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Du ing a visit to the island of L kiep, Likiep Atoll, in the ar· 
shalls • August 1949, I had an opp rtunity to study some fish 
used b the Marshall Islanders and to record information on 
constr ction and use. My observati ns were supplemented by con
versati ns with residents of the Mar hall Islands to three of wh m I 
am esp cially indebted-Mr. Antone e Brum, Mr. Capelle de B um, 
and M . Freddie Capelle. 

I ish also to acknowledge the a sistance of Dr. Lauren R. on
aldson, Director of the Applied Fis eries Laboratory, Universi y of 
Washi gton; of Dr. Kelshaw Bonha of the Applied Fisheries L bor
atory, for photographing the traps; and of Dr. Harold St. ohn, 
Profes or of Botany, University of H waii, for supplying the bot nical 
names of the plants used in making he traps. 

CONSTRUCTION A D MATERIALS 

making of each trap is an ar uous process, requiring a 
mum six full days of work, hence the average family has onl one 
to thr traps and many families ha re none. Some households may 
even 1 ck knowledge of the techniqu of making traps. 

In eneral, but two materials are used: slender branches, p efer
ably of Pemphis acidula, for the fra ework of the trap, and coir cord 
for las ings. When Pemphis acidula ( ative name kungi; also rep rted 
as gin or ginne) is not available, plant of the verbena fa ily, 
Clerod rum inerme ( wuletch; also eported as ulij or ulej), is sed. 
The b anches for the framework ar cut while they are green and 



IGURE 1.-a, Author and Lem rie de Brum with two traps : La ger trap 
(left shows bottom and back with door opening for removal of fish smaller 
trap (right) shows bottom and fron end with funnel opening and proj cting top 
and ides. b, Lemeric de Brum wit the same traps : Larger trap (lef ) shows 
roof, back end with door opening, a d free end of entrance funnel wit opening 
dire ed downward; smaller trap (r·ght) shows front end with funnel opening. 
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pliabl and are lashed together with half-hitches and clove hitc es to 
produ e a remarkably strong trap. he coir cord for the lash ng is 
made f coconut husk as follows: Th husk is soaked in water, 
ed, dr·ed and the pulp separated fr the fibers. The fibers ar then 
rolled on the thigh and twisted into cord. 

Al hough the traps shown in fig re 1 have but a single mou and 
funne, some have two openings, si e by side, which lead int two 
separ te, parallel funnels. The tra doors, which are made f the 
same naterials as the traps and wit the same technique, are a inch 
or tw larger than the door openi gs. They are tied in plac over 
the o nings with the usual coir cor 

T e two traps shown in figure 1 ave the following measure ents, 
all inches. 

Dr ENSION MEASURED SMALL TRAP 

Length above ····---······························ ......................... 30 
Length below ................................................... ,.......................... 24 
Width at mouth end ...................................... ,.......................... 34 
Width at door end................................................................... 31 
Length ise projection of sides of trap beyo d mouth end: 

Abo ---······································c------ 6 
Side .............................................................. ......................... 7 
Bott m .......................................................... ......................... 0 

Diamet r of mouth entrance........................ ......................... 8 
Length of entrance funnel at bottom .......... ·····---- 16 
Exit o ening of funnel : 

Leng h ............................................................ ......................... 10 
Widt ························---···················· ·········--- 3 

Door o ening of trap : 
Widt .................................................................................... . 
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e number of fishes which the traps catch, like the build ng of 
ps themselves, reflects the kill of their owners. Th are 

usuall set on the reef in the lagoo , near blue water and co para
tively close to shore, and are placed without reference to the c rrent, 
usuall in water six· to twelve feet deep, depending upon th tide. 
Howe er, it is not uncommon to see t em in deeper water or proj cting 
out of the water at low tide. They ar placed upon the bottom, u ually 
with t e mouth, or funnel end, facin toward the shore. Two or three 
traps ay be set together, side by si e, back to back, or in othe pat
terns hich are thought to facilitat trapping. After the traps have 
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bee placed, the sides and to s are covered with coral or stones, 
pref rably flat stones. Often, t ey are set between two cor heads 
for oncealment. 

he outer end of the funne is fastened around the front pening 
with coir cord, and the inner en is suspended from the roof b means 
of a econd cord, with which th inner end of the funnel may b raised 
9r 1 wered. The adjustment of t e funnel leading from the mo th into 
the rap is regarded as one o the most important aspects f trap 
fishi g. My informants stresse the fact that it must be neit er too 
high nor too low. If extremes re used, a low position is pre erable, 
for hen the funnel leads upw rd too abruptly the fish enter it with 
diffi ulty and escape is fairly e sy. On the other hand, if the funnel 
is lo in position, the fish enter with difficulty but rarely esca e. 

I is customary to bait. the t aps, although they are someti es set 
with ut bait. Various baits are u ed, but not selectively for the urpose 
of b inging any particular fish i to the trap. The more comm n baits 
inclu e coconut meat, hermit rabs, fish flesh, algae, algae- overed 
rock , and other marine fish £o ds. When coconut is used, t ree or 
four opened nuts, either youn1:, or old, are thrown inside t trap. 
Hen it crabs are suspended by a bit of coir cord inside of t e trap 
near the mouth. The flesh of al ost any fish is suitable for b it, but 
it te ds to attract eels and sha ks. Algae, algae-covered rock , coral 
gro ths, and the like are often placed near the front of the t aps to 
attra t the fish. 

o empty the traps set in hallow water, the fishermen emm·e 
the ral stones which cover th traps and take them ashore. How
ever, traps set in deep water ar brought to the surface and e ptied 
into boat. 

S'nce the traps are placed in reef areas, they catch only ree fishes 
and he species caught represe t a good cross section of the entire 
reef auna, including moray eel , butterfly fish, parrot fish, s rgeon 
fish, oat fish, an occasional oc opus, rarely lobsters, and oth r reef 
dwel ing forms. The traps are either designed nor placed t catch 
any articular type of fish. Nor a e they designed to restrain ver small 
fishe or moray eels, both of wh ch go in and out almost at wi . It is 
just s well that eels are not too securely imprisoned as they amage 
the t aps, devour other fishes ithin the traps, and discoura e the 
entra ce of some species. Fur hermore, eels are not regar ed as 
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particul rly good food, and a species f black eel is even believe to 
be poiso ous. 

RELATIVE VALUE OF RAP FISHING 

Fishi g by traps, although compar tively common, is one of he 
less pro uctive methods of obtaining fish in the Marshalls. Ot er 
methods, in order of importance, are tr Hing, seining from the be ch, 
and brin ing in schools by means of le £ sweeps. The leaf sweep • s a 
long rop with many coconut leaves ttached which is put out i a 
great ar from shore, much as a seine is used. It is then worked in
ward, to ard the beach until the fish h ve been driven near the sh re, 
when th people go out with a seine nd draw the fishes in to he 
beach. I the absence of a seine, they 1 ne up in an arc outside of he 
school o fishes and move in unison oward the shore, driving he 
fishes be ore them and catching and s earing many as they go. 

On t e other hand, fishing with t aps offers certain advanta es 
over the other methods. It does not re uire a boat or exposure to he 
open sea ; it needs to be tended by a ve few people, hence it is i al 
for famil use; and it furnishes a plac in which to keep fishes al ve 
until the are needed. 




