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To my mother, Catherine Bernadett Mahina o hoku
malamalama Kupihea Wilson; her grandmother,
Kahili lukahi moi Kupihea, who raised her;
and her grand-uncle, David Malo lono
hauoli mai kini nui a i mamao Kupihea,
who inspired her.

Mother, thank you
for instilling in me the light of my ancestors
that dawns in me today as a writer.


INTRODUCTION

THE SEVEN DAWNS OF THE AUMAKUA is the story of the beginning of a spiritual awakening that flowed during my youth from a well Kani filled with the ancient waters of life.

The opening of the 1990s—when I was in my fortieth year of life in this world—seemed to announce the beginning of the end of the Hawaiian Islands’ native beauty and harmony with humankind that for one thousand years my ancestors had sought to preserve. During my short lifetime I had witnessed the destruction of the beauty of the land and of the remnants of its native people and their spirit by foreign investors and developers. At the time of my birth the ancient spiritual voices of my ancestors could still be heard, loud and clear. But in my teens these voices began to waver—and now it seems that when my generation is gone, their calling will no longer be heard.

Today, most of my generation is caught between two worlds: the one our ancestors perceived and the one that foreigners, including early Christian missionaries, have created around us. In my fortieth year I knew that the time had come to impart to the world a living native’s account of the hereditary spirit of his ancestors and of the land and people the foreigners claim are too far removed today. But this is the modern myth that the story of my life disproves; they are not so far away that we cannot reach them.

My ancestors, members of the ancient priesthood in the Hawaii that existed before Western contact, believed it to be their hereditary duty to preserve the spiritual nature of their environment, a duty passed down through a genetic chain of descending spirits—na aumakua. The aumakua, or ancestral spirit, connected its people to the procreators of their ancient clans of origin and to the gods of creation, who conceived the first aumakua and placed the people in the paradise that nurtured them in the first light of the world.

For those most familiar with Judeo-Christian teachings or doctrine, Genesis 6:1–4 offers a sense of the spirit Hawaiians call the aumakua:

And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth and daughters were born unto them, that the sons of God saw the daughters of men, that they were fair; and they took for themselves wives of all whom they chose. And the Lord said, “My Spirit shall not always strive with man, for he also is flesh; yet his days shall be a hundred and twenty years. There were giants on the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men and they bore children to them, the same became mighty men who were of old, men of renown.1

The kaona, or hidden or veiled meaning behind this Judeo-Christian story is that the aumakua is the descending spirit of the sons of God who took as wives the daughters of men.

The seven dawns of the aumakua, as presented here in this book make up a structured revival in the ancient art of spiritual reflection through recollection of the soul’s relationship to its people and land of origin. The vehicle of this recollection is the oral tradition passed from one generation to the next. A spiritual lesson, once learned in our life, can be taught only by telling some portion of our life’s history to a young learner, who, in turn, must someday share some lesson with the generation after him through the recollections of a portion of his life. Only in this way will the young acknowledge the spirits of their ancestors, which they may no longer realize exist within themselves.

This organized chain of memory ultimately connects humankind to God: The newest descendants hear the calling of immediate ancestors, who have heard it from remote ancestors, who have heard it from God. Long, long ago, my ancestors believed, mortal gods sowed their seeds of light among humanity. From this ancient event dawned the rational powers that lifted humans from the chaos of their existence as creatures in a world of darkness—the world of po—to existence in a world endowed with enlightenment—the world of ao.

The Hawaiian people use a certain word to describe the kind of stories that I share with you in the pages that follow: manao, or thoughts, ideas, and opinions, the mind’s desire to think, consider, and discover its natural memory. I share my manao so that you can reflect on the spiritual nature of your own life in retrospect and recognize the na aumakua within yourself. It is through this constant sharing of manao that the spirit of one generation survives on the breath of the next.

Sadly, young people today know the tradition of manao but miss its ultimate goal: to remember everything your elders have told you in order to pass it on to the next generation. There is no Bible to teach belief in the aumakua; it is a belief that can be resurrected only by telling all those instances of the existence of the spirit through the sharing of manao. My manao here recounts my witnessing of the spirits—the aumakua—among the scattered remnants of the people of old in and around the Waimea Valley, Kauai. You may see this book as purely a biography of my life. Yet it is of the utmost importance to realize that this biographical format is merely a vehicle for the aumakua, a forum for the manao through which the spirit has survived for the last five thousand years. Its voice speaks through the seven dawns in this book.

The sequence of the chapters that follow—an introductory chapter on the aumakua and the setting, followed by a chapter for each of the seven dawns—first unfolded while I sat upon a large stone with my feet submerged in the waters of the Makaweli River in the Makaweli Valley, Kauai, just a short distance from its junction with the Waimea River, literally the “waters of birth,” at an ancient forge called Waikaia.

I had named the large stone Kaahumanu, after a Hawaiian woman in my life who had always made it her business to be there for me and after another woman whom I also called Kaahumanu in remembrance of the queen who was largely responsible for our abandonment of the old religion in 1819. This woman seemed to have been sent by the late queen to resurrect what she had once wrecked.

Surrounded by the flow of water, I immersed myself in the sounds and voices of the aumakua. As I moved my feet into the river, I felt the touch of the aumakua. I thought of the people of the aumakua as a breeze stirred slowly from the inner reaches of the valley—the breath of the aumakua cooled by the river and by the giant java plum trees overhanging its banks. All of this made my manao flow, and I followed the sound of the water back to its source.

Chapter 1, The Aumakua, tells of the native scholars of old and their attempt to record the spiritual traditions of a Hawaii prior to Western contact, though ironically it was the written word given to the natives by the West that was partly responsible for leading them away from these traditional beliefs and converting them to Christianity.

Chapter 2, The Aumakua Descends—the first dawn—tells of the ancestral line from which I descend. Chapter 3, The Eye of the Aumakua—the second dawn—recounts stories of all that I saw as a young child and those visions and people who appeared to me as I walked through the rooms and along the paths of this early part of my youth.

The third dawn, chapter 4, The Sound of the Aumakua, tells of the sounds of my dead ancestors, which I heard as an older boy wandering among the rocks and ledges of the Waimea Canyon, and of my time with a man who was one of the most important influences on my young life and in my search for the spirit that I didn’t yet know I missed.

The Voice of the Aumakua, chapter 5 and the fourth dawn, speaks the words of the stories told by lamplight in my mother’s parlor, tales that were tied to the spirits and traditions of the remote past. Chapter 6, The Touch of the Aumakua, the fifth dawn, offers the story of my rescue by the aumakua when I was an adolescent, lost and afraid and far from my home.

The sixth dawn, chapter 7, The People of the Aumakua, recounts my experiences as a young man with those men of the mountains who embodied all that was being lost—the traditions, the manao of the land itself—and tells how they imparted the aumakua to me.

Finally, chapter 8, The Breath of the Aumakua, the seventh dawn, tells of the beginning of my manhood, that time when the breath of my ancestors, through memory, revived my connection to God in a broken world as I struggled to grow.

As you journey here with my manao, as I resurrect memory, perhaps you too will be revived and awakened to your own stirring remembrance. For only memory can bring to full life the na aumakua of the ancient gods who gave us the light to know of their existence and the darkness to warn us of the danger of forgetting. May we all remember and thus be awakened to God.


CHAPTER ONE

THE AUMAKUA
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MY STORY HERE IS THE STORY OF A JOURNEY, from boyhood to manhood, into the world of the ao aumakua. In keeping with the oral tradition of the Hawaiian, in telling this story I am making this journey again, and am inviting you to make it with me. The aumakua is foreign to many Westerners—indeed, even to many Hawaiians today. For those who do know the aumakua, there has been a great deal of confusion surrounding what it is, what it is not, and the belief system of which it is the heart. To help you as we travel, I give you first a glimpse of the ao, or light, of my ancestors’ ancient beliefs as they were before being dimmed by corruption from within their own priesthood and further extinguished by the Christian tradition that replaced it.

In the past, a descendant of priests and scholars would have been carefully coached in the sacred wisdom of his ancestors, but these are different times. The wisdom passed down to me came in bits and pieces, often from stories told by older relatives and their lifelong friends. This folk wisdom ignited a desire in me at a very early age to associate myself with the few surviving elders of my grandmother’s generation. A profound experience in the then wilderness mountains of Kauai when I was not quite twelve transformed that desire into a quest for the truth. In later years, this quest led to further study and to a personal awakening and desire to share these ancient spiritual truths.

While experience made the concepts real to me, scholarship often served to confirm my own conclusions. So here, at the start, I pay homage to the elder William Kapahu kani o lono Goodwin, to all of the elders of my youth whom you shall meet during the course of this book, and to three of Hawaii’s prominent native historians: Mr. David Malo Kupihea, who provided other historians with accurate detail and firsthand knowledge in the early 1900s; Mr. Samuel M. Kamakau, who wrote in the 1860s and 1870s; and Mr. David Malo, who in the 1830s and 1840s wrote the original manuscript for the book Moolelo Hawaii, more commonly known as Hawaiian Antiquities. The work of these three men in the absence of the elders of my youth has echoed and strengthened my own experiences, allowing me the confidence to show you firsthand the living history of an all-but-lost ancient belief system that still has much to say to men and women of all races.

Kumulipo (Out of Darkness)

The Ancient Trinity of Hawaiian Gods
Kane nui akea—Kane is the Great Expanse.
Ku nui akea—Ku is the force of the Great Expanse.
Lono nui akea—Lono is the sound of the Great Expanse.

Kane himself is the Great Expanse,
Kane himself is the Universe,
 Kane himself created Nature,
 Kane himself is Nature.
Kane is God.

Ku himself is the force of the Great Expanse,
Ku himself is the force of the Universe,
Ku himself is the force of Nature,
Ku himself is the force of God.
Kane is God.

Lono himself is the sound of the Great Expanse,
 Lono himself is the sound of the Universe,
 Lono himself is the sound of Nature, 
Lono himself is the sound of God.
 Kane is God.

Man himself is the child of the Great Expanse,
 Man himself is the child of the Universe,
 Man himself is the child of Nature.
Kane himself is the father of Man.

To begin at the beginning, a cosmogonic, or creator-type god, such as the Judeo-Christian Jehovah, was known by my ancestors as an akua. Just as Jehovah is credited with the creation of heaven and earth, so was Kane nui akea (Kane of the great expanse) said to have created the highest heaven (Lani Kuakaa), the earth (Ao), and all the things that fill them both. While Kane nui akea represented original lokahi (unity), two other akuas—Ku nui akea and Lono nui akea—shared his mana (power) as the twin forms of nature that exist within a single creation: generation and regeneration. A fourth akua, Kanaloa, is also mentioned in our myths, but his presence is much more mysterious, perhaps because his connection to the Hawaiian people was more remote.

Although akua exist as eternal spirits transcending mortal life, our traditions clearly state that the akua Kane nui akea, Ku nui akea, and Lono nui akea descended upon the earth, where they assumed mortal form. In these earthly incarnations, the gods regenerated within mortals, beginning the three genealogical lines of the Hawaiian people. Because the immortal akua were never truly separated from their eternal source, a new aspect of their being evolved once they had regenerated within humanity: in their offspring they had passed down the divine spirit of god into the living spirit of man, and became akua aumakua, traveling upon the earth in their mortal incarnations under the names Kane, Ku, and Lono. They became ancestral gods to the genealogical lines that followed as they sowed their seed among humanity. Thus Kane, Ku, and Lono each existed in two worlds: in one as a seed passed down from generation to generation and in the other as the creator of that seed—as an akua aumakua. In their offspring they regenerated the aumakua, the source of descending divinity in the living spirit of man. The Christian Jesus can be seen only in the light of existence as an akua aumakua because Jehovah’s earthly incarnation has no genealogical line.

Ao aumakua (Ancestral Light)

While an akua aumakua, as the procreator of an ancestral line, is indeed an ancestral god, an aumakua, as the ancestral link to the divine, is not, though it has often been described as such. This confusion of an ancestral link to a god with the god itself has led some critics to say that our people worshiped as many as four hundred thousand gods, but this is simply not so. In truth, the aumakua is not worshiped as a god. Perhaps it is the prayer that one uses to acknowledge and contact the aumakua that causes this confusion. But while it is true that the aumakua is treated with reverence, it is not considered some kind of supreme being that rules over creation; rather, it is part of the chain of life that has descended from a god’s incarnation. It is not the immortal light of a god but instead a mortal light lit in mortal creation, an ancestral light. It is the part of ourselves that deifies wisdom, love, and ancestry within our own genetic chain. Our parents (makua) are our closest generational link to this endless chain of time known as the au, and each of us represents a temporary end to that chain. As the light slowly fades within us, our descendants come forth to provide the next link. Thus, we never stray from the intent of those who created us, even though our connection to our origins has been largely forgotten.

During the long course of Hawaiian history, a number of shadows have been cast upon our understanding of the aumakua and its role in connecting us to our spiritual source. These shadows mark a distinct separation between what have become known as the realms of the na aumakua o ka po (darkness—our ancestors of the remote past) and the na aumakua o ke ao (light—our ancestors of the immediate past). As a result of this separation, in our most recent history two types of spirits have become commonly, though mistakenly, referred to as na aumakua. These two spirits, one called an unihi pili and the other uhane, are basically the same. Unihi pili refers to a deified spirit in its role in afterlife, either ritualized into a demigod or worshiped as a god after passing over the threshold of death.

A good illustration of the confusion that surrounds the na aumakua o ke ao can be seen in a 1936 interview with my great-uncle David Malo Kupihea, as recounted in a book by Julius Rodman entitled The Kahuna: Sorcerers of Hawaii:

Early in 1936 when I was gathering material for a paper on fishing methods of the old Hawaiians, I sought out another Hawaiian authority, David Malo Kupihea, a descendant of the great David Malo, author of Hawaiian Antiquities. He served ably in the territorial legislature from 1901 until 1915, and has since been a fisherman residing in a simple house in the Kalihi kai district on the island of Oahu. We had many congenial meetings in years past, but I was surprised when he spoke freely of kahuna lore. Kupihea’s na aumakua were sharks, and he confessed to making offerings to his aumakua and to his shark god before each fishing excursion. It seemed only natural that this old fisherman would speak of that order of kahuna who sent sharks and various other creatures on errands of death, saying in part, “That is true, I have knowledge of many works of the kahuna, the good and the bad, knowing only the results of their ceremonies, but little of how they learned to harness the things of the spirit world . . . and talk with the old gods, who the missionaries say never existed. I, like you, would like to know these secrets. I am in ignorance because in my great-grandparents’ time missionaries placed tabus on our old religion, and in my family the tabu was very strong.”

The word aumakua clearly doesn’t belong in this passage, unless Mr. Rodman means to say that the ancestors of the Hawaiian people were sharks, for if there is a shark aumakua, then it is an ancestor of sharks, not of men. And so it is that mistakes like this form the divide between us and our ancestors. As my great-uncle states, the tabus on our religion were very strong, and within generations a great deal had been lost. People broke faith with the aumakua, severed their connection to its kumupaa (fixed origin), and began to attach the original aumakua as an ancestral spirit to different forms. Over time, the original aumakua lay dormant, replaced by these newfound deities that were called na aumakua but were really unihi pili. To this day, many older Hawaiians will still answer the question “Who is your aumakua?” with “Shark,” or “Turtle,” or “Lizard,” or whatever creature their family line has established to serve such a purpose. The younger generation follows today.

To get a better notion of how my ancestors originally viewed the roles and relationships of these various spirits, let us examine Mr. Rodman’s “shark god” from the perspective of the heart of the aumakua belief.

Ao uhane (Light of the Soul)

The uhane, the spirit of the present life in the realm of the na aumakua o ke ao, has been likened to the Judeo-Christian concept of the soul, but I don’t find this comparison useful. For one thing, the word soul refers to the same concept whether in life or in afterlife. There is no such continuing, unchanged spirit in the aumakua belief, where terms often shift meaning at the threshold between life and death. The uhane refers specifically to the life spirit. At death, the remnants of that spirit still cling to the body, but the uhane is not immortal. It dissipates at the end of each generation unless it is held in consciousness by the following generation. Thus it can be said that one’s aumakua in life is the consciousness of another’s uhane remnants in death.

What we are talking about is not one entity known as the soul but, rather, three spirits: The first is the immortal light of the akua called kumupaa ascending into immortality. The second is the mortal light lit by the akua aumakua. This is the light of the aumakua descending into mortality through its offspring. Both of these are housed by the third spirit, current life (the uhane), and are held together in unity by the spirit of kumupaa, which is the fixed connection to one’s origin in relationship to a god of procreation.

The uhane is said to still dwell in the bones and hair of a deceased person and can be withdrawn (unihi) and lured into another body, creature, image, or object where it will cling (pili). The person responsible for this transfer then becomes the creature’s or image’s keeper, or kahu. Once the uhane is transferred, it is called an unihi pili. Because the unihi pili is the creation of its kahu in its new body, it can turn to cling to the kahu, as it is said to do when a kahu fails to continue to appease his unihi pili with the promises of worship and recognition. At such a time, the unihi pili may turn on its kahu and bring him nothing but misery until it finds the location of its remains and can again rest and eventually dissipate.

In the days of the ancients, those who practiced such arts as luring the uhane were known as kahuna of the class called ana ana aihue (those who stole the spirit of life; those who attained another’s property by the use of sorcery). It was this type of kahuna that Mr. Rodman refers to when he speaks of sending “sharks and various other creatures on errands of death.” These kahuna had another name as well. They were called kahuna poo koi, meaning “adze heads,” because when they were caught practicing their dark arts by the established priesthood, they were frequently beheaded with a stone adze.

Ke unihi pili o poeleele (Deified Spirit of Darkness)

In the case of the shark, possession begins with the kahu using prayer (pule) and promises to entice the uhane, to withdraw it from its current bodily remains, and to transfer it to a creature of life, the shark. This unihi pili now clings to the shark’s spirit of life and performs only the kahu’s desires; the unihi pili can thrive in the shark only by relying upon its kahu and not on the creature to which it clings. When the desired purpose of the kahu is accomplished or the kahu dies, the possession of the shark by the unihi pili, without the offertory memory of the kahu, comes to an end, and the unihi pili dissipates into the world of the sharks. After this, in order for a descendant of this kahu to call on this unihi pili, he would have to pule within his ancestral line until he came in contact with the aumakua of the particular ancestor who created it, thereby providing the unihi pili a familiar offertory. Clearly only the ancients, those who could reach into the realm of the na aumakua o ka po, could travel within their genealogical line well enough to reach back into any period of time, call upon the source of one link, and extend into another body thereafter.

Ho uhane o ke ao (Deified Spirit of Light)

In the oral tradition, a story was handed down to me by my mother, Catherine Mahina Wilson, which she heard while being reared by her grandmother at her grandmother’s old Bannister Street home in the Kalihi kai district of the island of Oahu. A sister of David Malo Kupihea, her grandmother also sometimes spoke of unihi pili and uhane. One story she often recited involved a curse that had been placed upon her at the age of sixteen.

In 1891 her grandmother Tutu kahili lukahi moi Kupihea met and fell in love with a foreigner named Charles Samuel Huston Johnson and agreed to marry him. At that time, foreigners were deeply distrusted by the Hawaiian people, and for good reason—a foreign conspiracy known as the Annexation Club was secretly plotting the overthrow of Queen Liliuokalani and the Hawaiian monarchy. When her grandmother refused to comply with the tabu against having anything to do with the foreigner, she became gravely ill. As her condition grew worse and her doctors could find neither cause nor cure, the family began to suspect she was a victim of a curse. But by whom, and for what reason? These were the questions they had to unravel if the curse was to be removed.

As time passed, many family elders tried unsuccessfully to counter or remove the curse, but none succeeded. Finally, Mr. James Campbell of the famed Campbell estate family suggested that her grandmother be taken to a kahuna who had no direct genealogical connection to her. Mr. Campbell, who was the husband of Abigail Kuaihelani (a distant cousin of her great-grandfather Samuel Kupihea), sensed that the curse might be coming from the family itself, and when her grandmother was taken to Maui to see an unrelated kahuna, his suspicion was confirmed. Almost immediately the kahuna determined that the person responsible for her grandmother’s condition was her own mother! As it turned out, Melia Hipa (Mele kahilulu kaai Kanaka) had placed the curse on her daughter because she knew that Charles Johnson had associated himself with members of the Annexation Club and she would rather have seen her daughter dead than married to him. It was only through constant pule, recited in unison under the direction of the Maui kahuna, that the curse was finally removed.

What appears to be a simple battle of wills in the placing and removal of a curse illustrates how the uhane and the aumakua can become intertwined in life and can become deified in the darkness of an unihi pili. Recall that the aumakua is the spirit of past lives accumulating in the regeneration of life, and that the uhane is the spirit of the present life. In this example, mother and daughter possessed the same genealogical line of na aumakua, with the daughter having the two additional na aumakua of her mother and father. Even though the mother was still alive, her aumakua was already in existence within her daughter, having descended at the moment of conception, as did that of her daughter’s father. Upon discovering that her daughter had broken the tabu, the mother became the kahu of her own aumakua and willed it to pili (cling) to her daughter’s life spirit, convincing it to withdraw as a spirit of the afterlife by replacing its will with her own.

Once the kahuna from Maui realized what had happened and who was responsible, he was able to bypass the curse through devotional prayers of dedication (pule) directed to the girl’s father’s na aumakua, to his genealogical line. The mother’s influence was then removed from her daughter’s spirit of life.

Her grandmother, who ended up marrying the foreigner, lived to the age of seventy-nine. When she recited this story to my mother during her later years, she said that many older Hawaiians had converted to Christianity just to avoid experiences like hers. Since Jesus was the only stepping-stone to God, it was thought that such perils on the road to the aumakua might be avoided. Some Hawaiians even began to refer to Jesus Christ as an aumakua, though this was incorrect, since Jesus had no offspring.

Kumu ao (Out of Light)

The uhane, as the life spirit, has evolved solely to serve one’s current existence. Unlike the aumakua, it has never lived a prior life, and once this life is done, its consciousness will cease to exist. It has been said that the uhane’s constant fear of extinction is what brings about man’s fear of death and initiates the ongoing quest by humanity to convince itself that there will be a life after death, a life where the uhane will survive with all of its knowledge intact. But according to the old beliefs, this is a fruitless quest, one that destroys the spirit of kumupaa and creates unihi pili within and around oneself, which have been withdrawn and which cling for religious appeasement on a quest for an afterlife.

The ancient kahuna, in the light of the procreators of their race, were taught from birth that their connection to spirit lay in their ancestral links to it. Thus, as the light of the procreators began to distance itself, the three priestly lines—Kane, Ku, and Lono—developed to preserve the origins of the akua aumakua. In time these priesthoods became corrupt and secretive, and during the period we call the na aumakua o ke ao (within the time of our ancestors of the recent past), they replaced the eternal and immortal spirits of our people with the living spirit of man. When the priests elevated the alii, “ruling class,” to the status of living gods, our true origin became dormant, and misdirected uhane and unihi pili replaced our original aumakua chain. With the spirit of kumupaa broken, our beliefs became misguided, and by the time the Christian missionaries arrived, it appeared that our people practiced only heathenism. This is a picture that continues to be painted today by Western authors trying to exploit the mysticism of ancient beliefs in order to cater to those who seek the thrill of supernatural powers.

Kumupaa o ke ao (Light of Origin)

To practice these ancient beliefs without corrupting them, one must always remain in a state of lokahi (unity) with one’s light of origin, in relation to the aumakua. The spiritual bond that we call kumupaa must never be broken, for once torn away, the uhane will seek spiritual light only outside of its true origin. If you are without lokahi—outside of your light of origin and in a state of separation—and you practice telepathy, mind reading, or sorcery that brings harm to others, you destroy the aumakua. Once the kumupaa has been severed and lokahi lost, the uhane is left to wander the earth with no directional spirit of origin. In this disconnected state it becomes a lapu, or “ghost of one’s own creation.” This is what happened to my ancestors’ beliefs when hereditary rule was established and secured by elevating the ruling class to the status of gods, inaugurating a long period in which the internally derived images of man became replaced by the external images of religion.

Ao o ka hoomana (Light of Religion)

By the time the great temples (heiau) were built and dedicated to the distant akuas, these gods of the great expanse were truly isolated in their highest heavens, unapproachable except through the intervention of the chiefly kuauhau, or genealogist of court, and the moo kahuna, or line of hereditary priests, for only they retained knowledge of the aumakua pathway to these gods, which was recited in secret at the temple ceremonies performed for the high chief. For the rest of the people, the distant pathway of the aumakua became lost in an ever-increasing line of lesser temple gods existing beneath the gods Kane nui akea, Ku nui akea, and Lono nui akea.

It was during this period that a change occurred in the hierarchy of the gods:

Kane, the Maker of Heaven, was outranked by Ku, God of Generation, who became God of War and was now seen as predominant among the four major gods. In earlier times the sun was said to be the light of Kane; now it was Ku who caused the sun to rise and set, thus earning him the title God of the Darkest Heavens.

In this religious order, which required the spoils of war to maintain wealth and power, Lono, God of Regeneration, became God of Peace, Agriculture, and Fertility and was ranked second. Lono was connected to the sounds of such natural phenomena as the winds, rain, and the ocean. Lono also presided over the season of the makahiki, a time for sports, games, and tournaments and also a time when taxes were collected. Lono, translated as “to listen, hear, and obey,” reminded the people to be obedient and attentive.

Kanaloa, who was known as Lord of the Ocean and the Ocean Winds, is said to have caused strife among the ancient gods of Hawaii and among the Hawaiian people by showing them how to heal with sorcery. The change in the hierarchy of the gods of Hawaii is said to have occurred during the period of the priestly and chiefly migration to Hawaii of the Tahitians, who introduced the practices of Kanaloa to elevate the order of Ku. According to legend, Kanaloa was once a noted healer who usually traveled on earth in the company of the god Kane. Kanaloa had no genealogical line that connected him directly to the Hawaiian people, although he is mentioned as the procreator of the Tahitians, Samoans, Tongans, and Marquesans. Even though Kanaloa is considered one of our four major gods, little attention seems actually to have been given to him prior to the migrations of the Tahitians. His primary legacy appears to be that he was the god who is said to have brought the gift of death and sickness to the Hawaiian people.

So it was that the major orders of the oihana kahuna (office of the priesthood) and the moo kahuna (line of hereditary priests) secured their power by replacing the memory of the aumakua chain among their people with grand symbols of immortal gods. Thus, religion was used not to enlighten the masses but to keep them ignorant. In the great heiau dedicated to Ku and Lono (the procreators of these two powerful hereditary lines), Kanaloa remained in a cloud of secrecy and Kane was reduced to a minor presence, although worship of him still took place in lesser shrines, some as small as a single stone. From the day the great temples were built, the aumakua ceremonies were reserved strictly for the alii nui (high chief of a district) and alii ai moku (high chief or king of the island), and their highest of priests, for as in all other civilizations of the ancient world, only the king could be associated with a god by genealogical line. The priesthood vigorously protected this belief, for it ensured its role as alii kui, the power behind the throne.

Once the alii and the kahuna inserted themselves into the genealogical line, severing the connection between the commoner and his distant ancestors, the na aumakua o ka po, they effectively stifled the aumakua beliefs. From that time on, only the alii and high priest were to be possessed of the hereditary power and wisdom to contact the akua by channeling their prayers through the na aumakua of their genealogical line. All other participants, such as the lesser chiefs and commoners, were relegated to worshiping the akua through unihi pili, idols that spoke only to the ruling class. At these lower levels, understanding of the aumakua was primarily limited to one’s immediate ancestors, the na aumakua o ke ao.

There was, however, one additional area of common society in which the aumakua practices continued to flourish, though in a truncated form, and that was within the trades. Since religion dictated the trades each class was allowed to practice, and because these professions were hereditary, the na aumakua turned out to play a major role in every form of education throughout the classes. This happened because the Hawaiian language, as an oral tradition, depended on memorization to pass down its legacy. From the beginning of Hawaiian culture, specialized knowledge of the trades had been connected to the ancestors who had practiced those trades, and apprenticeship was as much concerned with memorizing these connections as it was with strictly practical applications. It was common practice that any omissions that might occur in the training of an apprentice could be acquired later through the contacting of one’s aumakua. Because such occupational knowledge was too important to be eliminated, the na aumakua continued to be influential, if only at this level, as the following ancient prayer illustrates:

Enter deeply, enter to the very origin,
Into the very foundation of all knowledge,
 Thou of the hidden face!
Gather as in a great and lengthy net
In the inner recess of the ear.
As also in the desire, the preservation,
Of these thy offspring, thy sons.
Descend on them thy memory, thy knowledge, 
They the learned! Thou the determined,
 Thou the self created.

It had taken our people more than a thousand years after the fall of Egypt, Greece, and Rome to develop their beliefs into a religious form resembling that of the medieval popes. And just as it was in the churches of Europe, canonical law was enforced by intimidation and fear, with strict punishments awaiting those who broke scriptural tabus.

Na ao ka poe (Light of the People)

The papa kanaka, or people of Hawaii nei (all of Hawaii), were now divided into classes, the highest being the alii nui class consisting of the papa alii and the papa kahunapule. It was here that the line of chiefs and priests descended from the upper level of the aumakua belief.

The makaainana class, or commoners, supplied food, clothing, and housing. They were the caretakers of the land and provided warriors to the alii. For the makaainana, education was simple. They were taught by their parents or other experts within the family the hereditary trades, such as farming, fishing, kapa (cloth) making, and house building. The elder expert (kupuna) would pass on to an apprentice all the knowledge he had accumulated about his particular occupation during his lifetime; the apprentice would then commit it to memory, along with the names of all ancestors who had practiced the same occupation. At this lower but personal level, the tabus were less stringent and the gods (who consisted mainly of deified family members because the aumakua was worshiped as a family god) were of lesser stature.

More specialized fields of knowledge were practiced by the upper level of the makaainana class, which consisted of lesser chiefs as well as artisans who had mastered genealogies, songs (mele), chants (oli), the hula, herbal medicine, canoe building, and many other skilled trades and cultural practices. An expert in one of these trades was considered a kahuna of his profession. The aumakua chain began to enter its higher and impersonal levels here, as tabus became more stringent and the gods more important. At this level, it was taught that the na aumakua were beings who possessed great intelligence and specialized knowledge. At the mainstream of the makaainana level, nature was the primary force; here, canonical law dictated practical application because the aumakua was worshiped as a god who possessed supernatural powers.

For the high chiefly and priestly classes, those destined to become the future alii and kahuna of the hereditary line, education was provided and controlled by the high priests of the two great orders of Ku and Lono. These teachings were kept secret, as were the identities of the people selected to become high chiefs and priests. This was the level of greatest separation, the highest level of the aumakua belief, and it contained the strictest tabus. Here the aumakua line was taught to lead directly to the akua. Although teachings at this level were kept secret, the results were not, for it was through the control of the upper level of the aumakua belief that the people were ruled: the alii was made to be an earthly incarnation of an akua aumakua, or a living god.

In addition to the ruling classes and the makaainana class who supported them, there was another caste, known as the kauwa. As described by nineteenth-century scholars such as Kamakau, the kauwa were born as outcasts. This caste was so despised that its members were regularly sent to the great temples of Ku to be used as human sacrifices. The kauwa were known by a variety of pejorative names, among them: kauwa kuapaa (load-carrying outcasts), kauwa laepuni (outcasts with tattooed foreheads), kauwa makawela (red-eyed outcasts), and kauwa ainoa (free-eating, godless outcasts). Malo mentions three other names applied to them. The first two—kauwa lepo (base-born slaves) and kauwa haalele loa (despised things)—reflect their low position and lack of regard. However, the third name suggests something entirely different, for Malo says they were also called akua, which means “superhuman” or “godlike.” Although at the bottom of Hawaiian society and regarded by all above them as dirt, I suspect that the kauwa was the only class outside of the priesthood who truly possessed the knowledge of the aumakua belief, and because members refused to relinquish this belief and break their faith, they were made outcasts by the powerful and jealous priests.

Ao panina (Closing Light)

I have gone to some length to describe the aumakua, its complicated relationship to other spiritual entities, and the various roles it has occupied during different periods of Hawaiian history in order to help you to understand why so many natives of the same place of origin see this belief in so many different lights of existence. What I have discovered in my own life is that, though broken, the chain is not gone. All its links exist within me as they do within you. At this point you should realize that you too have na aumakua, regardless of your heritage. And though you may not know how, you can communicate with them, for the descending spirit of your heritage is a living part of you. Finding that spirit is a challenge, for it dwells so deeply within you that you may never truly discover it, even though you spend your life searching.

One key to awakening the dormancy of the aumakua is to keep in mind that the word spirit means not only “soul” but also “frame of mind.” And remember, too, that an aumakua is not a god who works miracles. While your aumakua can provide knowledge and guidance, visions of the past, and even lead you toward a higher being, it can help you only with things of the living world. Thus, always focus on unity of self because it is only in this that the aumakua can truly awake. Now, with the heart of the aumakua belief in your memory, I invite you to follow me as I recall the journey that led me to discover the inner pathway to my own na aumakua. In our travels we will encounter my ancient ancestors, my early childhood, and the days of my youth. Although the road map of memory upon which we travel is my own, the journey belongs to us all, for you have a parallel path that is capable of reconnecting you to your own na aumakua. It is my hope that this story inspires you to walk it. Kaahele, kaapuni, hua kai.


CHAPTER TWO

THE AUMAKUA DESCENDS

[image: image]

EVERY CULTURE ON RECORD HAS CONCERNED ITSELF with two fundamental questions about life: Who am I? and How did I get here? Ancient Hawaiian tradition answers these questions with the image of a luminescent path stretching through time, its steps composed not of stone but of generations. On this path, we are linked to those before us by blood, common experience, and the land upon which we have lived and will one day die. When our lives are over, we too will take our place upon this path, connecting future generations to ourselves and to those who came before us. But ultimately the path opens always to the living, for only in life can the ao, or light, be experienced.

To know who we are and who our children will be, we must know who we have been. Here are the stories of those from whom I descend.

[image: image]

As living human beings, we exist within a body of light. Without it we are nothing, yet long after we have returned to dust, our light can live on in our progeny, both in memory and in the flesh, for our ancestors do indeed

inhabit our present bodies. It is their blood and their DNA that formed us. Our bodies are the living memories of our ancient ancestors, and only we, the living, can awaken our forebears to the ao.

For Hawaiians of previous generations, this ancestral connection was synonymous with spirituality. Although recent generations may have lost touch with this connection, I found it resurrecting quite naturally in myself. Partly because of my heritage, partly because of the circumstances of my upbringing, and partly because of my personality or character, I began to acknowledge the existence of the aumakua within my inner world of thoughts as the remnants of my ancestors revealed themselves to me without benefit of formal training or ritual. The na aumakua, like an inner voice, speak within my mind because I truly acknowledge their existence. I have found them to be a reliable source of information beyond my scope of knowledge; they clarify and amplify many of my thoughts and guide me along paths of our ancestral history. Such a source of an age-old past can still act within modern man if he is made aware of it, experiences it, and acknowledges it.

In writing this book, I have expressed many thoughts that have surfaced from this deep world within me. One revelation I have had concerns the development of the na aumakua within a child who is their host.

I hear the voice of the aumakua:

When living in a child, our strength is but that of a child, for we must continually start life over again from infancy. Our growing strength and cohesion are dependent upon the newborn who hosts our hereditary chain of descent. We possess no physical entities of our own. We are pure memory and must rely on you, the living generation, to determine through self-recognition and acknowledgment our future fate. Only you can awaken us and bring us to the surface of your awareness, so that we can once again experience the ao—the living world of light.

Aumakua o ka po (Ancestral Darkness)

For thousands of years, Hawaiian priests have memorized and passed down sacred creation chants of their lineage. The genealogical compositions of these chants were continually recast onto descending generations in the dedication ceremonies performed for a newborn chief of the naiupío class (a child of the mating between a brother and sister). A birth of a naiupio child was regarded as a repetition of the first human birth.

One such chant, the Kumulipo, was last recomposed by the seventeenth- to eighteenth-century kahuna Kekoauliko okea kalani for the consecration ceremony of the newborn chief Lonoikamakahiki, also known as Ka I i mamao. The baby’s name was bestowed on him at the heiau (temple) of Kueku at Kahaluu in Kona, Hawaii, in the year 1700 by his paternal grandmother Keakealaniwahine, who was a high chieftess of naiupio rank. The baby was consecrated and given the tabu while his navel cord was cut. Ka I i mamao would become known in history as Kalani nui I i mamao because the kahuna Kekoauliko inserted the lani nui (greatest of heavens) into his name while composing the chant.

Kumulipo, the title of the chant composed and transmitted entirely in the oral tradition, literally means “beginning in deep darkness,” and its 2,102 lines provide an extended genealogy of the high chief Kalani nui I a mamao’s divine origin from the beginning of the world, as first passed down by the ancient Hawaiian priesthood over two thousand years ago. The chant descended orally from the priesthood of Lono and was brought from Oahu (where Lono worship was most active) to Maui, the genealogy of whose ruling chiefs, down to the seventeenth-century high chieftess Piilani, occupies the chant’s last section. From Maui it was brought to the island of Hawaii through the marriage of Piilani´s daughter, Piikea, of the lineage of Lono, to Umi a liloa, of the lineage of Ku. Umi a liloa was usurping chief over the island of Hawaii after the death of his father, Liloa, last of the ancient line of kings. Umi a liloa’s marriage to Piikea temporarily ended the ruling lineage of Ku on Hawaii. This lineage was replaced by the lineage of Lono with the birth of Kalani nui I i mamao, the sixthgeneration heir descending from their union.

The birth of Kalani nui I i mamao in 1700 can be celebrated as one that resurrected the existence of genealogical prayer chants. His birth and the chant preserved for all time not only the link of one royal family to the primary gods of the whole people and of allied Polynesian groups, but the link of an entire race from the other two chains of lineage to their primary gods as well. In addition, his birth also preserved links to the past (the ancestors of his race who were born of intermarriages with chiefs and deified chiefs of the living world) and to the future (the family lines of every descendant of the race today). Finally, his birth preserved the people’s connections to migrational stars, to past homelands, and to the plants and animals that are the earthly embodiments of the hereditary gods.

When Vassar College scholar Martha Warren Beckwith began her thirty-three-year quest to translate and research this genealogical prayer chant in 1918, she turned to my great-uncle David Malo Kupihea to advise her. He continued to help her until the chant was finally published in 1951. It wasn’t until Martha Warren Beckwith was eighty years old that she could open a book and see this ancient wisdom in print. The first two lines read:

Hanau ka po i ka po, po, no,
[Things born in the night are of the dark,]
Hanau mai a puka i ke ao, malamalama—
[Things born from and sprung up in the day are of the light.]

Dark and light, po and ao—these, my great-uncle would say, are what separate mankind’s intellectual faculties from those of less developed animals and plants. That this knowledge took time to develop is illustrated by the 594 lines of the chant preceding the point at which the light of reason begins to shine in man.

The night gave birth
Born was Kumulipo in the night, a male
Born was Poele [deep darkness] in the night, a female.

And so creation existed in darkness until man recognized his part in it. Until this point the chant concerns itself with the matings of creatures of the sea, sky, and land, including a mute, brute sort of mankind whose existence is in complete darkness. These are the forms assumed by the gods before the period of the ao, when the gods were finally birthed in man, thereby enabling our rational powers and endowing us with culture and art. While the po is a world of spirit, the ao is the world of living men inspired by gods who immersed themselves in matter and illuminated the world. The opening three lines of the ao read:

Well-formed is the child, well-formed now
Child in the time when men multiplied
Child in the time when men came from afar.

Ao kahea (Call to Light)

Chants like the Kumulipo provided living generations a means to enter into the world of ao aumakua and to recall their ancestors into their living light. For thousands of years these chants existed only in the memories of those who held them sacred. Today, they live in memory no longer, existing only as words on paper, strange symbols that those who originally spoke them would not recognize or be able to read. This does not mean that the world of ao aumakua is necessarily closed, for the chain of births continued, even after they stopped being included in the chants. If one is aware, as I was, the stories told by elder relatives and their friends can serve a role similar to that of the chants and awaken one to the living part of the past. My ancestors, noted among the first scholars of the Hawaiian race, have left our family a literary pathway that places our lineage with the ao of the Kumulipo.

An early-twentieth-century scholar of Hawaiian history named Theodore Kelsey, author of the 1932 work The Prayer of the Gourd of Lono, used my great-uncle extensively as a native source in his research on native Hawaiian navigation and based the following on information from him.

Mr. Kupihea is a relative of the noted historian David Malo. Kupihea’s great-grandfather, Holo wai (some people called him Holoae, and some Ka wai holo), was konohiki nui o kiholo, Kona, Hawaii, principal lord over the ahupuaa, the “land district” of Kiholo, Kona, Hawaii, and principal keeper of the temples under kings Kalani opuu and Kamehameha I, providing all fish, pork, and dog for ceremonies. . . . Holo wai was [descended from] a high chief on the side of both father and mother. His father was Hiapo (Iapo in history) or I o ka po a i ka lani (his full name), who was Konohiki nui under King Kalani opuu. He was the chief who stripped the bones of Captain Cook and returned the remains to the Resolution. The father of Hiapo was Kaleikini, who was also known (by the name Ahu kini) as a demigod. His mother was Akahi II or III, daughter of Akahi a kuleana, [a] wife of Liloa [and] mother of Umi a liloa.

With Umi a liloa’s marriage to the Maui chieftess Piikea in the sixteenth century, the Kumulipo and the lineage of Lono reenter the lineage of Ku and the ruling line of chiefs on Hawaii Island. David Malo, our earliest ancestral scholar, would record for all generations the affair of the king Liloa and his mistress of chieftess descent, Akahi a kuleana, in the traditions regarding the ancient kings of Hawaii nei as recounted in the book Hawaiian Antiquities.

The Birth of Umi

Umi was the son of Liloa, but not his first son. The name of his first son was Hakau, whom he begot by Pinea, the regular wife of Liloa. Hakau was considered a very high chief, because Pinea was of the same alii rank as Liloa, owing to the fact that Liloa’s mother, Waiolea, was the elder sister of Pinea. Umi was the child of Liloa by a woman whom he seduced, named Akahi a kuleana. She has often been spoken of as a person of no alii blood, but the fact is that she was of the same alii line as Liloa himself. They were both descendants of Kanipahu, thirteenth-century king of Hawaii and Molokai Islands, who was himself a descendant of the eleventh-century king Hanalaa nui, elder brother of Hanalaa iki and ancestor of Piikea (whose births appear in line 2,071 of the Kumulipo chant).

The genealogies of Akahi a kuleana and of Liloa, from Kanipahu, are as follows: Kanipahu first took as his wife Ala i kaua koko, as a result of which Kalapana, the ancestor of Liloa, was born. Afterward Kanipahu took as his wife Hualani, who gave birth to Kalahumoku, the ancestor of Akahi a kuleana. These two genealogies met in Umi, and here is the story of how he was born.

Liloa, the father of Umi, was at that time the king of all Hawaii and had fixed residence in the Waipio Valley when he made a journey through Hamakua toward the borders of Hilo to attend the consecration of the heiau of Manini. This heiau, which Liloa had been pushing forward to completion, was situated in the hamlet of Kohola lele, Hamakua. When the tabu had been removed, he waited for a while, till the period of refreshment (hooma hanahana) was over, and then moved on to the north of that place and stayed at Kaawikiwiki, where he gratified his fondness for pahee (dart throwing) and other games. While staying at this place he went to bathe in a little stream that runs through Hoea, a land adjoining Kealakaha. It was there and then that he came across Akahi a kuleana. She had come to the stream after her period of impurity and was bathing in preparation for the ceremony of purification, after which she would rejoin her husband, that being the custom among women at the time. Her servant was sitting on the bank of the stream, guarding her pau (wrap cloth).

When Liloa looked upon her and saw that she was a fine-looking woman, he conceived a passion for her, and taking hold of her, he said, “Lie with me.” Recognizing that it was Liloa the king who asked her, she consented, and they lay together.

After the completion of the act, Liloa, perceiving that the woman was flowing, asked her if it was her time of impurity, to which she answered, “Yes, this is the continuation of it.”

“Then you will probably have a child,” said Liloa, and Akahi a kuleana answered that it was likely. Liloa then asked her whose she was and what was her name.

“I am Akahi a kuleana,” said she, “and Kuleanakapiko is the name of my father.”

“You are undoubtedly a relation of mine,” said Liloa, and she agreed that it was quite possible.

Then Liloa instructed her regarding the child: “When our child is born, if it is a girl, name her from your side of the family; but if it is a boy, give to him the name Umi.”

“By what token shall I be able to prove that the child is yours, the king’s?”

Then Liloa gave into her hands his malo (loincloth), his niho palaoa (royal necklace; a whale tooth pendant hung from multiple strands of human hair), and his laau palau (club), saying, “These are the proofs of our child, and when he has grown up give these things to him.” To this arrangement Akahi a kuleana gladly assented, and handed the things over to her maid to be taken care of for the child.

Liloa then made himself a substitute for a malo by knotting together some leaves with which he girded himself. On returning to the house, the people saw that he had a covering of ti leaf, which was not his proper malo, and they remarked to each other, “What a sight! Liloa is out of his head. That isn’t his usual style; it’s nothing but a ti leaf, makeshift for a malo.” Liloa remained at this place until the hooma hanahana was over, then went back to Waipio, his permanent residence.

A short time after this, Akahi a kuleana found herself to be with child, the child Umi. Her husband, not knowing that Liloa was the true father of the child, supposed it to be his own. When the boy was born his mother gave him the name Umi as she had been bidden to do by Liloa at the time of his conception, and they fed and took care of him until he was grown to good size. The story is told that on one occasion when his foster father (makua kolea), the husband of Akahi a kuleana, returning to the house after having been at work on his farm and finding that Umi had eaten all the food that had been prepared, gave the lad a beating.

Umi was regularly beaten this way every time it was found that he had consumed the last of the fish and poi or any other kind of food. This was the way Umi’s foster father treated him at all times, because he in good faith took the boy to be his own son. But Umi and Akahi a kuleana were greatly disturbed at the treatment he received. Umi privily asked his mother, “Have I no other father but this one? Is he my only makua?”

“You have a father at Waipio,” answered his mother, “and his name is Liloa.” “Perhaps I had better go to him,” said Umi.

“Yes, I think you had better go,” said his mother.

After that, on a certain occasion when Umi had consumed the food and his foster father had given him a drubbing, Akahi a kuleana reasoned earnestly, “My husband, it is not your own son that you are beating all the time.”

Then her husband flamed into passion and sarcastically asked, “Who, pray, is the father of this child of yours? Is it King Liloa?”

“Yes,” she said, “Liloa is the father of my child.”

“Where is the proof of the fact that this son to whom you, my wife, have given birth belongs to Liloa?” he demanded.

Then Akahi a kuleana called to her maidservant and ordered her to bring the things that Liloa had left for Umi. “You see now,” she said, “who is the real father of the boy.”
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