
The Rising of the Paloio 
A reliable astronomical formula for 
predicting the rising of the Paloio 

By C. G. R. McKAY* 

TN Western Samoa, outlying islands 
of the Fiji group, and other islands 

of the Pacific, the annual appearance 
of the paloio is almost a festival, 
occasioned both by its rarity and its 
succulence as a food. 

The paloio, mistakenly called a 
worm, is the released stream of spawn 
of a sea anelid, eunice viridis, resemb­
ling a diminutive lobster, which 
spends its entire life hiding in some 
crevice or orifice in the coral deep 
below the surface. It releases once 
annually its soft hind portion, while-
head and body remain immovable and 
another propagation portion grows. 
The section released is somewhat after 
the nature of jelly-fish spawn, as many 
as 300 segments adhering to each other 
lineally to form a wriggling "worm," 
and of any length up to 300 milli­
metres. The male "worms" are 
reddish-brown, and those of the 
female are blue-green. Upon contact 
with the surface and the light of dawn 
the sacks enclosing them dissolve, and 
fresh life begins. But when ? 

During the wartime occupation of 
Western Samoa by the United States 
Marine Corps a strict black-out was 
required, and night fishing was pro­
hibited entirely. Towards the end of 
1942 the crisis had eased a little. The 
people approached the American com­
manding officer for permission to go 
out for paloio before dawn on the one 
night only of its appearance. He was 
inclined to agree, but in the forthright 
way of military men, required to know 
which night it would be "and no 
fooling." 

V a r i o u s authorities (notably 
Dr. Augustin Kramer, in his Die 
Samoa Inseln—Stuttgart, 1902) have 
described this phenomenon, but none 
had given an accurate formula for 
forecasting its appearance. The 
Samoan formula was to count full 
moon (malupeaua) as the first night 
when the moon rises after sunset, and 
to expect paloio on the seventh morn­
ing after the full moon nearest to the 
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end of October. But no one was quite 
sure, or could explain the connection 
between the paloio and any particular 
date. 

After much questioning and analysis 
of the answers a formula was hit upon 
which was found reliable in practice 
and reasonable in theory: that the 
paloio would rise on the seventh morn­
ing after the full moon, being that 
last quarter of the moon nearest to 
the day when the sun would pass over 
the zenith on its way southward. If 
the day of maximum sun's altitude is 

spaced more or less equally between 
two last quarters of the moon, the 
paloio will appear some at each last 
quarter, or if the last quarter should 
fall due by exact calculation, say, in 
the afternoon, then the paloio may 
appear both in the morning of that 
day and of the day following. 

In test by practice this formula 
proved accurate. Now for the theory: 
It is that the parent anelid, deep down 
in the coral, requires a combination 
of light and minimum water pressure 
to activate its reproductive processes. 
The sun at its zenith pours maximum 
light down into the depths. The 
activation thus caused is stimulated at 
dawn of each day, and reaches its 
crisis on the dawn of the last quarter 
of the moon, for low tides and corres­
pondingly low pressures synchronize 
at dawn with the last quarter of the 
moon in those Pacific islands where 
the paloio appears. 
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