the stone back. If the maker of the disk died at the mine or on the return journey then the stone might receive his name.

Factors affecting value of rai include size, colour, shape, age and the number of lives expended in order to obtain it. When exposed to the tropical elements rai turn dark and grow a patina of moss and lichen that does not affect the value of the money. Kubary was in Yap in 1870 and returned in 1882. On his first visit he noted that large rai were rare and commanded high prices but on his subsequent visit O’Keefe had managed to assist in importing ‘thousands of stones until the whole island was in [O’Keefe’s] debt’ (Quiggin, 1949). The stones he observed on his first visit were described by Kubary (1873) as varying in size from a ‘Swiss cheese up to that of a millstone’ which implies approximate sizes between 55 cm and 91 cm (22 inches to 36 inches). Kubary visited the mines at Koryor which was a key mine on Palau for the Yapese and reported there were hundreds of men labouring in the quarry, including the son of a Yap chief who was working on a piece three fathoms (nearly 5 ½ metres or 18 feet) in diameter, which regrettably cracked and was abandoned there. 

Rai are subject to the universal laws of money: demand and supply, Gresham's Law (bad money drives out good money) and debasement. The consequences of O’Keefe’s assistance in mining stone money with metal rather than shell tools and using sailing ships rather than canoes were inflation on Yap, a preference of the Yapese for the older and more difficultly obtained stones, a desire for ever larger stones, and the eventual abandonment of the tradition of mining more money. Eventually the stone money of Yap came to be used for ceremonial purposes rather than day-to-day domestic transactions.

Furness (1910) records rai were valued according to their diameter measured in spans (thumb to index finger) and the exchangeable value of rai seems to depend upon the eagerness of buyer and seller at the time of trading. In 1966 the Yap Island legislature set a price of $US 45 per foot.

	Values of rai recorded by Furness (1910), Price (1936) and Quiggin (1949) in order of stone size:

	Description
	Value
	

	
	
	

	Smaller rai
	Purchase of fish or pigs
	F

	
	
	

	A plate-sized rai
	Feed a family for a month
	Q

	
	
	

	A 12 inch (30 cm) rai from Guam stone
	£15
	P

	
	
	

	A 20 inch (50 cm) white rai 
	A small short handled axe
	F

	
	
	

	A rai ‘a little larger’ than 20 inches (50 cm)
	Fifty pounds of rice
	F

	
	
	

	A ‘three span rai’ 26” (66 cm) of good whiteness and shape
	Purchase fifty “baskets” of food (taro roots, husked coconut, yams, and bananas) or an eighty or a hundred pound pig or a thousand coconuts or pearl shell measuring the length of the hand plus the width of three fingers up the wrist
	F

	
	
	

	A four foot [1.22 metres] rai
	Compensation for the theft of a mispil [courtesan who lived in the men’s house]
	F

	
	
	

	A waist high rai 
	£4 or 4000 coconuts
	P

	
	
	

	Large communally owned rai 
	Communal work eg fishing expeditions or house building
	F

	
	
	

	A rai one man high (communally owned)
	The worth of a several villages and plantations
	P

	
	
	

	A rai two men high (communally owned)
	Considered to be ‘beyond price’
	P


The Yapese have a particular sense of ‘possession’ and ‘ownership’ which have some curious corollaries. Furness (1910) notes that
It is not necessary for its owner to reduce it [stone money] to possession. After concluding a bargain which involves the price of a fei [rai] too large to be conveniently moved, its new owner is quite content to accept the bare acknowledgement of ownership and without so much as a mark to indicate the exchange, the coin remains undisturbed on the former owner’s premises…. The purchasing power of that stone remains, therefore, as valid as if it were leaning visibly against the side of the owner’s house, and represents wealth as potentially as the hoarded inactive gold of a miser… or as our silver dollars stacked in the treasury at Washington, which we never see or touch, but trade with on the strength of a printed certificate that they are there.
During the period of German suzerainty it was demanded of the Yapese by the colonial authorities that their pathways be maintained in good condition. The Yapese however were quite content with the quality of their pathways and ignored repeated demands from the German authorities to do so. Furness (1910) records
At last it was decided to impose a fine for disobedience on the chiefs of the districts. In what shape was the fine to be levied? It was of no avail to demand silver or gold from the chiefs,– they had none,– and to force them to pay in their own currency would have required, in the first place, half the population of the island to transport the fines; in the second place, their largest government building could not hold them; and finally, fei [rai], six feet in diameter, not having been “made in Germany,” were hardly available as a circulating medium in the Fatherland. At last, by a happy thought, the fine was exacted by sending a man to every failu [men’s house] and pabai [meeting house] throughout the disobedient districts, where he simply marked a certain number of the most valuable fei with a cross in black paint [the Yapese did not have the ability to remove the paint] to show that the stones were claimed by the government. This instantly worked like a charm; the people, thus dolefully impoverished, turned to and repaired the highways to such good effect from one end of the island to the other, that they are now like park drives. Then the government dispatched its agents and erased the crosses [another account suggests that the letters ‘B.A.’, an abbreviation of ‘Berzirks-Amt’ meaning ‘District Office’ was painted onto the stones]. Presto! The fine was paid, the happy failus resumed possession of their capital stock, and rolled in wealth.
The great Victorian art and social critic John Ruskin (1819–1900) once wrote ‘lately in a wreck of a Californian ship, one of the passengers fastened a belt about him with two hundred pounds of gold in it, with which he was found afterwards at the bottom. Now, as he was sinking -- had he the gold? or had the gold him?’ A native of Yap would not be so foolish. On one voyage a stone reputably twenty feet (6 metres) in diameter was abandoned due to a particularly violent storm. The sailors watched their priceless stone money sink into the ocean but this rai has an owner to this day and it is considered to be money.

THE author’s despatches from the ‘Forbidden Island’:-
“The largest and heaviest piece of stone money on Yap lies on the northernmost island of the group called Rumung Island, or the ‘Forbidden Island’, as no one is permitted there unless the visitor is a guest of a Yapese whose village of birth is on this island. The islanders of Rumung even removed the bridge connecting their ‘Forbidden Island’ to nearby Maap Island some time ago so as to maintain their privacy from the outside world. Fortunately I was able to arrange visits through my guide Anagumang.

We set off in a small motorboat from Colonia (Yap’s only town) on an incoming tide. Out in Tomil Harbour our boat passed a tiny island from which in Victorian times the notorious ‘His Majesty’ Captain David O’Keefe ruled Yap. All that remains today of his empire is dense jungle and a few cement steps going nowhere. There are rumours that enormous stone money up to twenty feet (six metres) in diameter lie deep in the mud around O’Keefe’s Island.
Our boat then wove its way through a slender channel or canal of enormous mangrove trees which separates Yap Island from the island of Tomil-Gagil. Near the Tagreng Bridge, which connects these islands, is an enormous piece of stone money with a Japanese inscription dedicated to the Yapese who enlarged this channel during the German colonial period (1899-1914). Our boat was briefly drenched by a refreshing tropical downpour and after navigating the mangrove channel our boat entered an open bay where flying fish skipped across the water and the Philippine Sea and Pacific Ocean meet.
We stopped at a failu (men's house) on the northern tip of Maap Island. There was a splendid stone money bank nearby and one of the kindly men working on the construction of a new meeting house nearby climbed a coconut palm and cut some ripe nuts for us while our guide cut the stems off leaves from a nearby papaya tree for us to use as a fragrant straw. Inside the failu are the remnants of a statue of a mispil or courtesan who once lived in the men’s house. Traditionally the mispil would be purchased from another village and paid for in stone money.
The next destination was the ‘Forbidden Island’ and we landed near a failu (men's house). The villages are interconnected by ancient stone pathways and we stopped to sample a very sour but refreshing type of small green fruit that grew from the branches of a tree. In the surrounding jungle small green geckos are chased by giant monitor lizards and brown skinks skit over the stone money. Butterflies flitter in the air and the atmosphere is filled with the bad-sweet smell of the tropics – rotting fruit, the scent of tropical flowers and the smoke of coconut husk being burnt to cook the day’s meal. In the distance is the roar of the outer reef as it is pounded by the ocean. 
There is a lot of stone money on the ‘Forbidden Island’ including an unusual pentagon-shaped rai much taller than a man and several large rai are displayed in a maraal (stone ‘bank’). Other massive rai are concealed in the dense tropical undergrowth. The colours of the rai range from black (due to lichen) through to browns, oranges and the best quality is like comb honey through to crystal clear. Ferns and flowers grow from cracks in the stone.
In a grove of betel nut trees in the village of Riy (pron.‘Ree’) is a rai lying flat on the ground which is to my knowledge the largest and heaviest piece of money in the world. According to my tape measure this rai is 11 feet 10 inches in diameter (3.6 metres), the hole in the centre is 19 inches wide (48 cm) and 13 inches thick (33 cm), and the disk narrows to 8 inches (20 cm) at the edge. The weight would be massive and could take 50 men or more to move it. Its value is ‘beyond price’. It is not permitted by the chief of Riy to take photographs or videos in this village or of this money.
Unfortunately my son Tristram (aged 5½) tripped on some coral steps cutting and bruising his knee – lots of tears! Anagumang sped us in the boat to a nearby village where there was a medicine woman. She was chewing a large wad of betel nut and looked like ‘Bloody Mary’ from Rodgers and Hammerstein’s motion picture South Pacific (1958). She led us a short way into the jungle until she found a coconut palm which had a small species of fern growing at its base. ‘Bloody Mary’ searched carefully through the leaves eventually picking four; I don't know her criteria. She rolled and squeezed these four leaves firmly in her hands then applied the juice to Tristram’s injury and used the remaining fibre to make a poultice. 
We continued around the northern tip of Rumung Island over the bluest of blue water chasing the silhouettes of stingrays as they darted away from our boat. A few Yapese were out fishing on rafts of bamboo. A couple of hours later when we returned to our hotel in Colonia the bruising on Tristram’s knees was gone and the cut had healed. Impossible perhaps but that is what I saw.”
STANDING in a grove of betel nut palms in the tiny and remote village of Riy on a forbidden island looking at the world’s largest money, was despite the tropical air, a chilling feeling. Sometimes only one canoe in twenty that sailed to Palau to mine rai would arrive safely back at Yap. A later Yapese would compare the quarries of Palau with the Christian concept of hell. As James Berry (1975) wrote 

All that work and toil just to leave them lying around the landscape…. However, conversely the natives of Yap could well wonder at civilized man digging up gold in South Africa, transporting it to the U.S.A. and other wealthy countries, burying it in a hole in the ground and maintaining a strong and expensive guard over it to make sure it stays there!
In a speech delivered by William Bryan at the 1896 Democratic National Convention in Chicago he spoke on the currency crisis and advocated bimetallism against the gold standard. Bryan thundered ‘You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold’. Perhaps the same could be said of the chiefs of Yap ‘do not break your tribesmen on a wheel of stone’.

*****
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