
The turbulent history and hopeful future  
of Maui’s winter visitors

 THE STORY OF NATIVE HAWAIIANS’ connection with 
humpback whales dates back thousands of years, a time 
when gods ruled the Earth and every species — from plants 
to the animals — was believed to have its own mana, other-
wise known as a life form’s spirit or power. Legends of the 
koholā (whale) were taught through mo‘olelo, an oral account 
of a person, place, thing or event that’s communicated from 
generation to generation. One of the few but poignant tales 
of the koholā was that of a kahuna (priest) named Makua 
and his son. Makua prayed to Kāne, the god of procreation, 
and Kanaloa, god of the ocean, to help make his son a great-
er kahuna than he could ever be. They granted Makua’s 
wish and said they will send a messenger to his son. Years 
passed with no messenger in sight until one day, a koholā 
had suddenly washed ashore. The children of the village 
climbed and played on the deceased whale, while Makua 
and his son watched nearby. Makua had an eerie feeling that 
this may be the messenger the gods had sent and was hesi-
tant to allow his son to play with the other children; but he 
did. Suddenly, and much to everyone’s surprise, once 
Makua’s son climbed on top of the koholā, life began to flare 
once again in its eyes. Without warning, the other children 
were knocked off the koholā and Makua’s son was carried 
away and into the depths of the ocean. That night Makua 
mourned the loss of his son until the gods came to him in a 
dream. They assured him that his son was well, living in the 
land where they are from and learning to become a great 
kahuna. Although stricken by grief, Makua was relieved and 
hoped to one day see his son again as the kahuna that he had 
hoped he would be.

The legend of Makua’s prayer, along with some written 
history, place names and precious artifacts of the koholā, 
provide evidence that ancient Native Hawaiians were aware 
of its presence within the vast Pacific Ocean. However, the 
minimal amount of historical recordings — compared to 
other plants and animals of Hawai‘i — has led people to won-
der why there was such a scarce amount of ancient Native 
Hawaiian information on what was, and still is, the world’s 
largest mammal.   
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“It was believed that all Hawaiian deities could take 
the form of some animate object,” says Joylynn Paman, 
the executive director of ‘Ao‘ao O Na Loko I‘a O Maui 
(Association of the Fishponds of Maui). “But because the 
koholā was a seasonal animal, there is some speculation 
whether it was or wasn’t a deity because it would disappear 
for half of the year.” 

While attending the University of Hawai‘i at Hilo, Paman 
participated in an internship program at the Hawaiian 
Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary 
and wrote her thesis on “The Cultural and Historical 
Importance of Whales in Hawai‘i.” Through Paman’s 
research, she hypothesized that Native Hawaiians may 
have viewed the koholā as a sacred creature, which may 
have caused its information to be kept secret and possibly 
reserved for those of high rank.

“The rarity of the koholā made its sightings a blessing,” 
Paman continues. “There’s no record of Hawaiians hunt-
ing whales. I say it was more of an opportunistic situation 
where they just waited patiently for them to wash ashore. 
The lifestyle that the Hawaiians originally lived by had all 
of their resources available to them. That’s why it was so 
successful from mauka (mountain) to makai (ocean).

“When you think about it … What are you going to do with 
a 40-ton whale? How would they have lugged it with just a 
couple of canoes?”

When a beached whale would appear on shore, Paman 
says Native Hawaiians would declare it a property of the 
district’s ali‘i (chief ) and then remove its teeth to create a lei 
niho palaoa (whale tooth pendant). Worn solely by the ali‘i, 
it was believed that the mana from the lei would be passed 
on to the ali‘i and help exhibit all the characteristics of a god. 
The pendant is curved and shaped like a tongue, symbolizing 
someone who speaks on behalf of the community. The size of 
the lei niho palaoa was dependent upon one’s rank or status. 
Some would try to steal it from an ali‘i, and — if successful — 
would then inherit that person’s mana and ability to reign.

“Even after an ali‘i would pass on, the lei niho palaoa would 
be buried along with them,” Paman says. “That’s why, to this 
day, many people do not know where an ali‘i is buried as they 
don’t want people to steal their mana.”

The rarity of seeing a koholā, let alone obtaining its teeth 
to make a lei niho palaoa, was considered a sacred and 
honored gift to Native Hawaiians for thousands of years. 
Unfortunately, in the early 19th century when thousands 
of whaling ships took to the high seas, the significance of 
a koholā began to rapidly decline because their numbers 
decreased. Once word spread that the warm waters of the 
Hawaiian Islands was a popular migration destination for 
humpback whales, fleets of whaling ships would abruptly 
drop anchor at the island’s harbors, impatiently seeking 
their turn at the prized possession. Lāhainā, Maui and 
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Honolulu soon became boomtown favorites among whalers. 
Lāhainā was especially popular since it was located in an 
area where foul weather was rare and the water’s channels 
were mostly always calm. According to the Maui Historical 
Society, from 1843 to 1860 — also known as the “Golden 
Age” — Lāhainā was the “principle anchorage of America’s 
Pacific whaling fleet and the town became the recruiting 
grounds for supplies and Hawaiian seamen.”

But once petroleum and kerosene were discovered as 
alternatives to whale oil, and the fact that the whale popula-
tion was simply overhunted to the point of near extinction, 
whaling in Hawai‘i began to decline. By the turn of the 20th 
century, the global population of humpback whales was 
nearly depleted by the commercial whaling industry. 

In 1973, the United States government passed the 
Endangered Species Act, which included and listed the pro-
tection of the humpback whale. In 1992, Congress enacted 
the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine 
Sanctuary in Kīhei, Maui. Administered by a partnership 
between NOAA’s Office of National Marine Sanctuaries 
and the state of Hawai‘i through the Department of Land 
and Natural Resources, the sanctuary is a vital component 
for the protection of the humpback whale population.

Today, sightings of the koholā continues from afar. The 
abundance of pod migration during the winter season 
(November through February) is a sight to see along 
the coast of Lāhainā. It’s a rare glimpse of what Native  
Hawaiian ancestors used to enjoy prior to Western  contact. 
Although the greedy and wasteful mindset of the whaling 
industry no longer exists within the Hawaiian Islands, 
Paman believes visitors and locals alike can continue to 
strive to make Hawai‘i’s koholā — and countless other 
plants and species — a priority to protect and thrive for 
future generations to come.

“It’s all about compromise,” Panam says, as she recalls a 
beached whale incident in the early 2000s when scientists 
wanted to keep the bones to study while cultural leaders 
wanted to return its remains to the ocean. “That’s the 
big challenge now, in general, when it comes to people 
believing their point of view is greater than the other. 
There is this constant tug of war. But I think, in the end, 
when we all work together, an agreement can be made 
when integrity has its best interest at heart. It’s that idea of 
what kind of legacy are we leading for the future. When our 
future people look back at us as their ancestors, will they be 
proud? I hope they will be.” 
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