
CHamoru Environmental Stewardship: The Låncho as a Site of Inafa' maolek

Guåhan is the southernmost and largest of the 
Mariana Islands. The Indigenous peoples of the 
Marianas, the CHamoru people, also known as the 
taotao tåno', have lived here on Guåhan and 
cared for the land for some 4,000 years since their 
genesis and throughout the last 350 years of 
colonization (under Spain, Japan and the United 
States). Throughout their history, the låncho, 
(ranch), an umbrella term referring to any kind of 
family farm and/or familial “property”) is one 
particular place where traditional CHamoru 
practices of inafa' maolek (stewardship and 
caregiving) have continued well into today. This 
preliminary research project investigates the 
history of these practices, the relations between 
the CHamoru lancheru (farmers) and their låncho 
and the notion of inafa' maolek as it has informed 
and flourished through lancheru labor as a kind of 
CHamoru ethical framework.

The CHamoru notion of inafa' maolek means literally to “make good/ or better (for one another)” 
and constitutes one of the most critical components of Kostumbren CHamoru (what we call 

collectively CHamoru practices and “culture”) (Perez-Iyechad, PSECC 1996). Like other similar 
traditional notions of care, including but not limited to chenchule' (obligation) and respetu 
(respect), inafa' maolek (PSECC 1996) also implies a mutual intimate relationship between 

beings predicated on interdependence, reciprocity and kinship whether these beings and these 
relationships involve people, their ancestral lands, ancestral spirits, medicines and animal 

relatives. Inafa' maolek is more than just a value: it is as an entire “cultural framework” (Na'puti 
and Bevacqua 2015, 848). It constitutes a set of traditional ethical protocols and embodied 
practices for accordingly promoting, protecting and in many cases, restoring, the wellbeing, 

health, integrity and prosperity of those engaged in these relationships with deep origins 
grounded in CHamoru rootedness in the land. Though “pre-contact” forms of inafa' maolek have 
certainly shifted and evolved throughout Guåhan’s colonial history, undergoing constant change 

to accommodate the survival needs and living conditions of the CHamorus, the underlying 
practice of making good and making better for one other remains just as strong and influential. 

The låncho is one such site where this is evident.

Fine'nina

Inafa' maolek



Hestorian taotao tåno' (people of the land)

900- 1500 AD 

CHamoru clans live throughout Guåhan in coastal settlements. Though much of 
their sustenance comes from the ocean, archeological surveys indicate extensive 
land use, settlement and farming in the northern limestone region of the island 
and in the fertile valleys and hillsides of southern Guåhan (Bayman, et. al 2020, 
231-234, PSECC 1996, 12). There is evidence of traditional slashing and burning 
methods for land clearing and farming purposes (Moore, Guampedia). Analyses 
of pottery remnants from these settlements and various primary accounts from 
early European colonizers verify that CHamorus cultivated and prepared crops 
including but not limited to piga (taro), dago (yam), suni (taro leaves), lemmai 

(breadfruit), rice and other similar starches and tubers (Driver 2004, Bayman et. 
al 2020, 234).

Inafa' maolek is practiced through the sharing, 
provision and reciprocating of labor and foodstuffs 

regarding chores, housing construction, fishing 
voyages, land cultivation and the preparation of food 

for ceremonies and gatherings between CHamoru 
clan members.

1565

Guåhan is claimed by Miguel López de Legazpi for the Spanish Crown. 
Though this marks the (in)formal colonization of the Guåhan and the 

Mariana Islands, the CHamorus had already experienced violent encounters 
with Spanish sailors prior to this (Ferdinand Magellan’s 1521 raid on 

CHamoru settlements being the first documented encounter). The Marianas 
would serve as a provision stop for the annual Manilla Galleon between the 

Philippines and Acapulco, Mexico, resulting in the influx and gradual 
CHamoru appropriation and cultivation of “New World” crops such as 

tomatoes, corn and chili peppers via trade with the Spanish. Despite being 
claimed for Spain, formal colonization and the forced conversion of the 

CHamorus wouldn’t happen until 1668. 

1668-1680s

Guåhan undergoes missionization by Father Diego Luis de San Vitores, whose conversion 
efforts (and murder by CHamoru leaders) initiate an era of militarized violence, pandemics, 
forced assimilation, brutality and disposession for the CHamoru peoples during and after the 
CHamoru armed resistance movements of the Spanish CHamoru Wars (1672-1695). Under 
the Reducción and in order to both expedite Catholic conversion and eliminate resistance, 

CHamorus from all the Marianas Islands are forcibly relocated to Guåhan. Individual 
(formerly non-unified) clans on Guåhan are relocated and confined to 7 major landlocked 

“villages” established by the Spanish throughout the island in close proximity to the church, 
Spanish guards and missionaries and close enough to hear the Hagåtña church bells (Diaz 

2010).

In light of relocation, dispossession and significant population decline, CHamoru clans still 
retained traces of their ancestral clan lands even if these lands were outside of their residential 

villages or many villages away. Outside of required mass services and other obligations, 
CHamorus would travel to their låncho and tend to their land and their crops away from the 

constant surveillance of their residential villages and return home after work was done (Bayman 
et. al 2020), therein continuing and (re)shaping relationships of care with their lands. These 

lands would become the more formal “låncho” we are familiar with today.

1700s-1800s

Though CHamorus had always cultivated their lands and certainly farmed 
centuries before Spanish colonization, they continued these practices through 

a more land-based subsistence economy while providing manual labor for 
Spanish infrastructure projects on designated “Crown Lands.” The resulting 

socioeconomic system leads to the emergence of elite CHamoru mestizo 
land-owning clans located in Hagåtña (the capital)-- constituting the 

manakhilo' class-- and poorer laborers, the manakpapa, who live directly off 
their farmlands and/or cultivated land owned and leased by the manakhilo'. 
Many manakpapa are subjected to peonage and each individual family starts 
to become its own economic unit as they become progressively more reliant 

on their family farms and låncho for sustenance. 



1910s-1930s:

CHamorus increasingly begin to join the 
wage economy as many lose their land to 

non-payment of land taxes as a result of the 
Great Depression and the diminished value 

of their crops (particularly copra.) The Naval 
administration begins various public health 

and modernization projects around the island 
for urban development and to Americanize 

the CHamorus. Intensive agricultural 
programs, such as educational workshops, 
public classes, official mandates in the form 

of Executive Orders issued by Naval 
Governors and the Industrial Fair are 

established to encourage supposedly more 
productive farming methods and approaches 

among lancheru who were able to retain 
their properties (Beaty 1967).

1941-1944

Guåhan is colonized by Japan during WWII. While many 
were dispossessed and/or entirely relocated to and held at 
different villages by the Japanese, those with their låncho 
often fled to their lands and farms for refuge and safety 
during the war. Those who were held by the Japanese 

towards the end of the war were forced to farm the land 
intensively and sustain Japanese forces with food and 

labor needs for their military installations. Toward the end 
of the occupation, Japanese soldiers committed wartime 

atrocities and massacred many CHamorus like those at the 
Tinta and Faha Massacres and the Manenggon 

Concentration Camp. Many CHamorus if they were not 
killed were brutally beaten. This wartime experience 

explains why many CHamorus today (even those who did 
not live during the war) remain indebted to the U.S. for 
“liberating” CHamoru families. The US would work this 
CHamoru gratitude in their favor and many CHamorus 
would unquestioningly give their most precious gift and 

resource, land.

1950s

Guåhan at the turn of the twentieth century was already considered strategically important to the U.S. military and the United 
States (which had already established itself as an imperial power). During that time, the island was used as a coaling station. In 
the aftermath of WWII and during the Cold War, the US military began an intensive land-grabbing campaign on the island. 
Some historians say that immediately after the war, the U.S. controlled two-thirds of the island. Many CHamorus lost their land 
to condemnation (and even today Indigenous struggles to reclaim ancestral homelands continue in the island). As a result of 
economic opportunities provided by the US military and public infrastructure projects and the destabilization of former economic 
bartering and subsistence systems and ranches, livestock and crops, many CHamorus turn towards the wage economy. Along 
with granting U.S. citizenship and transferring administration of the island from the Department of the Navy to the Department 
of the Interior, the 1950 Guam Organic Act would formally establish the island as an unincorporated territory of the United 
States. Following the destruction of Typhoon Karen in 1962, the island would experience major development and urbanization. 

While some would begin to embrace more “modern” American and industrial opportunities and lifestyles away from 
the rural låncho, many families remained prominent farmers with the land they had. Many managed to retain their 

familial properties in some way or another even if they did not farm it and many worked to have their lands 
repatriated back from the military. Numerous families resisted military encroachment on their låncho, refusing to 

cede their lands.

1898

Spain cedes Guåhan to the United States as a spoil of war through the Treaty of 
Paris. Jurisdiction over the island and the CHamorus is delegated to the Department 

of the Navy. Between 1899-1941, numerous presidentially-appointed naval 
governors would rule the island. Meanwhile, CHamorus would continue to petition for 

U.S. citizenship, (they began as early as 1901) as a way of forming close ties with 
the United States but also eventually as a way of challenging the authoritarian rule 

of the naval governors (in 1950, CHamorus would eventually be granted U.S. 
citizenship). Upon occupation, the Naval Government absorbs formerly (Spanish) 

“Crown Lands” throughout the island. The Naval Government immediately 
implements a land tax that would ultimately cause many CHamorus to lose their 

låncho and land holdings significantly over the next 40 years (Beaty 1967).

Inafa' maolek is continued through CHamoru subsistence and bartering economies based around 
maize, sweet potato, cacao and coffee cultivation (Beaty 1967, 112.) Self subsistence is such a 

prominent and sustainable way of making a living that entering the wage economy and acquiring 
surpluses in material capital and accumulating American traded goods are not pressing desires for 
many CHamorus. So many remain more content with ranching and tending to their lands, that the 

Naval Government would begin to view them as rather “lazy” and “unmotivated” (Beaty 1967, 114).



Inafa' maolek gi låncho på'go 
(1970s- i presente)

The CHamoru struggles for sovereignty, political self-determination 
and for the return of ancestral lands continue today. These political 
and cultural movements draw from CHamorus’ collective reclamation 
of their colonial and Indigenous histories and lived experiences and 
memories of the prewar, wartime and postwar eras. CHamorus have 
mobilized and still continue to mobilize in response to environmental 
degradation and increasing rates of cancer, heart disease, diabetes 
and a host of other social and economic issues. CHamorus (who no 
longer make up the majority of the population) continue to fight for 
lands, language and sustainable ways of living. 

These decolonization struggles (beginning in the early 1970s) have 
become even more politically charged in the context of a current U.S. 
military buildup that will result in the desecration once again of 
ancestral homelands, this time, for the construction, of a live fire 
training range complex in Litekyan/Ritidian in northwestern Guåhan 
(Natividad and Leon Guerrero 2010; Bevacqua and Na’puti 2015; 
DeLisle 2015).

While the US occupies one-third of the 
island, which includes two major military 
installations, most CHamorus rely on 
imported foodstuffs and work wage jobs. 
However, there are still many individual 
and family lancheru who grow their own 
produce, sustain their needs and steward 
their låncho. There is also a resurgence in 
the rematriation of CHamoru seeds 
(Pacific Daily News 2020).

CHamorus have created and participated 
in centralized and local agricultural 
initiatives, collectives and training 
programs, including cooperatives who 
ensure island-wide access to affordable, 
sustainably-grown goods while promoting 
their local economies and partnering 
businesses. Many farmers sell their 
produce at weekend farmers markets 
while some sell their produce on the side 
of the road or from the backs of their 
cars. Some drop off fruits at their 
relatives’ homes as a means of giving 
thanks or reciprocating chenchule’ 
(obligation for something in return) or 
simply because they have food to give.



Finakpo'

Values and practices of inafa' maolek are continued in the forms of collaborative and sustainable 
farming methods/ partnerships between independent and family lancheru and local businesses 
seeking to promote local enterprises and support each others’ economic and business needs.  
Because of Guåhan’s relationship with the US, as a result of the Organic Act (but also under the 
terms of the Jones Act, which prevents foreign flag ships from importing goods to the island), 
many CHamorus and those who call Guåhan home are still dependent on the US for their way of 
life, starting with food. Many of these items are expensive and unhealthy canned foods, like Spam 
and corned beef. Thus, grassroots efforts to transition back to and support more local, 
sustainable, healthier and traditional food systems and enterprises constitute an especially critical 
component of making maolek (good/ better) for one another. Inafa' maolek continues in the form 
of radical activism and resistance to US imperialism, but also in the seemingly simple effort to 
grow food and indeed become more sovereign not just politically but in the food choices 
CHamorus make. These forms of labor and environmental stewardship are inafa' maolek in the 
ways that the låncho and the CHamorus give care to each other in the context of CHamoru 
nation-building and outside of colonialism.
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