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Translating Micronesia’s  
Island of Wa’ab:
Exploring Yap State



Dive Geo
Story and photos by 
Scott Johnson

The pulsating cloud of yellow to my right 
is much too distracting. The circling grey 
reef (Carcharhinus amblyrhynchos) and 

black tip (Carcharhinus limbatus) sharks require 
my full attention, yet my eyes are involuntarily 
drawn to those vibrant neon flashes. I frame one 
shark in my viewfinder while another passes 
overhead. This parade of toothy animals is im-
pressive, but not enough to quell my curiosity. 

I somewhat reluctantly swim away from the 
edge of the wall and toward the shallow coral 
gardens off the western coast of Yap proper. 
Bright sunrays bath the reef in light and also 
seem to electrify the churning mass before 
me. This radiant school of convict surgeonfish 
(Acanthurus triostegus), which is relentlessly 
combing the area for food, is one of the most 
colorful, captivating collections of fish I have 
seen. I motion to Lauren to join me so we can 
capture the moment, the memory, before the op-
portunity is lost. Of course, this is just another 
dive at Vertigo, just another dive in paradise, 
just another dive in Yap.

Yap On the Map
Yap is a collection of 138 volcanic islands and 

coral atolls located in the Caroline Islands of the 
western North Pacific Ocean, about 9 degrees 
north of the equator. If you mark a diagonal line 
between Guam and Palau on a map, you will 
find Yap. It is 530 miles (848 km) southwest 
of Guam and 281 miles (450 km) northeast of 
Palau. Yap Proper consists of four different is-
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lands (Yap Island, Tomil-Gagil, Maap and Rumung) that 
loosely fit together like puzzle pieces within a barrier reef. 

The island states of Yap, Chuuk (formerly Truk), Pohnpei 
and Kosrae look like tiny east-to-west dots or specks of dust 
on a map of Oceania (a loosely defined area in the tropi-
cal Pacific). Collectively, they comprise a constitutional de-
mocracy called The Federated States of Micronesia (FSM). 
It is closely aligned with the United States, as evidenced by 
the Compact of Free Association the two entities signed in 
1986. Ultimately, the agreement provides the FSM with se-
curity and economic benefits, including regular coverage by 
the U.S. Postal Service, while the United States maintains a 
strategic presence in the region.

Canoe Paddles and Big Money
The islands of Wa’ab became the islands of Yap and 

hardly anyone noticed. The Yap Visitors Bureau says the 
name was accidently changed “when the first ship to an-
chor at the central islands arrived. A canoe of local war-
riors from the remaining islands went out to greet the ship 
and through sign language communicated their desire to 
have the captain come ashore for discussions. As they 
boarded the warrior’s canoe the ship’s captain pointed 
toward the shore and asked the name of the nearby land-
masses. Thinking that the Captain was pointing at a canoe 
paddle held by a navigator in the bow, the warriors re-

sponded proudly — ‘Yap.’” The captain duly recorded the 
name. So, the islands of Wa’ab are known to the outside 
world as Yap State — the Canoe Paddle State. 

Yap’s history is an unusual mixture of fables, legends 
and stories. The original settlers likely arrived from 
Eastern Indonesia and the Philippines. Portuguese navi-
gator Diego da Rocha landed in Yap in 1525 during his 
explorations of the Caroline archipelago. Spanish Jesuit 
missionaries made the next major footprint in 1731. Both 
Spain and Germany laid claim to the Yapese islands in 
the mid-1870s and a political tug-of-war ensued. Pope 
Leo XII settled the bloodless feud in 1886 by awarding 
Yap and the other Caroline Islands to Spain’s King Al-
fonso, but granting Germany the commercial rights they 
coveted. Spain made a tidy profit on the deal when it 
then sold Yap and the remainder of Spanish Micronesia 
to Germany for $4.5 million 13 years later. 

The Germans maintained a consistent presence on the 
islands until they were expelled in World War I. Japan was 
awarded all the Pacific islands north of the equator when 
the Treaty of Versailles was signed on June 28, 1919. The 
United States dethroned Japan during World War II when 
Yap was surrendered to the United States in 1945. The 
United States and Yap have maintained close ties ever 
since. The FSM was established and its constitution rati-
fied in a Micronesia-wide referendum in 1978. The chan-
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Yapese cultural norms are different from our own. For instance, Yapese women traditionally bare their breasts, but do not show their 
thighs in public. Women visiting Yap should pack pants or a sarong that covers the thighs and knees.



nels the Germans carved and the Jap-
anese later expanded are now shortcut 
waterways used to ferry divers and 
other tourists throughout Yap Proper. 

If nondivers outside of Micronesia 
are aware of Yap, they probably think 
of it as the Island(s) of Stone Money. 
The stone money or Rai resemble ir-
regular buttons that have popped off 
some giant’s shirt. These ginormous 
discs were primarily quarried from 
calcite in Babelthaob, Palau and range 
in size from 12 feet (3.6 m) to 1 foot 
(0.3 m) in diameter. Rai are easily the 
largest coins in the world. 

The ancient Yapese admired the 
shinny properties of the Palau calcite, 
so they sent warriors with rudimen-
tary tools in outrigger canoes to hew 
and transport the Rai over hundreds of 
miles (kilometers) of treacherous wa-
ter. Many Rai and the bones of even 
more warriors ended up on the seafloor 
between the islands. The difficulty of 
the journey, including any loss of life 
or property, is one of the most impor-
tant factors in determining a specific 
Rai’s overall worth. Other key features 
that affect a coin’s value are its size, 
shape and texture. 

The U.S. dollar is now the accepted 
currency in Yap, but stone money is 
still used for ceremonial and tradi-
tional exchanges, such as marriages 
and land transfers. A Rai’s central hole 
allows a pole or similar object to be 
passed through to facilitate transpor-
tation. Even so, most Rai are stored 
in Stone Money Banks in the villages 
and never moved. 

David Dean O’Keefe, an Irish-
American sailor, was shipwrecked 
on Yap in 1871. His rescue by and 
subsequent stay with the Yapese 
endeared the people and location to 
him. O’Keefe left Yap only to return 
with a new ship and a grand business 
proposition. He offered to transport 
the Rai from Palau in exchange for 
copra (the dried coconut meat) and 
sea cucumbers. The Yapese not only 
accepted his proposal, they granted 
him a 30-year monopoly on the busi-
ness. O’Keefe’s life inspired the 1954 
movie “His Majesty O’Keefe.”
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Yap’s traditional stone money, called Rai, are huge disks that range in size from  
12 ft (4 m) to 1 ft (.3 m) in diameter. Rai are easily the largest coins in the world.

A diver sees eye to eye with an anemonefish. 
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Location: 530 miles (848 km) miles southwest of Guam and 281 miles (450 km) 
northeast of Palau.
Size: Total area is 436 square miles (1,134 sq km). 
Population: 11,500.
Capital: Palikir, Pohnpei, is the capital of the Federated States of Micronesia.
Getting There: Essentially a one-trick pony. United Airlines (formerly Continental 
Airlines) regularly services Yap via Guam. Daily flights are not currently available. 
Departure Tax/Visa: None.
Currency: The U.S. dollar is the official currency. Credit cards are widely accepted. 
Stone money is not used for tips.
Electricity: 110 volts, 60 cycles, with outlets that use U.S.-style plugs. 
Language: English is the official language of Yap State, but also spoken are 
Yapese, Ulithian, Woleaian and Satawalese.
Time: Greenwich Mean Time plus 10 hours.
Hyperbaric Chamber: The Yap State Health Department manages a recompres-
sion facility in Colonia hospital. 
Climate and Dress: The climate is definitely tropical, which means hot and humid. 
The average temperature in the day is 81 degrees Fahrenheit (27 degrees Celsius) 
and at night 70 F (21 C). The average water temperature is 82 F (28 C). Northeast 
trade winds typically blow from November to April, which results in slightly less rain 
and humidity. Women should keep their thighs covered in public when venturing 
outside a resort. Hats, sunglasses and tanning lotion are essentials.
Manta Ray Bay Resort 
www.mantaray.com 
Phone: 691-350-2300 • Toll-free: 800-348-3927 (800-DIVE-YAP) 
Email: yapdivers@mantaray.com
Federated States of Micronesia Visitors Board 
www.visit-fsm.org/yap/



The Yapese are friendly, but tradi-
tional and shy people. The meeting 
houses (Faeluw for men and P’eebaey 
for all) in each village represent their 
desire for community. The stone paths 
that lead to and wind among the vil-
lages reinforce the Yapese passion for 
privacy. These uneven, moss-covered 
paths mandate a walker’s eyes be fo-
cused on his or her next step and not 
peeking in the huts along the way. 

Yapese women traditionally bare 
their breasts, but keep their thighs out 
of sight at all times when in public.

When a Yapese person smiles you’ll 
notice teeth stained bright red from 
chewing betel nut. The Yapese believe 
you should always carry a bag during 
the day (empty hands indicate pend-
ing mischief) and a light at night (only 

troublemakers walk in the dark). Are-
ca nuts, betel leafs and lime — the es-
sential ingredients in a good betel nut 
chew — are in the bags of most. 

Mantas and Mandarinfish
Whoever named Yapese dive sites 

was spot-on. The names are simple, 
descriptive and understated. Vertigo 
is a prime example. The shark activity 
will have you spinning. I have photo-
graphed sharks around the world and 
do not know of a better place to photo-
graph grey reefs. The blue-water drop-
off that plunges to more than 300 feet 
(91 m) is a wonderful canvas for fram-
ing the ever-present sharks.  

Guess what you can find at Yap 
Caverns? Yep, caverns. Visit Slow and 
Easy and your dive will be just that. In 

fact, most of the diving in Yap fits that 
description. There is diving for be-
ginners, advanced divers, big-animal 
aficionados and people who like the 
small stuff. The water is warm, most 
sites are a short boat ride from a given 
resort and there aren’t crowds — only 
100 hotel rooms are available in Yap.

In case you did not know it, manta 
rays put Yap on the radar of the scuba 
world. There are two types of mantas, 
worldwide: giant (Manta birostris) 
and reef (Manta alfredi). Giants are 
pelagics that roam vast areas of open 
ocean, while the reef mantas tend to 
take up residence in one area and stay 
put, though definitely not on the same 
sedentary scale as the Rai. The mantas 
seen around Yap are predominantly 
the resident reefs. 

If the mantas get credit for putting 
a marine face on Yap, then Bill and 
Pat Acker deserve to be recognized 
as their chief publicity agents. In par-
ticular, Bill, a Texan from the United 
States who found Yap and then his 
lovely wife via a tour in the Peace 
Corps in the late ’70s, is the person 
most responsible for bringing recre-
ational diving to the state. 

The best time to dive for mantas is 
on an incoming tide. This floods the 
channels with clear water from the 
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A pair of brightly colored mandarinfish caught in a courtship display.

In the winter months, mantas congregate  
in great numbers in Mi’l Channel to mate.
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open ocean and gives rays and other 
animals a jet stream to ride inside the 
barrier reef. It simultaneously carries 
you inward to the safety of Yap Prop-
er’s interior instead of out toward the 
unprotected sea. 

In the winter months, which are usu-
ally from December to April, mantas 
congregate in great numbers in Mi’l 
Channel to mate. During the summer, 
they tend to prefer Goofnuw Channel. 
When not mating or feeding, the mantas 
flock to cleaning stations in the respec-
tive channels so industrious bluestreak 
cleaner wrasse (Labroides dimidiatus) 
and other small fish can rid them of par-
asites in their mouths, around their gills 
and on their skin. This is practically 
the manta version of a manicure. All 
an operator has to do is position their 
group on rocks and dead coral around 
a cleaning station so the large rays can 
glide over and around you as they take 
turns getting cleaned.

Rainbow Reef is the scene of unbri-
dled debauchery. At dusk, we descend 
to the great depth of 18 feet (6 m) and 
wait for the players to show. I use red 
filters in my modeling lights because 
our subjects, mandarinfish (Synchi-
ropus splendidus), the most exqui-
site fish in the sea, are leery of bright 
lights. In addition, we have learned to 
arrive early so the surrounding marine 
life can get used to our presence. It 
takes time for our eyes to adjust to the 
dim light and even longer to finally no-
tice the apprehensive little fish weav-
ing through the coral as their desire to 
mate starts to consume them. 

Males try all their best moves in 
hopes of attracting and ultimately mat-
ing with a female. Basically, a female 
makes eye contact with a male, acts 
coy, leads the male in a rousing game 
of chase, gets said male in tussles with 
rival males, and so on. Sound familiar? 

It really does not matter if you call 
Yap The Island of Wa’ab, The Island of 
Stone Money or Canoe Paddle State. 
On second thought, you might want to 
keep that Canoe Paddle State to your-
self around the locals. Even so, Yap is 
an idyllic tropical oasis that is fortu-
nately well off the beaten path. 

NOT A SKIN.  
NOT A WETSUIT.
NOT A SKIN.  
NOT A WETSUIT.

Lavacore uses a unique three layer  
tri-laminant called Polytherm® to  
ensure a very high heat and insulation  
rating, water resistance and high 
protection from windchill. 

Windproof / 
Breathable 
Membrane

Insulative Thermal  
Inner Layer

Ultraflex Durable Outer Protection 

Lavacore’s  thermal, windproof 
and neutral buoyancy properties  
make it the ideal garment for 
layering under a wetsuit to  
gain added insulation and 
warmth or as a stand-alone 
interchangeable exposure  
system in warmer climates.

LavacoreInternational.com   |   facebook.com/LavacoreInternational

In the winter months, mantas congregate  
in great numbers in Mi’l Channel to mate.


