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Abbott, Isabella Aiona  (1919–2010)

Isabella Aiona Abbott was born in 1919 to a native Hawaiian 
mother and a Chinese father. Abbott was born in Hawaii, just 
like her mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandmother. 
She spent much of her childhood chasing her younger 
brother on the beaches of Waikiki, ‘Ewa, and Lahaina.

At the beach, Abbott’s mother taught her about different 
kinds of limu—a variety of Hawaiian seaweed that is 
important in traditional Hawaiian cooking and rituals. 
Abbott’s mother knew all about limu. “She knew all the 
edible ones,” Abbott reflected, “and gave you the Hawaiian 
names; never made a mistake.” Abbott’s grandmother had passed this knowledge down to Abbott’s 
mother, who passed it on to Abbott herself. This was how Abbott’s love of seaweed began.

Abbott’s passion for botany continued to grow at school. She studied botany at the University of 
Hawaii at Manoa and the University of Michigan. When Abbott finished her doctoral program in algal 
taxonomy at the University of California at Berkeley in 1950, she became the first native Hawaiian to 
earn a PhD. 
 
Abbott taught marine biology at Stanford University from 1960 to 1982. She was the first female 
member of the biology faculty. Abbott has been recognized worldwide as the leading expert on Central 
Pacific algae. Over the course of her career, Abbott discovered more than 200 new kinds of algae. 
She has published over 170 research papers and important books about algae. In 1997, Abbott was 
awarded the National Academy of Sciences’ Gilbert Morgan Smith Medal for her algae research.

After nearly 30 years in California, Abbott returned to her native Hawaii to research and teach at 
the University of Hawaii at Manoa. There, she studied the algae in Hawaii’s coral reefs and fought 
to protect the islands’ most vulnerable ecosystems. In 2005, Abbott was named a “Living Treasure 
of Hawaii.” “That moved me the most,” she reflected, “because it’s for your contribution to your 
community.” In 2010, the “First Lady of Limu,” died in Honolulu, Hawaii at 91 years old.

 
Reflect:

1. What barriers did Abbott break?

2. What is one important scientific contribution that Abbott made?

3. What is one question you have about Abbott’s life? How could you find an answer to this question?
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